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Atonement: A Critical Case Study
Introduction: Summary and Biographical and Historical Contexts
Part I:  Summary
	Ian McEwan’s Atonement is a novel of historical fiction set in England around the time of World War II.  The novel follows aspiring writer Briony Tallis through the years, first focusing on a few pivotal moments from her childhood before skipping to her as an adult who is reflecting back on her adolescent mistakes and attempting to atone for them.  
	As a precocious child with oft-absent parents, Briony Tallis is frequently left to her own devices.  The novel opens with Briony writing a play to celebrate her brother Leon’s homecoming and her cousins’ arrival.  Briony feels bad for her cousins, especially Lola, because their parents are divorcing, which is why they are staying with the Tallises for the summer.  
Focus occasionally switches to Briony’s older sister Cecilia, who spends the day picking wildflowers for Leon’s friend Paul and fending off the awkward advances of her lifelong acquaintance Robbie Turner.  Her encounter with Robbie is observed by young Briony, whose limited perspective as a child keeps her from being able to understand what is happening between them.  While Cecilia and Robbie simply argue and tease each other, and Cecilia ends up pretending to drown in the fountain to get back at him, Briony watches on in horror, believing that Robbie is harassing Cecilia and is forcing her to get into the fountain and take off her clothes.  
The fountain incident leaves Briony with a sick taste in her mouth regarding Robbie, which is only reinforced when he asks her to deliver a letter he has written for Cecilia.  Through a strange mix-up, Robbie accidentally hands Briony the more risqué, explicit version of the letter instead of the more appropriate, romantic one he intends.  When Briony decides to snoop and read the letter, she is horrified to see what she perceives as sexual threats toward her sister.  
Later, when everyone has arrived and the family is preparing to have dinner, Briony catches Cecilia and Robbie in the act in the library and assumes the worst—in Briony’s eyes, Robbie is a monster.  After an uncomfortable dinner, Briony’s twin cousins run away from home and the whole family leaves the house to look for them.  During this search, Briony witnesses her cousin Lola being attacked behind some bushes.  Briony had barely caught a glimpse of who the assailant was before he ran away, but she is adamant that it was the same man who’d attacked Cecilia.  Lola was in too much shock to talk about what happened, so it is left up to Briony to report what she had “witnessed.”  Thus, Robbie Turner is arrested for Lola’s attack.
The narrative then jumps ten years and begins to focus on Robbie’s experience fighting in World War II.  Not much is disclosed about those ten years of Robbie’s life—just that he has kept up a steady correspondence with Cecilia ever since he was incarcerated for the assault.  Cecilia’s letters talk about how she estranged herself from the family after Robbie’s arrest and her experience working as a nurse since the war began.  According to Cecilia, Briony may go through the judicial process of recanting the statements she made that incriminated Robbie long ago.  During Robbie and the other soldiers’ trek to Dunkirk, Robbie spends his time daydreaming about Briony clearing his name so he can live a life of freedom—pursuing a career and a family with Cecilia—after the war ends.  He ponders Briony’s intentions and whether she is truly attempting to atone for her wrongdoings or if she just wants to rid herself from the guilt of making the false accusations.  Robbie decides that it does not matter either way, because it would not reverse the damage that had been done over the past ten years.
Robbie becomes close to fellow soldiers Nettle and Mace, but as they continue their harrowing journey and face several near-death situations, their mental states begin to deteriorate.  By the time they reach shelter, Mace has disappeared and Robbie is critically injured.  He spends this time drifting in and out of sleep, ruminating on Briony’s guilt as well as his own guilt for what he has done during his time in the military, and yearning to return home to Cecilia.  Robbie’s consciousness fades away, his final memory that of Cecilia promising to wait for him.
From there, the novel goes back to Briony’s point of view, this time as an adult serving as a nurse.  Briony regrets joining the war effort and wishes she had attended college instead.  She still pursues writing on the side and struggles with getting published.  As the hospital grows more intense, Briony contemplates the fragility of life and the human body, and her mind often drifts to Robbie and how guilty she feels for sending him to jail.  
One day, Briony leaves the hospital to attend Lola’s wedding to Paul.  In attendance at the ceremony, Briony realizes that Paul was really the one who attacked Lola all those years ago, and her accusing Robbie only made it possible for Lola to marry her actual abuser.  After the wedding, Briony goes to visit Cecilia and Robbie, who appear happy with each other, but angry at Briony.  They do not forgive her because she never cleared Robbie’s name.  Briony leaves their house on a mission to atone for her past mistakes, but she is happy that their love lives on despite all the hardship.
The narrative then jumps forward more than fifty years.  At this point, Briony is 77 years old, reflecting on her life.  Paul and Lola’s marriage has been successful all these years, and they are now wealthy London socialites.  Writing is still a big part of Briony’s life, and she hopes to publish a book about the whole situation someday—Atonement is her manuscript.  It is revealed that Briony has taken some artistic liberties with her narration of the story:  Robbie actually died in Dunkirk all those years ago, never having made it home to Cecilia and his name never having been cleared, while Cecilia had been killed in the bombing of Balham Station during the Blitz.  The mistakes Briony made as a child haunted others for the rest of their lives, and it seems as though they have haunted her too, as she has been continually searching for atonement ever since.

