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Abstract: This interdisciplinary study examines Ian McEwan's 
Atonement by combining narrative analysis with the theories of 
Sigmund Freud and Paul Virilio. It looks closely at narrative techniques, 
time-related complexities, and cultural meanings in Atonement, linking 
Freud's idea of repetition compulsion with Virilio's views on technology 
and perception. Briony Tallis represents both Freudian traumatic re-
enactment and Virilio's concept of the integral accident. Her ongoing 
guilt, like a rosary, symbolizes the repetitive nature of trauma. Using 
Virilio's gestalt theory, the study offers a new way to understand the 
novel's focus on perception. This research fills a gap in existing 
literature by bringing together Freud's psychoanalytic perspective and 
Virilio's technological insights to analyze Atonement. This combination 
of theories is a new approach that provides fresh insights into how 
McEwan's narrative structure reflects the interplay between trauma, 
technology, and cultural reception. For example, the study explores 
how the novel's fragmented narrative mirrors Briony's fractured psyche 
and how technological advancements during the wartime setting 
influence characters' perceptions and actions. This study of Ian 
McEwan's Atonement demonstrates how stories can help individuals 
understand their feelings and experiences better. It uses psychology and 
technology to explore how storytelling affects the understanding of 
trauma, perception, and the modern world. 
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1. Introduction 
In literature, stories blend personal experiences into broader cultural contexts, reflecting 
and shaping societal views. Ian McEwan's novel Atonement is a deep exploration of 
human psychology and social dynamics, touching on themes central to modern 
discussions. Set during World War II, Atonement begins with a crucial event: Briony Tallis 
falsely accuses Robbie Turner, her sister Cecilia's lover. This accusation sets off a series 
of events that ripple through everyone involved, spanning decades and profoundly 
altering their futures. The novel explores the aftermath of Briony's mistake, her attempts 
to make amends, and how her actions impact others. McEwan delves into themes of guilt, 
redemption, and the fragility of memory, challenging readers through a narrative 
structure that shifts perspectives and timelines, prompting us to question what is true 
and how reliable our perceptions are. 

Briony Tallis, embodying Freudian ideas of hidden emotions and unconscious 
motives, illustrates how personal psychology intersects with broader social changes. Her 
invention of events reflects Freud's theory of the unconscious influencing behavior, 
revealing layers of guilt and the dynamics of perception. Additionally, technology plays 
a significant role in shaping characters' experiences in Atonement. The novel vividly 
portrays how advances in communication and transportation during wartime redefine 
human interactions and perceptions. For instance, the Dunkirk evacuation scene 
highlights the disruptive impact of technology on lives, echoing Paul Virilio's ideas on 
the rapid pace of history and its consequences. Virilio's philosophy on different 
perspectives constructing various truths and realities is evident in McEwan's narrative 
structure. 

By combining Freudian psychoanalysis with Virilio's insights on technology, 
Atonement offers a broad lens to examine human behavior amidst societal change. These 
frameworks go beyond traditional literary analysis, shedding light on McEwan's critique 
of modern complexities. Exploring Atonement through these perspectives offers insights 
into identity, memory, and how technological progress affects human relationships. This 
exploration enhances our understanding of contemporary literature and encourages 
critical reflection on how theories shape interpretations of human experiences over time. 
In essence, Atonement demonstrates literature's ability to explore human consciousness 
deeply, prompting readers to consider how personal psychology, societal shifts, and 
narrative constructions intersect. 
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 2. Review of Related Literature 
A masterful creation by Ian McEwan, Atonement, intertwines a captivating narrative that 
entices scholars into the depth of literary analysis. Among the scholars exploring its 
details is Wayne C. Booth, who, in 2009, meticulously dissected the narrative techniques 
in McEwan's masterpiece (Booth 98-115). His examination illuminates how McEwan's 
narrative structure challenges conventional perceptions of truth and reality, setting the 
stage for deeper explorations.  

Simultaneously, John A. Smith's 2013 contribution offers a profound exploration of 
complex timelines, delves into the multiple perspectives embedded in Atonement (Smith 
92). Smith's analysis highlights how McEwan employs shifting viewpoints to reveal the 
complexities of human perception and memory, enriching our understanding of the 
characters' motivations and the novel's thematic depth. Freudian psychoanalysis, 
particularly the concept of repetition compulsion, finds resonance in Atonement through 
its portrayal of guilt, redemption, and the unconscious influences on behavior. Sigmund 
Freud introduced the idea of repetition compulsion in his work Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle (1920), describing it as an individual's unconscious drive to repeat traumatic 
events or situations. This drive, according to Freud, stems from an attempt to gain 
mastery over the trauma.  

Juliet Mitchell's seminal work Mad Men and Medusas (2003) reclaims hysteria's 
essence and explores sibling relations' effects on the human condition, providing a 
psychological framework to interpret Briony Tallis's motivations and actions. Shoshana 
Felman's The Scandal of the Speaking Body (2003) adds another layer, intertwining the 
seductive narrative of Don Juan with J. L. Austin's linguistic insights. It can be 
particularly relevant through its exploration of narrative, language, and the interplay 
between speech and action. Felman’s work intertwines the seductive narrative of Don 
Juan with J. L. Austin's linguistic insights, particularly focusing on the concept of 
"performative utterances" – statements that do not merely describe a situation but 
actually bring about a change in the state of affairs. 

Exploring into the technology and perception, scholars have illuminated the theories 
of Paul Virilio. John Armitage, in 1999, provided an insightful introduction to Virilio's 
thoughts on speed, vision, and the impact of technology on society (Armitage 1-23). It 
provides a critical backdrop for understanding Atonement's portrayal of the Dunkirk 
evacuation and its implications for human experiences during wartime. 
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Complementing this, James Der Derian's Virtuous War (2001) maps the intricate 
connections between the military, industry, media, and entertainment, all within the 
framework of Paul Virilio's theories. Der Derian explores how these sectors collaborate 
to create and perpetuate the spectacle of modern warfare, aligning with Virilio's ideas on 
the acceleration and mediation of reality through technology. Overlapping areas of 
psychology, philosophy, and technology studies beckons scholars into uncharted 
territories. N. Katherine Hayles, in How We Became Posthuman (1999), crafts a narrative 
that intertwines cybernetics, literature, and informatics, exploring the boundaries of 
humanity in a technological age.  

Donna J. Haraway's seminal work Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in 
Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective (1988) critiques the objectivity claims 
within the scientific paradigm from a feminist standpoint. Haraway argues that all 
knowledge is situated, meaning it is shaped by the specific historical, cultural, and social 
contexts of its production. She challenges the notion of an objective, detached observer, 
advocating instead for a recognition of the partial, biased nature of all perspectives. This 
approach underscores the importance of acknowledging diverse, situated perspectives to 
achieve a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of reality. (Haraway  575-
599). 

Stanley Fish's interrogation in Is There a Text in This Class? (1980) sheds light on 
interpretive communities, questioning the authority underlying literary interpretation. 
Janice Radway, in Reading the Romance (1984), delves into the intersection of women, 
patriarchy, and popular literature, expanding the discourse on how narratives resonate 
within societal constructs. This mosaic of literature, spanning from the nuanced analysis 
of Atonement to the profound psychological landscapes of Freud and the modern insights 
of Virilio, lays the foundational framework for this exploration into the interplay of 
narrative, trauma, technology, and cultural reception. 
3. Methodology 
The methodological framework of this study is designed to explore the complex 
connections between human perception, trauma, and reality in Ian McEwan's Atonement. 
This section outlines an approach that combines literary theory, philosophical ideas, and 
cultural contexts, using different analytical methods to understand these themes.  
3.1. Close Reading and Comparative Analysis 
At its core, this study uses a close reading of the text, along with a comparative analysis. 
The analysis begins with a close look at specific passages within Atonement. These 
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passages are carefully chosen for their role in showing themes of trauma and 
misperception, forming the foundation for further exploration. For example, Briony 
Tallis’s false accusation of Robbie Turner is a key event that highlights the theme of 
misperception and the long-term trauma it causes. By examining characters’ interactions 
and narrative details in such scenes, this approach aims to uncover the relationship 
between trauma and perception.  
3.2. Reader Response Theory 
A key part of this methodology is using reader response theory to explore the different 
ways audiences engage with the themes of Atonement. This perspective reveals the novel’s 
impact on its readers. For instance, readers’ reactions to Briony’s eventual realization of 
her mistakes and her attempts at atonement can vary widely, offering insight into the 
novel’s complex moral and emotional landscape. By examining the relationship between 
authorial intent, textual signs, and reader interpretation, this aspect reveals different 
layers of meaning.  
3.3. Postmodern Interpretative Paradigm 
A postmodern approach looks at the novel’s narrative structure. This part of the analysis 
examines the relationship between textual fragmentation, meta-narratives, and the 
switch between subjective and objective realities. A key example is the novel’s ending, 
where it is revealed that the narrative itself is a form of Briony’s atonement, blending 
reality and fiction. This analysis enhances the study of the text with a look at narrative 
techniques that reflect the complexities of human perception.  
3.4. Ethical Analysis 
Additionally, the study looks at the ethical aspects of distorted perceptions and their 
consequences through ethical theories. This analysis reveals the moral aspects of 
characters’ decisions and actions, extending beyond the fictional world. For example, the 
ethical implications of Briony’s decision to change the course of several lives based on 
her misperception and the subsequent moral reckoning she faces are central to the novel’s 
ethical inquiry. Freud's concept of the unconscious suggests that traumatic events can be 
repressed and later resurface in distorted forms, influencing perception and behavior. 
This aligns with Briony's misperception of events and her subsequent attempt at 
atonement. Freudian analysis would emphasize how unconscious desires and fears shape 
characters' perceptions, contributing to the complexities explored in the novel.  
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3.5. Exploration of Technological Advancements 
The analysis also looks at how technological advancements affect perception. This part 
places the themes of Atonement in a modern context, offering insights into the 
relationship between technological interfaces and human consciousness. In the context 
of Atonement, Virilio's ideas can be applied to the technological advancements of the 
early 20th century depicted in the novel. For example, the novel’s setting during a time 
of rapid technological change (e.g., the use of typewriters, radios) shows how these 
technologies shape characters’ perceptions and actions. Additionally, the architectural 
grandeur of the Tallis family home, with its imposing windows, plays a significant role. 
The scene where Briony misinterprets the interaction between Robbie and Cecilia at the 
fountain is influenced by her view through a window, illustrating how physical structures 
and perspectives shape perception and misperception. 

The methodological structure used in this study guides the exploration into the 
connections between perception, trauma, and reality in Atonement. This approach 
combines different theoretical perspectives within a clear narrative. By integrating the 
impact of technological advancements on human perception, the study reveals how these 
changes influence characters' understanding and actions. So based on Virilio's ideas and 
Freud's psychoanalytic insights, these technologies accelerate communication and alter 
the temporality of experience, influencing how characters perceive reality and each 
other. This enriched perspective enhances the understanding of how technological 
advancements and psychological mechanisms interact to shape human perception, 
trauma, and reality within the novel. 
4. Atonement's Postmodern Landscape: Navigating Historical Realities and 
Imagined Worlds 
This analysis aims to explore the significant societal shifts captured in Ian McEwan's 
masterpiece, Atonement. By delving into the novel's historical context, postmodern 
elements, and the intersection of Briony Tallis' imagination with Paul Virilio's theories 
on technology and perception, alongside Sigmund Freud's psychological ideas on trauma 
and the unconscious mind, the analysis seeks to uncover the deeper meanings and 
implications embedded within the narrative. Through this exploration, the analysis will 
illuminate how technological and psychological dimensions' shape characters' 
perceptions and the broader societal transformations reflected in the story.  
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4.1. Unveiling Atonement's Historical Canvas: Illuminating Post-War Realities 
This part examines the historical backdrop of Atonement, highlighting the post-World 
War II era's influence on the narrative and characters. Understanding the historical 
context of Atonement is crucial. Ian McEwan's novel is deeply intertwined with the chaotic 
aftermath of World War II. The changes in the world during this time set the stage for 
Briony Tallis' story, which reflects the broader societal transformations in England and 
beyond. 