Part II: Biographical and Historical Contexts
Ian McEwan’s writing of Atonement as a metafictional, historical work of postmodernism was undoubtedly influenced by his personal life and the period of time in which he lived.  McEwan was born in Hampshire, England, in 1948.  The son of a major in the English Army, McEwan spent most of his childhood moving from base to base throughout east Asia, Germany, and north Africa.  Growing up in such an unsettled manner, McEwan relied on books as “constant” companionship in a world of variables.  It’s likely that his childhood experiences engrained in him the notions of fragmented memories and unreliable narrators, two key elements of postmodernism that are depicted in Atonement.  In a household so focused on military pursuits, there was likely a lot going on around McEwan that he was too young to understand.  As seen in the novel, memories are often fragmented and downright untrustworthy, as they are shaped by our oftentimes wrong perception of the world around us—Briony Tallis is limited by her young age, which prohibits her from making sense of what happens around her, so she chooses to create her own reality.  

	Having returned to England at the age of 12, McEwan spent his formative years at Woolverstone Hall, a “state-run boarding school. . .deep in the English countryside” (Guignery 338).  There, he was introduced to works from Jane Austen and L.P. Hartley, two authors who influenced his own writing, especially that of Atonement.  According to McEwan, “the ghost that stalks [Atonement] is that of Jane Austen” (333).  The novel’s epigraph is a passage from Northanger Abbey, which is “about a young girl. . . whose imagination runs riot” (333); shades of Austen’s Catherine Morland can certainly be seen in McEwan’s Briony Tallis.  Furthermore, he credits L.P. Hartley’s The Go-Between with introducing him to elements of postmodernism, such as “how the imagined and the real could be woven together” (338).  Reading Hartley’s novel, McEwan said, was “a magical reading experience” that he likes to claim “was the moment [he] decided to become a writer. . . It was an intense moment of engagement with the novelist’s art, and the excitement never left [him]” (338).  McEwan pays tribute to Hartley in his own novel by having Briony act as a “go-between” for Robbie to give his letter to Cecilia.
In 1970, McEwan received a degree in English literature from the University of Sussex, and a few years later, earned his master’s degree from the University of East Anglia.  At university during this pivotal time in literary history, he was undoubtedly affected by the rise of the postmodernism movement.  This influence can be seen in his first published works, which people deemed “remarkable for their formal experimentation and controlled narrative voice” (British Council).  He was the first student to ever receive an M.A. in creative writing, after he opted to submit a work of fiction instead of the typical requirement of a critical dissertation.  By 1976, he had published his first collection of short stories, First Love, Last Rites, for which he won the Somerset Maugham award.  Though he received critical success in his early career, he also faced controversy, as his works often focused on “deviant sexuality and disjointed family life” (British Council), and one of his plays was censored by the BBC for being too obscene.  The dark nature of his early works earned him the nickname “Ian Macabre,” but by the mid-1980s, McEwan had turned a new leaf in his writing.  
With novels like The Child in Time, The Innocent, and Black Dogs, McEwan set out on a new path in the realm of literary fiction.  In the aforementioned novels, he explored subjects of the Cold War era, the aftermath of Nazi influence on Europe, and the role of a writer in the creation of a narrative—thus, he became known for writing metafictional historical novels, a label that has been attributed to Atonement by just about every critic on the market.  By playing with the concept of “truth” in narratives, experimenting with forms, as well as frequently using his writing as a commentary about the act of writing itself, McEwan makes a name for himself as a postmodern writer.  
Arguably, none of McEwan’s works have been quite so influenced by postmodernism, nor so successful as his novel Atonement.  McEwan wrote the novel over the span of two years, deciding on the form of the work “as three novellas and a coda” before nailing down the story’s plot.  At first, he had planned on writing a work of science-fiction set 200 years in the future, focusing on Cecilia and Robbie’s relationship in a commentary on class and social hierarchy (Guignery).  However, throughout the writing process, he found himself more drawn to and inspired by Jane Austen’s settings and characters.  By the time he’d fleshed out Briony’s character, he’d begun exploring the historical, war-time metanarrative avenue that gradually became Atonement as readers know it now.  He knew early on that “the novel [he] was writing was written by Briony, [and he] needed to think [his] way into the prose of an esteemed elderly lady novelist” (334).  Adopting Briony’s narrative voice, McEwan found “liberation” (334); in fact, he “was no longer Ian McEwan, [he] became Briony Tallis writing about herself in the third person, long after the events” (334).  McEwan did a lot of specialized research as he developed his ideas for Atonement’s plot.  Not only did he call upon memories of his father’s war stories and “insert [his] own version of moments that [his father] himself had witnessed” (336), but he also paid several visits to the Imperial War Museum and read countless letters from soldiers that recounted their time at Dunkirk, as well as nurses who wrote home reporting the goings-on of the overcrowded hospitals.  