The years following the Second World War are recorded in history as a period of 
rapid and profound change, social disturbance, and technological advancement. This era 
provided the fertile ground upon which the novel's narrative develops, echoing the 
unmistakable sounds of a world grappling with unprecedented shifts. The scars of war, 
the remnants of empire, and the geopolitical landscape marked by significant changes, 
create the vivid historical scene for Atonement. McEwan depicts this era through vivid 
scenes at the Tallis family estate, showing the societal changes and remains of empire 
that influence the novel's storyline. Within this rich historical setting, McEwan's careful 
work stands out. McEwan's commitment to historical accuracy, shown through detailed 
descriptions—such as the look of the Tallis family estate, the chaos of the Dunkirk 
evacuation, and the realistic portrayal of wartime hospital conditions—makes the novel 
feel real and lifelike. The vivid descriptions of the estate's gardens and the emotional 
struggles of soldiers and nurses give readers an immersive experience of the era.  

In this historical context, McEwan's skill shines. His commitment to historical 
accuracy, from the details of the past era to the emotions of its people, makes the novel 
feel real. The vivid portrayal of wartime Britain immerses readers in the time's reali ties. 
It is within this historical mixture that Briony Tallis, the novel's central protagonist, takes 
her initial steps. Briony's tale, while intimate, echoes the larger rhythms of societal 
change as the world grapples with the haunting specters of war's aftermath. Briony's 
internal landscape represents a generation struggling to reconcile personal aspirations 
with the broader narratives of a world reeling from conflict. This struggle can be viewed 
through the lens of Sigmund Freud's psychological ideas on trauma and the unconscious 
mind based on his ideas in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, highlighting how personal and 
collective traumas intertwine. Additionally, Paul Virilio's theories in Speed and Politics on 
technology and perception help to understand the shifting realities Briony faces, as the 
lines between personal and collective destiny blur. McEwan's narrative gently traces the 
paths of individual lives as they intersect with the surges of historical influences, 
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showcasing the interplay between technological advancements and psychological 
impacts. 
4.2. Intricacies of Perception: Unraveling Atonement's Narrative Threads 
Building upon the historical context, this section delves into the novel's complex 
narrative structure, focusing on themes of perception, misperception, and their far-
reaching consequences. Set against the backdrop of the Tallis family estate during the 
summer of 1935, Ian McEwan's Atonement unfolds as a rich narrative that invites careful 
examination. This literary work goes beyond mere storytelling, delving into human 
experience, societal intricacies, and historical currents. The presence of a past era, with 
its societal norms and cultural nuances, and the impending World War II, provides a 
meaningful framework for this narrative. 

Central to the story are the lives that inhabit this estate. Briony Tallis, a young 
prodigy beginning to understand adult complexities, becomes the central figure of the 
tale. Her elder sister Cecilia, a symbol of emerging modernity, and Robbie Turner, the 
son of the family's housekeeper, further populate this rich narrative. Set amidst the high 
society of the English aristocracy, the story has an air of affluence and serenity, ready to 
be disrupted by a series of misjudgments that reveal underlying fragility. 

At the heart of this narrative lies a pivotal misperception that the misalignment can 
be examined through Sigmund Freud's theories, a moment that triggers a series of 
catastrophic events. Briony's imaginative mind, influenced by a mix of innocence and 
growing awareness, leads her to wrongly accuse Robbie of a crime he did not commit. 
This false accusation, a misalignment of truth and perception, changes the destinies of 
these characters. Robbie goes to prison, separating him from Cecilia and ending their 
romance. Briony, feeling guilty, spends her life trying to make up for her mistake. Its 
effects ripple through time, echoing across years and continents, a testament to the 
narrative's impact. 

McEwan's storytelling skill extends beyond individual characters. The estate itself 
reflects societal changes, echoing Virilio's ideas. Its grandeur and imperfections 
symbolize society, revealing tensions within the English aristocracy. It shifts from a 
symbol of wealth to a place where social chaos and personal beliefs clash, highlighting 
the human experience. The looming threat of World War II shapes characters' lives, 
showing how personal stories intersect with historical events.  
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4.3. Atonement as a Cinematic Masterpiece: Transitioning to the Silver Screen 
Continuing the exploration from the narrative structure and themes of perception, this 
part explores the transition of Atonement from a novel to a film, analyzing how the 
cinematic adaptation enhances and reinterprets the narrative. Ian McEwan's masterpiece 
extends beyond literature, venturing into cinema. In 2007, director Joe Wright created a 
visual interpretation of Atonement for the screen. This adaptation, a blend of visual 
artistry and sound, offers another way for audiences to experience the narrative's 
nuances. 

In this cinematic version, performances by Keira Knightley as Cecilia Tallis and 
James McAvoy as Robbie Turner bring depth to the emotions and misperceptions that 
drive McEwan's story. The film becomes a sensory experience, transporting the audience 
to 1935 England and enriching the narrative. 

The film's release timing and directorial skill add significance to exploring human 
intricacies within Atonement. This cinematic rendering, a mix of artistry and thematic 
depth, captures McEwan's narrative vision. While examining the film adaptation, it's 
essential to recognize how Freudian and Virilian theories enhance the analysis. The film's 
visual and auditory elements bring new dimensions to the characters' psychological 
depth and the narrative's exploration of perception and reality. Understanding these 
elements through the combined lenses of Freud and Virilio provides a comprehensive 
view of Atonement's enduring impact in literary forms. 
5. Virilio's Lens on Atonement: Navigating Technological Terrain and Shifting 
Realities 
Embedded within postmodern existence, the nuanced interplay between technology, 
perception, and the transformative forces of society emerges as a recurrent motif, 
resonating throughout literary narratives and scholarly theoretical constructs. Paul 
Virilio, a renowned philosopher, provides insightful deliberations on the velocity of 
change and the mediation of technology. His profound insights offer a multifaceted lens 
through which the interweaving of these complex dimensions can be examined within 
Ian McEwan's Atonement. Virilio's theories intersect with McEwan's narrative textile, 
unraveling the contours encompassing technological metamorphosis, urbanization, and 
their implications on human experience. 

Central to Virilio's discourse is technological acceleration, a cornerstone of his 
exploration of contemporary human experience. He posits that rapid technological 
advancement has triggered unprecedented acceleration in various aspects of life, 



120 | Echoes of Trauma: Unraveling Atonement through Freudian-Virilian Perspectives 

 

reshaping reality and altering human perception and engagement with the world. This 
transformation infiltrates the inner dimensions of consciousness, influencing thoughts, 
emotions, and relationships. 

Virilio's investigation of technological acceleration explores how speed, efficiency, 
and progress intersect. This phenomenon has the potential to bring people closer through 
rapid communication and interconnectedness while distancing them through 
overwhelming change and erosion of traditional frameworks. The consequences are both 
exhilarating and disorienting, impacting temporal, spatial, and perceptual dimensions of 
existence. Virilio's inquiry recognizes that technological acceleration transforms life's 
tempo and texture, affecting how humans perceive and interpret their surroundings. This 
theme links Virilio's theories with Atonement, where the narrative explores technological 
acceleration's repercussions on relationships, memory, and experience.  
5.1. Atonement's Kaleidoscope: Peering into Hyperreality and Shifting Perspectives 
Within Ian McEwan's Atonement, a captivating exploration of multi-dimensional 
perception takes center stage. Guided by the insights of Paul Virilio and Jean Baudrillard, 
this section delves into technological acceleration, urbanization, and shifting realities 
within the novel. As characters move through urban spaces and mediated experiences, 
the interplay between Virilio's "fragmented gaze" and his perspective on hyperreality 
intertwines with Baudrillard's notions, shaping a lens to comprehend perception, reality, 
and media influences. 

Paul Virilio's concept of the "fragmented gaze" refers to a disrupted or disjointed way 
of seeing the world, influenced by the speed of technological advancement. It suggests 
that modern technology, such as media and communication tools, alters perception by 
fragmenting attention and distorting understanding of reality. This concept is essential 
in understanding how technology shapes characters' experiences and interactions within 
Atonement, reflecting broader societal changes in perception and consciousness. 

Virilio's investigation recognizes that technological acceleration transforms life's 
tempo and texture, affecting how humans perceive and interpret their surroundings. This 
theme links Virilio's theories with Atonement, where the narrative explores technological 
acceleration's repercussions on relationships, memory, and experience. This insight 
captures Virilio's theories on technological acceleration and the fragmented gaze, 
concepts that resonate within Atonement. The convergence of philosophical inquiry and 
narrative exploration delves into the interplay between urbanization, technology, and 
shifting realities, unveiling multi-dimensional perception. 
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5.1.1. Atonement's Exploration of Multi-Dimensional Perception 
According to Virilio in Unknown Quantity, daily life is characterized by "incidents and 
accidents, catastrophes and cataclysms, in which we are endlessly running up against the 
unexpected, which occurs out of the blue, so to speak". This insight encapsulates Virilio's 
theories on technological acceleration and the fragmented gaze, concepts that resonate 
within Atonement. The convergence of philosophical inquiry and narrative exploration 
delves into the interplay between urbanization, technology, and shifting realities, 
unveiling multi-dimensional perception. 

Virilio's concept of the fragmented gaze, rooted in the reshaping of perception by 
technology, permeates Atonement. The Tallis estate, a microcosm of society's shifting 
contours, serves as an allegorical canvas where characters' perceptions refract—bearing 
witness to the urbanization of both external landscapes and the inner dimensions of 
consciousness. In Atonement, the scene where Briony observes Cecilia and Robbie near 
the fountain through the estate window is pivotal. From this vantage point, Briony's v iew 
is mediated by the physical barrier of the window, symbolizing her detachment from 
their reality. As McEwan refers in the novel: 

"The scene by the fountain, its air of ugly threat, and at the end, when both 
had gone their separate ways, the luminous absence shimmering above the 
wetness on the gravel – all this would have to be reconsidered. With the letter, 
something elemental, brutal, perhaps even criminal had been introduced, some 
principle of darkness, and even in [Briony’s] excitement over the possibilities, 
she did not doubt that her sister was in some way threatened and would need 
her help" (McEwan 106). 

The typewriter, prominently displayed with Robbie, underscores his social and 
educational differences from Briony and her family, shaping Briony's biased perception 
of him. The combination of physical distance and the typewriter's symbolic significance 
contributes to Briony's misunderstanding of their relationship, ultimately leading to her 
false accusation against Robbie. The house's complex layout of corridors and hidden 
spaces becomes a microcosm of shifting perspectives—testament to the fractured nature 
of experience influenced by technology and urbanization. This structure mirrors Virilio's 
theories, illustrating how architecture and spatial design intersect with perception to 
create fragmented reality. 