Post-Atonement, McEwan has continued writing metafictional historical novels, but he has also published a few political works, short story collections, and children’s books as well.  His novels Saturday (2005), On Chesil Beach (2007), and Sweet Tooth (2012) have all been considered additional classics within his bibliography.  In 2008, McEwan landed on TIME’s list of the greatest British writers, and he was awarded an honorary doctorate degree of literature from University College London, where he had previously taught a class.  Though Atonement may be his most popular and canonical novel, McEwan continues to be recognized for his multitude of achievements and contributions to literature today, especially through his Fellowships of the Royal Society of Literature, the Royal Society of Arts, and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.  While McEwan admits that “all writers shy away from the idea that their reputation rests on one novel,” he claims that he will always be “pleased when a seventeen-year-old appears in a signing queue with her copy. . .and it looks like it’s been through three world wars and has so many notations that [he] can hardly find a place for [his] own signature,” for he cannot deny the impact Atonement has made in reading circles, schools’ curriculum, and the literary world as a whole (333).  

A Critical History
After completing his writing of the novel, McEwan warned his editor that it would be “difficult to sell” because it was “a novel for other writers, a book about the moral responsibilities of imagination” (332).  However, McEwan’s thought that Atonement would have been “an acquired taste” could not have been farther from reality (Daily Sun).  McEwan’s editor felt as though he’d hit the jackpot with Atonement, as “from the point of view of the British market, it [had] the three elements [they] knew would sell a novel:  the Second World War, a country house, and a love story” (332).  Upon the novel’s release in 2001, it quickly became a National Bestseller (in England) and sold a quarter of a million copies in the United States.  Not only was Atonement popular with readers, but it was also a critical success, as it was met with considerable acclaim from literary critics.  The novel won several prestigious awards and was shortlisted for many others, and it was even named as TIME magazine’s book of the year.  It is widely regarded as McEwan’s best work and “one of the first great classics of the 21st century” (The Guardian).  Furthermore, the Observer, an online publication that specializes in arts and entertainment, named it one of the 100 greatest novels ever written, calling it a “contemporary classic of mesmerizing narrative conviction” (Observer).  It’s safe to say that many people acquired the taste for McEwan’s novel.
The story of Atonement continued receiving praise when it was adapted into a film in 2007, directed by Joe Wright and starring Keira Knightley, James McAvoy, and Saoirse Ronan.  The film was nominated for seven Oscars, winning one for Best Original Score at the 80th Academy Awards ceremony.  Many considered it to be the main actors’ best performances and a successful adaptation of the novel, with only a few key images changed throughout the story.  It landed on many critics’ top ten lists for the year, including the New York Observer’s Rex Reed, who claimed that it was “everything a true lover of literature and movies could possibly hope for” (Reed).  
Many praised McEwan’s innovative style of writing the historically-based, fictional metanarrative – he crafted a work of postmodernism through the self-referential lens of modernism.  A critic from the Guardian argues that “Atonement asks what the English novel of the twenty-first century has inherited, and what it can do now” (Guardian).  Many critics have examined exactly that through countless essays to which they have applied various literary theories – the novel’s role in the lineage of the English novel, and how it has affected/was affected by the society in which McEwan was writing.  Scholarly work on Atonement has examined the novel through the lens of various theories, including Reader Response Theory, Psychoanalysis, New Historicism, Feminism/Gender and Sexuality, and Marxism.  Critics often discuss the various ways McEwan manipulated the narrative of the story through Briony’s voice and how the usage of the unreliable narrator and fragmented memories affected the representation of the aforementioned issues within the novel.  
Through the years, it has become clear that although Atonement offers rich commentary on topics like femininity, masculinity, sexuality, childhood, parenthood, war, imperialism, class, history, education, psychology, and philosophy, McEwan was not selling himself short with his simple assertion that he wrote “a novel for other writers” (Guignery 332).  Clearly, given all the previously mentioned subjects, Atonement is rife with opportunities for scholars to make their various arguments and apply various literary theories.  There is a lot to be said for how those issues impact the narrative form and modernism/postmodernism of the novel, and vice versa.  However, for the most part, it all comes back to being a novel about the moral responsibility that comes with writing and storytelling.   
In recent years, the momentum of critical essays on Atonement has majorly shifted toward Reader Response Theory.  Many critical reviews discuss how the narrative form of the work and McEwan’s employment of modern/postmodern elements affect the readability and/or the reader’s experience of the novel.  Some focus on the literal format of the novel – divided into “three novellas and a coda,” with some sections split into chapters and some simply spaced differently on the page – and how McEwan’s stylistic choices impacted the messages conveyed by the novel as well as readers’ perceptions of said messages.  As critics examine the impact of Briony’s readership and authorship of the text, Reader Response Theory could also be considered as another method to analyze the moral responsibilities depicted in the novel.
Either way – no matter what the “true message” of the novel is, or what the current focus of literary critics is – with the plethora of topics for scholars to examine within the novel, it is safe to say that literary critiques of Atonement won’t be slowing down any time soon.  In fact, there seem to be more and more essays published about the novel each year, even almost 20 years after its original publication.  With its stronghold on critics and school curricula, Atonement has rightfully been considered one of the first literary and cultural touchstones of the twenty-first century.

Psychoanalytic Criticism and Atonement
	In literary theory, psychoanalytic criticism posits that literature is “fundamentally entwined with the psyche” (Tyson 11).  Largely influenced by the tradition of psychoanalysis begun by Sigmund Freud, psychoanalytic criticism is a somewhat controversial element of literary theory in that people cannot always agree on what it entails.  Some believe that the study of this particular criticism is intended to analyze the psyche of the author, while some believe it is to analyze the psyche of particular characters within the work of literature – others even believe that psychoanalytic criticism encourages analysis of both the book’s author and its characters, while critics of Freud remain wary of psychoanalysis in general.  The examples of psychoanalytic criticism I found on Atonement speak majorly to the psychological elements depicted within the novel itself, such as trauma, childhood vs. adulthood, grief, regret, and sexuality.  
	One report in particular, “The Representation of Trauma in Ian McEwan’s Novels Atonement and Saturday,” by scholar Daniela Pitt, examines the ways trauma manifests itself in Atonement’s plot and affects the characters within the novel.  Pitt mentions how there is trauma “on a personal, social, and national level” at every turn of the story, referring to Lola’s molestation, Robbie’s experience during the war, and Briony’s service as a nurse preparing the hospital for an influx of wounded soldiers (Pitt 35).  She discusses how “the journey in accepting and dealing with the trauma becomes the focus of the narrative and not necessarily the trauma itself” (36).  In other words, readers see the traumatic events through Briony’s eyes, though the traumas are not necessarily hers to deal with – they are Lola’s, Robbie’s, and the other wounded soldiers.  Even so, the role Briony plays in the original trauma of Lola’s attack and Robbie’s arrest becomes the psychological focus of the novel as Briony dedicates her life to the pursuit of atonement.  Through Briony’s perspective, these episodes of domestic and global violence become “’traces’ of trauma” in that they act as symbols for “the chaos and terror within Briony’s mind” (37).  According to Pitt, McEwan “does not use trauma as a formulaic motif so prevalent in populist fiction and Hollywood disaster movies, but rather as a backdrop to reflect on the fragmented and turmoiled mind of current generations” (37).  
Within her essay, Pitt provides evidence of Briony’s obsessive need for order and control, the pursuit of which helps Briony establish her identity.  Briony often “escapes in the realm of fantasy where she can structure a narrative. . . to establish order and control her disordered world” (38).  Furthermore, Pitt claims that the original trauma of the novel may have been Briony’s witnessing of Cecilia and Robbie’s interaction at the fountain, which she found to be “illogical. . . [and] an infringement and violation of her created ordered world” (38).  In a way, her lashing out at Robbie became her original coping mechanism, the consequences of which later re-traumatized her with a lifelong sense of guilt, shame, and regret.  The character’s journey toward gaining atonement was, in a sense, a journey toward regaining the sense of order and control she once had over her life.  Pitt also argues that the trauma in the novel is “transformative,” altering the narrative style of the story (35).  According to Pitt, “the process of healing and transformation result in a renewed vision through the writing process of the fiction Briony has been laboring over for the majority of her life, meticulously editing and redrafting the details she wants them to be” (35).  In other words, Pitt argues that Atonement was written based on the psychological state of the protagonist/narrator.  McEwan chose to write the section on Robbie’s experience at Dunkirk – through Briony’s narration, of course – in a way that reflected Briony’s need to assuage her guilt and regain a sense of order despite the chaos of what really took place.
Other notable essays of psychoanalytic criticism approach the text differently.  Erin O’Dwyer’s “Of Letters, Love, and Lack” examines the “epistolary” nature of the novel in regards to Jacques Lacan’s gaze theory and questions who Robbie and Cecilia’s letters truly belong to.  Jean-Michel Ganteau’s “Of Wounds and Secrets” examines the various forms of pain depicted throughout the novel and Briony’s pursuit of atonement in regards to them.  In “Resisting Loss,” Elizabeth Weston explores how the notion of grief if depicted in the novel, especially in how Briony handles the deaths of Robbie and Cecilia.  Lucy Hopkins’s “The Child and the Maniac” essay was the only research I found that went into detail about Lola’s attack and her subsequent relationship with Paul Marshall, her attacker.  Included in a textbook on child psychology, Hopkins’s report sheds light on childhood innocence, sexuality, and trauma.  It’s clear that the writing of Atonement was a psychologically-heavy undertaking for both Briony Tallis and Ian McEwan.  
Bibliography
Dobrogoszcz.  “Narrative as Expiative Fantasy in Ian McEwan’s Atonement.”  Roczniki Humanistyczne, vol. 63, no. 5, 2015.
Finney, Brian.  “Briony’s Stand Against Oblivion:  the Making of Fiction in Ian McEwan’s Atonement.”  Journal of Modern Literature, vol. 27, no. 3, 2004.
Ganteau, Jean-Michel.  “Of Wounds and Secrets:  Ian McEwan’s Atonement.”  Etudes Anglaises, vol. 70, no. 3, 2017.