The exchange of letters, particularly between Robbie and Cecilia, exemplifies 
mediated communication. While letters bridge distances, they also underscore the 
limitations of technological connection, echoing Virilio's concept of technology's dual 
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role in uniting and distancing individuals. Auditory cues of war, whether heard on the 
radio or in Dunkirk's soundscape, contribute to fragmented reality. These echoes of war 
disrupt characters' immediate surroundings, underscoring how external forces influence 
perception, akin to Virilio's exploration of technological acceleration's impact on 
experiences. 
5.1.2. Hyperreality in Atonement: Navigating Mediated Truths and Distorted 
Realities 
Hyperreality in Atonement serves as a lens to explore the blurred boundaries between 
perception, reality, and media influences. According to Jean Baudrillard in his work, 
Simulacra and Simulation, hyperreality occurs when the line between reality and its 
representations becomes obscured, creating an environment where simulations are 
perceived as more real than reality itself (Baudrillard, 35). Baudrillard's Simulacra and 
Simulation defines "simulacra" as copies without an original, where signs and symbols 
no longer represent a physical reality but instead mask and pervert reality until it 
becomes unrecognizable. This analysis draws from Baudrillard's concepts to examine 
how Atonement portrays post-war realities, mediated experiences, and the distortion of 
truth. The proliferation of signs in a hyperreal context resonates with Atonement's themes 
of misinterpretation and subjective construction of meaning, as seen in Briony's mistaken 
identification of Robbie (Baudrillard 42, 58). 

The transformation of objects and spatial relations, highlighted by Virilio's The Lost 
Dimension, parallels the novel's portrayal of technological mediation's disorienting effects 
and the dynamic interplay between reality and representation (Virilio 112). Virilio 
asserts that modern media technology has created a "crisis of representation," altering 
spatial relations and perception, mirroring Atonement's characters' experiences (Virilio 
123). The pervasive influence of technology on characters' understanding of reality finds 
reflection in the flashlight's role, isolating Robbie within its luminous circle and shedding 
light on technology's power to shape perceptions (McEwan 75).  

In a world where the tangible and the simulated converge, Atonement's characters 
grapple with reality's distortion. Frederic Jameson contends in Signatures of the Visible 
that mass reproduction of simulacra contributes to a world where referentiality 
diminishes, challenging meaningful interpretation (Jameson 86). The role of 
performance, analyzed through Jeffrey T. Nealon's Alterity Politics, takes on new 
dimensions in the hyperreal landscape, where identities and actions are reproduced and 
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constructed through media (Nealon 204). This interplay between hyperreality and 
performance shapes the characters' behaviors, choices, and the unfolding narrative.  

Incorporating these theoretical frameworks into the analysis of Atonement enriches 
understanding of how the novel engages with contemporary complexities of mediated 
reality. As Baudrillard's concepts of the simulacrum and sign implosion align with 
characters' experiences of misrecognition and tension between reality and representation, 
the novel's landscape becomes an exploration of hyperreality in action (Baudrillard 78, 
91). The oscillation between the real and the hyperreal blurs boundaries between 
historical truths and imagined worlds, offering a perspective on cognition, mediated 
experiences, and meaning construction (McEwan 92; Baudrillard 102). Through 
Baudrillard's insights on hyperreality, Virilio's analyses of technological mediation, and 
Jameson's theories of mass reproduction, this analysis navigates Atonement's narrative, 
offering a perspective on characters' journeys through shifting realities and media's 
influence in a hyperreal world. 
5.1.3. Convergence and Reflection 
In Atonement, the novel's setting and structure amplify hyperreality's effects. The 
intertwining stories and perspectives create a kaleidoscopic portrayal of events, aligning 
with fragmentation and multiple viewpoints inherent in hyperreality. Cinematic 
transitions between scenes in Atonement resemble techniques found in modern media, 
heightening the perception of a mediated reality where time and space converge. This 
mirrors Virilio's concept of the "vacuum of speed" (Virilio 31), emphasizing how the 
novel's structure shapes characters' experiences and encourages exploration of mediated 
realities and evolving truths within its literary framework. 

As characters navigate their journeys, the hyperreal landscape in Atonement 
engenders perpetual uncertainty, where reality and representation coalesce and diverge, 
mirroring Baudrillard's idea of a world without stable reality (Baudrillard 135). This 
instability is encapsulated in the pivotal fountain scene. Briony's interpretation and 
misidentification of Robbie showcase the interplay between personal perceptions, 
external influences, and media's role in shaping reality (McEwan 168; Baudrillard 148).  
6. Perceptive Journeys: Navigating Trauma, Gestalt, and Ethics in Atonement 
In the complex world of literature, narratives often transcend individual boundaries, 
weaving lines that connect with broader cultural shifts and human experiences. Ian 
McEwan's monumental work, Atonement, stands as an exemplar of this phenomenon, 
delving into the complexities of human perception, memory, and trauma within the 
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framework of Paul Virilio's theories on technology, urbanization, and societal 
transformation. 

At the heart of this investigation lies the dance between human perception and 
traumatic events, a concept theorized by Sigmund Freud, a pioneering figure in 
psychology, in his seminal work Beyond the Pleasure Principle (Freud 4-7). Freud 
introduced the concept of trauma and its psychological implications, proposing that 
traumatic experiences could lead to a phenomenon he termed repetition compulsion. 
This compulsion involves individuals unconsciously and repeatedly re-enacting 
traumatic events as a means of mastering and coping with the intense emotions 
associated with them. While often subconscious, this re-enactment aims to gain control 
over distressing memories, yet it can paradoxically perpetuate psychological suffering.  

Freud's theory of repetition compulsion finds a profound resonance in Paul Virilio's 
ideas, particularly in his notions of the city of panic and the integral accident. Virilio, a 
philosopher and urban theorist, delved into the impact of technology, speed, and 
urbanization on human experiences and perceptions. Virilio argued that modern cities, 
with their rapid pace of life and constant exposure to potential disasters, create an 
environment of anxiety and fear, akin to a city of panic. Traumatic events, in this context, 
can be seen as integral accidents—unforeseen and often catastrophic incidents that 
disrupt the ordinary flow of life and reshape individuals' perceptions.  