Hopkins, Lucy.  “The Child and the Maniac.”  Negotiating Childhoods, Probing the Boundaries.  2010.
Ionescu, Andrei.  “A Manifesto Against the Failures of Understanding:  Ian McEwan’s Atonement.”  Critique:  Studies in Contemporary Fiction, vol. 58, no. 5, 2017.
O’Dwyer, Erin.  “Of Letters, Love, and Lack:  A Lacanian Analysis of Ian McEwan’s Epistolary Novel Atonement.”  Critique:  Studies in Contemporary Fiction, vol. 57, no. 2, 2016.
Pastoor, Charles Cornelius.  “The Absence of Atonement in Atonement.”  REN, vol. 66, no. 3, 2014.
Pitt, Daniela.  “The Represenation of Trauma in Ian McEwan’s Novels Atonement and Saturday.”  Master’s Thesis, University of the Witwatersrand:  School of Humanities, 2009.
Pyrhonen, Heta.  “Purloined Letters in Ian McEwan’s Atonement.”  Mosaic, vol. 45, no. 4, 2012.
Weston, Elizabeth.  “Resisting Loss:  Guilt and Consolation in Ian McEwan’s Atonement.”  Journal of Modern Literature, vol. 42, no. 3, 2006.

Reader Response Criticism and Atonement

	In Lois Tyson’s literary theory handbook called Critical Theory Today, she explains Reader Response Theory as the embodiment of two main schools of thought: “that the role of the reader cannot be omitted from our understanding of literature and that readers do not passively consume the meaning presented to them by an objective literary text” (170).  In other words, we as readers shape our experience of the text in equally the same way that the authors of the text do.  In this way, readership of a text – what readers bring to the table regarding their own personal history, societal beliefs, preconceived notions of the text’s subject, and how it all affects the specific context within which they consume the story’s content – is just as important as the actual creation of the text.  Critics and scholars have begun looking at Atonement through the lens of reader response theory for a multitude of reasons; many examine their own readership of the novel and how their own life experiences, as well as the book’s form, affect their reading of it.  On the other hand, some critics choose to examine the ideas of readership and/or authorship that are depicted in the novel’s contents.  
	The inciting incident of Atonement is Lola’s rape and Robbie’s arrest – this serves as a catalyst for the rest of the action in the novel.  In Jennifer Perry’s “Reader Response Theory” essay, she examines our readership of this story event.  Throughout the novel, we receive a variety of narrative viewpoints – notably, novellas 1 and 3 are told through the perspective of third-person narrator, novella 2 is told from Robbie’s first-person point of view, and the final coda is Briony’s first-person account – only at the end do we discover that the novel has been fully “written” by Briony.  However, during the first section of the novel, in which the inciting incident occurs, the narrative focus shifts among Briony, Cecilia, and Robbie.  Because readers experience the text from different characters’ perspectives at key times throughout the text, we are privy to information that gives the novel an air of dramatic irony.  As Perry points out,
“[readers] know that Robbie was not the assaulter of Lola because [readers] receive his point of view when writing the letter, and Cecilia’s point of view during their romantic moment in the library.  As readers, we know that Cecilia and Robbie are in love and nothing Robbie did that evening was violent or dangerous” (Perry 2). 

Readers experience the book in a way that makes Robbie’s innocence clear – author McEwan could have chosen to write keep the prose fully from Briony’s point of view, making Robbie’s innocence/guilt ambiguous, but he did not.  McEwan’s (and Briony’s) authorship of the text had a direct effect on readers’ experience.  As mentioned earlier, it is not until the end that readers discover Briony’s “authorship” of the text, and upon that discovery, “her” narrative choices make sense – Briony penned the entire novel as a way of clearing Robbie’s name, so she had to write the narrative in a way that would allow readers to gain experience with Robbie as a character prior to Lola’s attack and convince readers of his innocence.  Readers’ prior experience with Robbie’s inner monologue about Cecilia helped readers understand his true intentions and fully believe the falsehood of Briony’s accusation against him when the time came.
	Perry further explores the concept of reader response theory as conveyed by Briony when Robbie gives her the letter for Cecilia.  Prior to her snooping and reading through the letter, Briony had witnessed a bizarre incident between Robbie and Cecilia at the fountain in their garden, which she had misunderstood to be Robbie forcing her sister to strip her clothes off and jump into the fountain.  The episode shaped her preconceived notions of Robbie as a sort of predator, further affirmed by her cousin Lola’s assertion that he is a “sex maniac” (McEwan 112).  By the time Robbie gave Briony his letter to pass along to her sister, she had a terribly negative perception of him.  This affected her reading of the letter, which was (accidentally) sexually explicit in nature, and thereby confirmed her opinion of him as some sort of pervert.  Perry reminds us that when Briony witnesses Lola’s rape, “she does not clearly see who the attacker is, but she decides to blame Robbie based on her previous assumptions” (Perry 2).  Though she did not actually see Robbie at the scene of the crime – in fact, he was somewhere else entirely, searching for Lola’s lost twin brothers – she claims to the police to “know it was him” (McEwan 231).  Briony’s past experiences with Robbie completely shaped her reading of his letter and subsequently her reality, as she was able to convince herself and others – even Lola – of Robbie’s guilt.  This is an important example of how what readers bring to the table truly matters when they approach a text.  Robbie’s intent behind the letter was never to cause any harm, and in any other hands, it would not have been perceived as such.  