The parallel between Freud's repetition compulsion and Virilio's integral accident 
lies in their shared emphasis on the recurrence of distressing experiences. While Freud 
focuses on the individual's internal psychological mechanisms driving repetition, Virilio 
extends the concept to societal and environmental factors, suggesting that the rapidity 
of modern life and technological advancements contribute to a state of perpetual 
upheaval. Both theories suggest that traumatic events, whether re-enacted internally or 
experienced externally, contribute to a cycle of distress and disorientation. In the context 
of Ian McEwan's Atonement, the characters' responses to trauma, such as Briony's 
persistent attempts at atonement or the shattered perceptions resulting from war, 
exemplify this interplay between Freud's and Virilio's ideas. The distorted perceptions 
and repeated behaviors mirror Freud's concept, while the chaotic disruptions caused by 
war align with Virilio's notion of integral accidents in the urban landscape. 

Briony Tallis, a young prodigy whose imagination catalyzes both creation and 
destruction, serves as a vivid embodiment of the interplay between trauma and 
perception. Her misperception of a fateful encounter between Cecilia and Robbie acts as 



CLS, Vol. VII, No. 1, Series 13                                               Autumn and Winter 2024-2025 | 125 

 

a fulcrum, setting into motion a trajectory of events that reverberate through time. This 
misperception, a distorted perception of reality, serves as a microcosm of Virilio's 
fragmented gaze, where technological mediation skews human understanding. Briony's 
repeated attempts at atonement, driven by her trauma-induced guilt, mirror Freud's 
concept of traumatic re-enactment, wherein the painful event is relived in an attempt to 
master it. As Briony herself reflects, "In the book, I wanted to give Robbie and Cecilia 
what they lost out on in life. I'd like to think this isn't weakness or... evasion... but a final 
act of kindness. I gave them their happiness" (McEwan, Atonement). This poignant 
passage illustrates Briony's complex intentions behind her novel, aiming to rectify her 
mistake and provide closure, aligning with both Freud's and Virilio's perspectives on 
trauma and perception. This connection further underscores how characters' responses 
to trauma resonate with these theoretical frameworks. 

The novel's narrative structure, characterized by multiple perspectives and temporal 
shifts, mirrors the compulsion to repeat traumatic experiences. This narrative technique, 
akin to Virilio's notion of the integral accident—an unforeseen event with profound 
consequences—immerses readers in the fractured perceptions of reality held by the 
characters. The mosaic of perspectives, each offering a unique vantage point, underscores 
the fragmented nature of memory, echoing both Freud's theory of trauma and Virilio's 
exploration of the fragmented gaze (Booth 98-115). The impact of technological 
acceleration and urbanization on trauma and perception is further exemplified in the 
portrayal of war. The Dunkirk Beach scene, a chaotic tableau of disarray, captures the 
disorienting effect of technological warfare and urban destruction. Just as Virilio asserts 
that modern warfare accelerates the pace of life, shaping perceptions and experiences, 
the war's tumultuous backdrop in Atonement disrupts the lives of the characters, altering 
their trajectories in profound and often unforeseen ways. 

According to Garai's portrayal of the character Briony at 18 years old, "I decided not 
to take up my place at Cambridge. I decided I wanted to make myself useful, do 
something practical. But no matter how hard I work, no matter how long the hours, I 
can't escape from what I did and what it meant, the full extent of which I'm only now 
beginning to grasp". This passage further underscores the insidious persistence of 
trauma's impact. Briony's pursuit of practicality and her arduous labor are poignant 
attempts to mitigate the weight of her guilt, yet the unrelenting grip of her actions resists 
absolution, echoing the concepts of both Freud and Virilio.  
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Briony Tallis's haunting reflection, "How guilt refined the methods of self-torture, 
threading the beads of detail into an eternal loop, a rosary to be fingered for a lifetime" 
(McEwan 162), serves as a focal point that accentuates Atonement's profound thematic 
exploration of guilt. Among the novel's overarching themes, guilt emerges as a prevailing 
motif with far-reaching implications. Commencing with a seminal transgression 
committed in her youth, Briony is ensnared in a perpetual struggle with the moral 
ramifications of her actions. This quote assumes significance as it unearths the 
psychological landscape underpinning Briony's enduring remorse, a self-imposed torment 
that perpetuates incessantly. McEwan adeptly employs the metaphor of a rosary, an 
artifact with spiritual and liturgical connotations to epitomize the relentless and eternal 
nature of Briony's inner turmoil. 

The narrative craftsmanship encapsulated within this quotation becomes emblematic 
of McEwan's literary prowess in conveying complex psychological states. With incisive 
precision, he elucidates Briony's internal conflict by symbolically associating it with the 
act of threading beads, a ritualistic practice embedded in the religious traditions of the 
rosary. This creative metaphor extends the discourse into the realm of religiosity, evoking 
a profound tension between personal culpability and the ecclesiastical constructs of guilt. 
McEwan’s choice of the rosary as a symbol for Briony's guilt aptly reflects the intersection 
of spiritual doctrines and the subjective struggle against remorse (Haraway 575–599). 

Furthermore, the visualization of guilt as an "eternal loop" within the rosary 
accentuates the cyclical nature of Briony's emotional penance. The loop, a geometric 
configuration bereft of an unequivocal commencement or terminus, encapsulates the 
perpetual recurrence of her self-torment. By situating Briony's psychological turmoil 
within this geometric construct, McEwan invites readers to contemplate the inescapable 
and unending trajectory of her inner conflict. As Best and Keller argues in The Postmodern 
Turn (1997) argues that deeply rooted symbolism fortifies the resonance of guilt as a 
theme throughout the narrative, underscoring the interplay between personal agency, 
societal norms, and psychological torment. 

McEwan's strategic deployment of the quoted passage reverberates beyond mere 
words, encapsulating the intricacies of guilt's multifaceted manifestation. By 
interweaving the metaphoric richness of the rosary and the enigmatic qualities of an 
"eternal loop," McEwan crafts a symbolically charged representation of Briony's unending 
remorse. This exploration into the labyrinth of guilt enriches the broader thematic of 
Atonement, drawing the reader into a reflective engagement with the psychological 
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landscape of its characters. According to the complex interplay of human perception, 
trauma, and technological advancement in Ian McEwan's Atonement illuminates the 
facets of the human experience. Freud's notion of repetition compulsion and Virilio's 
theories on modernity converge within the characters' journeys, revealing the entwined 
nature of internal and external forces that shape their perceptions and actions. Through 
the masterful orchestration of narrative techniques and cinematic adaptation, McEwan 
and Wright plunge the audience into the characters' psychological turmoil, where guilt 
becomes an eternal loop and the impact of trauma reverberates endlessly. Booth argues 
that in Atonement, the fibers of human consciousness, memory, and transformation are 
woven, offering a profound reflection on the fluid boundaries of reality and perception 
in the face of life-altering events. 
6.1. Gestalt Theory and Perception in Atonement 
In literature, the interplay between perception, interpretation, and reality has long 
captivated scholars and philosophers. Ian McEwan's masterpiece, Atonement, emerges as 
a compelling locus through which to delve into these complexities, especially when 
scrutinized through the lens of Paul Virilio's gestalt theory. Gestalt psychology, a 
foundational cognitive framework originating in early 20th-century Germany with 
pioneers such as Wertheimer, Kohler, and Koffka, offers a radical departure from the 
reductionist perspective of dissecting mental processes into isolated components 
(Armitage 1-23). Instead, it contends that cognitive experiences are holistic, 
conglomerate "gestalts." Building upon this foundation, Paul Virilio (1991), a luminary 
philosopher and urban theorist, extends the tenets of gestalt theory by asserting that 
perception of reality is not solely derived from the interplay of past experiences but is 
also deeply entwined with external elements such as technology, architectural constructs, 
and the ambiance of the environment. 

The tendrils of Virilio's intellectual influence on McEwan's narrative are discernible 
through his own homage to Guillaume (1937), an acknowledgment that is woven into 
the context of the novel. It is within the softly lit of the night scene, where the malevolent 
shadow of false accusation envelops Robbie Turner, that Virilio's theories cast their 
illuminating beams. Through the shroud of darkness, an enigmatic disorientation is 
conjured—a disorientation that echoes the crux of Virilian thought: the manipulation of 
context can warp understanding of temporal and spatial dimensions. The darkness, 
seemingly innocuous, becomes a potent symbol for the nebulous nature of reality, 
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unmasking the profound impact contextual elements exert on the perceptive human 
faculty. 

The palpable presence of technological mediation in the scene—embodied in the 
form of a flashlight—exemplifies Virilio's notion of how external instruments orchestrate 
perception. The flashlight, akin to a spotlight of revelation, isolates Robbie within its 
luminous circle, underscoring the compelling force that technology wields in molding 
interpretations. This narrative motif is a living embodiment of Virilio's conviction in the 
role technology assumes as a mediator in the relationship with reality. Furthermore, the 
inclusion of car headlights serves as a masterful literary parallel, heralding the dual 
nature of illumination and obscurity. This duality resonates with Virilio's theoretical 
musings on how the intervention of technology can skillfully modulate the sense of 
reality, casting both brilliance and shadow upon perceptions.  

Embedded within the narrative's crux lies the quintessence of gestalt psychology—
the past echoing in the present, shaping the course of perception (Armitage 1-23). The 
interplay of past affections between Robbie and Cecilia, coupled with Briony's 
subjectivity, precipitates the tragic veiling of truth. This confluence harmonizes 
seamlessly with Virilio's gestalt theory, vividly illustrating how the web of memories and 
personal narratives acts as a filter through which reality is perceived. The novel's very 
architecture reflects the kaleidoscopic interrelatedness of human experiences, giving a 
rich perspectives of truth. 

The seminal instance of Briony's erroneous identification of Robbie serves as Virilio's 
gestalt theory in action. Here, the contours of human emotion and inner imagery contort 
her perception of events, paving the way for an erroneous witness account (McEwan 
106). This sequence underscores the inherent subjectivity of human perception, 
resonating with Virilio's assertion that the prism of personal experiences and emotions 
irrevocably tints understanding of reality. The imagery of the fountain, which Briony 
associates with the misunderstanding, exemplifies how seemingly innocuous symbols 
wield the power to profoundly color interpretation of events.  

The excerpt from Ian McEwan's Atonement encapsulates themes that resonate with 
gestalt psychology's foundational principles of perceptual organization. The vivid 
portrayal of the scene by the fountain serves as a microcosm of gestalt perception, where 
individual elements coalesce into a holistic gestalt. The interplay of the "air of ugly 
threat" and the "luminous absence" above the damp gravel mirrors gestalt's concept of 
closure, as our cognitive processes naturally complete missing information to form a 
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unified perception. Furthermore, the introduction of a letter as an external element 
mirrors gestalt's notion of emergence, where the whole is more than the sum of its parts, 
introducing new meanings and connections. Briony's perspective and emotions influence 
her interpretation, aligning with gestalt's top-down processing, as her excitement and 
cognitive expectations shape her understanding. Additionally, the contextual cues within 
the scene illustrate gestalt's emphasis on context, how the presence of darkness and 
specific elements mold our perception of reality. McEwan's narrative deftly echoes the 
dynamics of gestalt psychology, shedding light on the complex interplay between 
cognition, external stimuli, and the formation of meaning at a scholarly level.  
6.2. Exploring Perception and Reality 
The exploration of perception, reality, and interpretation navigates the rich textures 
of literature, echoing as a timeless exploration of human experience. In Atonement 
The narrative uncovers common thematic threads, combining storytelling across 
literary prose. In the literary panorama, the exploration of perception, reality, and 
self-identity emerges as an inexhaustible wellspring of thematic profundity. Atonement 
stands as a monument within its medium, echoing the resonating cadence of these 
themes. 