Though McEwan’s message in the novel is mainly about the moral responsibilities of authors to craft stories ethically, it could also be argued that he makes a case for ethical readership as well.  Readers should strive to be more aware of the role they play in the creation of a text’s meaning, knowing what they bring to the table by way of preconceived notions, life experience, and societal views – if Briony had realized her own bias toward Robbie and its negative impact on her readership, perhaps there would have been no inciting incident for her to spend her entire life trying to atone for.
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New Historical Criticism and Atonement
New Historicism involves examining the history or time period in which a text is set, and during which it was written – it’s worth noting that these periods of time are often different from one another.  Lois Tyson tells us that new historicist critics “argue that the literary text and the historical situation from which it emerged are equally important because text (the literary work) and context (the historical conditions that produced it) are mutually constitutive” (Tyson 291).  In other words, a work’s context (historical, cultural, and social background) is just as important in the shaping and subsequent reading of a text as the text itself is.  This is an especially noteworthy aspect of literary criticism on Atonement, as it was written and set during two vastly different periods of time and represent two vastly different literary movements.  
McEwan composed the novel during the postmodern movement, yet the story is based in and narrated through a modernist lens.  Elements of modernism are seen frequently in Briony’s narrative, while McEwan’s form is largely postmodern.  Briony adopts elements of individualism, experimentation, and formalism in her writing of the events that happen in the novel, while McEwan employs shifting narrative focus, unreliable narration, fragmentation, and metafictional elements such as self-referencing and intertextuality throughout his writing of the novel as a whole.  Many critics have pointed out the narrative style of the novel and its modern/postmodern elements, as they help contextualize the work within the era in which the story was set and written.  Critic Ana Mitric’s “Turning Points:  Atonement, Horizon, and Late Modernism” explores the role editor Cyril Connolly plays in the novel, especially in Briony’s development as a writer/narrator.  When Briony attempts to publish her short story “Two Figures and a Fountain,” which is seemingly one of the first iterations of her story about Cecilia and Robbie, she receives a rejection letter from Connolly advising her to find the “backbone” of her story.  More notably, he acknowledges the worried note that she had attached to her manuscript and reassures her that “her omission of the war needs no apology” (Mitric 717).  According to Mitric, this episode with the rejection letter was a “revision of modernist fiction from the standpoint of the 1930s” (717), as Connolly was truly the editor of Horizons at the time that Briony attempted to submit her manuscript to them within the novel.  In this way, McEwan constructed an alternate version of literary history around the characters in his novel; furthermore, this “puts McEwan’s novel in dialogue with the even more pressing conversations of the late 1930s and 40s about writers’ social, political, and, indeed, moral responsibilities to the society at large” (717).  The character of Briony Tallis wanted to speak to the “moral responsibilities” of writers – at the time, this meant questioning her obligation to write about the war – just like Ian McEwan himself.  
In addition to examining the narrative form and elements of modernism and postmodernism, many critics focus on the novel as a work of historical fiction.  Many New Historicist takes on Atonement include analysis of its representation of World War II, the postwar literary era, post-imperialism, historiography, and the evolution of the British Novel.  Critic Cynthia Quarrie’s “Before the Destruction Began:  Interrupting Post-Imperial Melancholia in Ian McEwan’s Atonement” explores the symbol of the English country house within the novel and its sociohistorical representation of imperialism.  Furthermore, Quarrie attributes the novel’s message “about the failure or impossibility of atonement” to the Britain’s imperial history.  She posits that Atonement is representative of the fact that in cases of extreme atrocities that result in destruction on a personal (or global) scale, atonement is not likely to ever be reached.  In this case, she argues that “Atonement suggests the need to atone for the English novel itself, and for the history or inheritance that it represents” (Quarrie 194), as its foundation is rooted in imperialism and war.  To that end, “if the novel is about the problematics of establishing authorial legitimacy, it is also about the difficulty of wielding that legitimacy in the face of historical guilt” (194).  This adds another layer to McEwan’s philosophy of the moral responsibility of writers – Quarrie’s remarks beg the question of whether or not writers are also responsible for the history in which their work is rooted.
	There are many ways to examine the historical aspects of Atonement, but most of them do circle back to this idea of a writer’s ethical obligations to his readers.  McEwan’s construction of a postmodern work in which he wrote his way into modernist history makes this novel a true work of metafictional historiography, as it explores and comments on the act of examining history.  
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Aging, Gender, and Marxist Criticism and Atonement

	Atonement offers commentary on the topics of aging, gender, and class, as well as the intersectionality of them.  These criticisms, formally known as literary gerontology, feminist theory, and Marxist theory, are all fairly straightforward in their approach of literature.  
Gerontology is the study of the social, cultural, psychological, and biological effects of aging on human development; in literature, critics examine the effect of all these elements on a character’s development or the construction of a narrative.  Age plays a big role in Atonement’s narrative – most notably in Briony’s development throughout the plot’s duration.  The novel begins in 1935, starring Briony as a precocious 13-year-old, and the novel’s coda takes place during 1999 with Briony as a 77-year-old.  Obviously, Briony undergoes a lot of social, cultural, psychological, and biological changes during that time, though admittedly, she spent a majority of those 65 years trying to atone for her sins against Robbie and Cecilia and rewrite their past.  During the 1999 coda, Briony tells readers that she has been diagnosed with vascular dementia and is facing rapid mental decline and death.  According to Heike Hartung’s “The Limits of Development:  Narratives of Growing Up/Growing Old,” the novel “uses senile dementia as [a] metaphor for premature endings in the form of approaching death through incurable illness” (Hartung 57).  In other words, Briony’s illness conveys to readers “the sense of an ending” that is very similar to the endings met by Robbie and Cecilia (58).  Hartung’s critique posits the idea that Briony’s confession of her illness represents her finally surrendering control over her life and others; the critic likens this “reluctant process of letting go” to her finally giving up control over Robbie and Cecilia’s narrative as she finishes revising her manuscript.
In addition to age playing an important factor in the novel, gender serves a relatively significant function as well.  Many critics have examined Atonement through the lens of feminist theory, in which they explore how societal views on gender, and women in particular, affect Briony’s sexual education, her sense of reality, and her power as a storyteller.  Antonia Garcia Lara’s “Patriarchy, Indoctrination, and Education:  The Therapeutic Power of Creation in Women’s Literature” is the most comprehensive source I found on the subject, as it explores all three aforementioned aspects of feminism found in Atonement.  Lara reminds readers that during the few years leading up to World War II, the time in which the book is set, “Victorian moral standards and conservative values [were] reestablished in England” (Lara 40).  Coming from an “ancient, wealthy, and conservative family that lives in a large country house,” Briony is largely left to her own devices and never receives an iota of sexual education.  However, she is “so influenced by [romance novels] that she has a distorted vision of reality; she sees [life itself] as a romance novel” (40).  These ideals of what femininity should look like during this between-war period are what causes her to so deeply misunderstand the situation between Robbie and Cecilia and construct a false reality based on her own perceptions.  In a way, one could view Briony simply as a product of her time, reading popular romance fiction and remaining prudish to the extent that it shapes her entire reality.  On the other hand, one could recognize Briony’s act of narrative creation as a symbol of power.  As Lara tells us, 
“Young Briony exists in a family in which her mother is always sick in bed, her father is always in London (probably having love affairs with other women) and her siblings are not at home because they attend to University.  Maybe she becomes a writer when she is eleven not just influenced by the readings of her first sentimental novels, but also to deal with her isolation in a house with a broken family” (50).

In other words, Lara implores us to view Briony’s writing as an attempt to gain power and control in an environment in which she feels she has none.  As a young girl, especially in the society depicted in Atonement, it is quite a radical act to try claiming such power and attempt to make order out of such a broken home.  Also, it is worth mentioning that in Briony’s constructed reality, her standing up against the sexual predation of Robbie by accusing him of assaulting Lola is a radical feminist act.  Ultimately, though Briony’s intentions are good, the actual result of her actions makes clear commentary on the Victorian gender ideals of the time – they are harmful.  Briony attempts to earn atonement throughout her life after sending Robbie to jail by becoming a nurse to help wounded soldiers and continually revising her manuscript of Robbie and Cecilia’s story – in the end, these acts are nothing more than responses to the Victorian gender ideals that caused the inciting incident in the first place.  It is not until Briony once again realizes the power of narrative creation that she truly breaks free of Victorian feminine shackles and comes closest to achieving atonement – it is not enough to simply tell the other parties’ side of things and clear Robbie’s name, as she must construct a narrative in which Robbie and Cecilia end up alive and happy together.  Ultimately, it is Briony’s wielding of power as a woman and a storyteller that sets her and the other characters free.
Class plays a large role in Atonement; for starters, the Tallis family comes from old money and represents conservative, Victorian ideals.  Robbie Turner is the son of the Tallises’ housekeeper, and the class disparities between him and the Tallis family are quite clear from the novel’s beginning.  Critic Ian Fraser explores these differences in his essay, “Class Experience in McEwan’s Atonement.”   Fraser explains how “culturally dislocated” Robbie is, as he straddles the line between the Tallises’ upper class lifestyle and his lower class background, and how the class prejudice of [the Tallises] allows him to be sacrificed” (Fraser 466).  Although Robbie grew up with the Tallises and they are close enough to pay for his schooling at Cambridge University, it is clear that they do not truly consider him part of the Tallis family in how quick they are to believe Briony’s accusation against him.  Though the stranger Paul Marshall had been acting suspicious and even had physical evidence on his body that could have linked him to Lola’s attack, the Tallis family is much more inclined to believe that the lower-class Robbie (who had an airtight alibi, no less) was capable of such a horrid act.  In this way, Robbie becomes a victim of class differences just as he later becomes a victim of the war.  Scholar Doha Mahmoud Abdel-Moety explores this connection between class and war in his essay, “The Ideologies of War and Social Class in Atonement,” notably diving into how the Tallis family believed in the innocence of a soldier that they didn’t know over that of a lower-class man that they were familiar with.  Furthermore, the fallout from the incident results in a sort of cultural dislocation for Cecilia as well, as she was once “deeply imbued with the identities relating to an upper-middle-class background, but what happens to Robbie. . . begins to fragment her class identity and make her more class-conscious of those below her in the class system” (466).  This speaks volumes about how deeply fragile that wealthy worldview can truly be, and just how unstable the line between lower class and upper class truly is when one is straddling it so.  
Issues of age, gender, and class greatly intersect within this novel.  In this society, (pre-World War II, Victorian-influenced England), women were relegated to fulfill notions of domesticity – this typically meant doing housework and being a mother.  However, for those who were wealthy enough to afford help, like the Tallises, this meant that they could have leisure time around the house.  This is apparent in how absent the Tallis matriarch is from her children’s lives; Antonia Garcia Lara describes Emily Tallis as “a kind of recluse in her bedroom, away from domestic problems” (43).  Robbie’s mother Grace works as a housekeeper to perform all the domestic duties while the kids practically raise themselves.  When Briony’s cousins (Emily’s sister’s kids) come to stay with the Tallises over the summer, Briony practically takes them under her wing and attends to them like a mother would – influenced by her propensity for romantic novels, Briony seeks to embody the “angel in the house” archetype that was seen as ideal at the time.  Furthermore, under this mandate of domesticity, young girls were often meant to learn basic housekeeping skills and the importance of how to serve the men in their lives.  Briony basically turns this particular ideal on its head, as she yearns for order and neatness in her life yet does no housework or formal chores to achieve it.  On the contrary:  young wealthy girls did not necessarily need to help with housework; instead, they were often encouraged to engage in more traditionally feminine leisure activities like playing musical instruments or reading books, a standard to which Briony adhered to a fault.  With that being said, the intersection of age, gender, and class issues is most clearly played out in the first section of the novel, in which Briony embodies the ideals of such issues that were relatively standard during that time.  Though her status as a young wealthy girl works for her at the time in her constructed sense of reality, it causes trouble for her over time as she must fulfill her “womanly duty” as a nurse during the war, attempt to regain her power as a storyteller, and try to gain atonement for the wrongdoings caused by hers and her family’s class prejudice.
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Abstract

Breaking Down the Responsibilities of Atonement
	In his book, Atonement, Ian McEwan seeks to convey the moral responsibilities of authorship, readership, and imagination.  Through this lens, it would be apt to say that the novel is a sort of cautionary tale against the construction of one’s realities around their personal biases and/or preconceptions – Briony fails to understand her own hand in the readership and authorship of the incident with Robbie Turner until it is too late.  She is reckless in her storytelling and fails to consider the ethical impact of her decisions until after the incident is over.  Though Robbie, Cecilia, and Lola all must deal with the repercussions of Briony’s mistake, ultimately, Briony spends her entire life combatting her own remorse and chasing down an unobtainable sense of atonement.  
	Though critical essays regarding Psychoanalysis, New Historicism, Reader Response Theory, and Aging, Gender, and Marxist studies do show a comprehensive view of the novel and its many cultural implications, Atonement would be ripe for deconstructionist criticism.  Originated by philosopher Jacques Derrida, deconstructionist literary theory focuses on the breaking down of language in order to better understand the relationship between a text and its meaning.  A deconstructionist take on the previously mentioned critical issues – breaking down the diction and syntax of the text to better understand its implicit and explicit meaning – would allow for readers to be more aware of their own preconceptions and how the language could be affecting their readership of the text.  With a deconstructionist approach to the text, one could easily dismantle their own preconceived notions about psychology, history, gender, class, age, and many other issues, and possibly walk away with a brand-new understanding of the text.  Furthermore, a deconstructionist approach would also shed light on the ambiguity of Briony’s search for atonement.  Deconstructionism says that atonement is a concept too complex, unstable, and abstract to fully unpack.  Readers would no longer be left asking whether or not Briony achieved atonement by the end of the novel – they would be asking deeper questions like, “Is atonement truly possible after all?  Does it depend on how bad the original sin is for which the person is atoning?  Is it a subjective concept altogether? What does this concept mean to me personally?”  Additionally, readers may ponder whether atonement is truly necessary to living a normal life post-trauma:  Was Briony morally obligated to spend her entire life chasing this seemingly unattainable concept?  What did she truly owe to Robbie after getting him sent to prison?  What did she owe to her readers after confessing to her irresponsible storytelling?
In order to truly enact this moral responsibility that McEwan conveys, one must deconstruct the binaries and implicit biases within the written language.  This would allow for readers to truly adopt an ethical critical readership of the text and further understand McEwan’s – and Briony’s – authorship.
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