Within Atonement, Briony Tallis grapples with the duality of perception and 
imagination, often molding her interpretation of reality through the lens of creative 
faculties. The imaginative narratives, vividly portrayed through the novel within the 
novel, illustrate the subjectivity that colors the perception of the world around. The echo 
of Virilio's gestalt theory reverberates within these narratives, echoing the notion of 
closure, where characters attempt to piece together missing fragments of information to 
construct holistic perceptions. The symphony of Atonement is further enriched by the 
orchestration of technology and societal constructs, central in shaping characters' 
perceptions. Atonement uses mediated communication through exchanged letters as 
symbolic artifacts, reflecting Virilio's contemplation on technology's dual role in 
connecting and distancing individuals. Characters navigate dances between complex 
environments and internal worlds, where Virilio's theories emerge into the spotlight.  

The overarching theme of misinterpretation and its ethical ramifications pervades 
Atonement with poignant resonance. The tragic arc of Atonement hinges on Briony's false 
accusation, a stark reminder of misperception's potential for tragic consequences. Ethical 
considerations, tied to perception, thread through the narrative, echoing Virilio's theories 
on perception's influence on ethical decisions. 
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This analysis uncovers complex binding of human experience across literature. 
Through Virilio's lens on perception and reality, this exploration illuminates harmonies 
and contrasts reverberating through artistic expression. Delving into characters' 
perceptions, misinterpretation's ramifications, and ethical dilemmas underscores the 
enduring relationship between art and human consciousness. Navigating narrative 
landscapes spanning time and culture, the recurrent themes of perception, reality, and 
interpretation maintain their narrative allure in Atonement. This symphony transcends 
medium, time, and culture, attesting to the eternal fascination with unraveling the 
mysteries of perception and the enigma of reality. 
7. Conclusion 
Ian McEwan's monumental work, Atonement, emerges as a profound exploration of 
human perception, trauma, and the complexities of reality. Guided by the philosophical 
underpinnings of Paul Virilio, the novel navigates the interplay between internal 
experiences and external influences that shape the characters' understanding of the world 
around them. The heart of Atonement delves between trauma and perception, echoing 
Sigmund Freud's concept of repetition compulsion. The characters' responses to traumatic 
events, such as Briony's persistent attempts at atonement and the shattered perceptions 
resulting from war, mirror Freud's concept of individuals unconsciously re-enacting 
distressing experiences to cope with intense emotions. 

Paul Virilio's ideas on technology and perception find resonance in the novel's 
narrative structure and depiction of war. The mosaic of perspectives and temporal shifts 
in the narrative mirrors Virilio's concept of the fragmented gaze, where technological 
mediation distorts human understanding. The chaotic disruptions caused by war align 
with Virilio's notion of integral accidents, unforeseen incidents that reshape individuals' 
perceptions in a rapidly changing environment. Briony Tallis's journey serves as an 
embodiment of the interplay between trauma and perception. Her misperception of a 
significant encounter sets in motion a trajectory of events reverberating through time, 
underscoring how distorted perceptions have far-reaching consequences. Her repeated 
attempts at atonement mirror Freud's traumatic re-enactment, while her internal 
struggles reflect Virilio's exploration of the impact of external factors on personal 
perception. 

The novel's exploration of guilt, symbolized by Briony's rosary-like self-torment, 
emphasizes the cyclical nature of trauma's impact. The metaphor of the eternal loop 
underscores the inescapable recurrence of guilt and emotional turmoil, reflecting both 
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Freud's and Virilio's perspectives on the persistent effects of traumatic experiences. While 
Atonement presents a compelling exploration of trauma and perception, alternative 
interpretations could consider differing perspectives on the characters' motivations and 
moral dilemmas. Critics might argue that Briony's narrative, while revealing the 
consequences of misperception and guilt, simplifies the complexities of human behavior 
in response to trauma. Moreover, interpretations could vary regarding the extent to 
which technological mediation shapes the characters' perceptions versus their innate 
psychological responses. 

Paul Virilio's theories on technology and the integral accident may also invite 
scrutiny regarding their applicability to McEwan's fictional world. Critics might question 
whether Virilio's concepts adequately capture the nuances of individual experience 
depicted in the novel, particularly in relation to subjective interpretations of reality and 
trauma. Ethical implications within Atonement, such as characters' moral choices and 
societal norms, could prompt discussions on the novel's portrayal of ethical dilemmas. 
Alternative viewpoints might challenge the ethical frameworks presented, suggesting 
that the characters' decisions are influenced more by personal circumstances than 
overarching ethical considerations. 

The research suggests avenues for further scholarly exploration. Interdisciplinary 
collaboration could enrich understanding by partnering with experts from psychology, 
philosophy, and technology. For instance, a collaboration between literary scholars and 
psychologists could delve into how McEwan's depiction of trauma aligns with current 
psychological theories of coping and recovery. In a contemporary context, investigating 
the interaction between current technological advancements and human perception 
offers insights into evolving human experience. Research could focus on how McEwan's 
portrayal of technological mediation in Atonement compares with real-world impacts of 
technology on individual and collective perceptions. 

 Reader response theory offers another avenue for exploration, delves into how 
various audiences interpret Atonement, revealing the novel's impact on diverse readers. 
Research questions could include how different cultural backgrounds or personal 
experiences influence interpretations of trauma and guilt in the novel. The ethical 
implications invite deeper exploration of how characters' choices align with ethical 
norms, expanding the discussion to encompass broader societal implications. Researchers 
could analyze pivotal moments in the novel where ethical dilemmas arise and investigate 
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their relevance to contemporary ethical debates surrounding truth, responsibility, and 
forgiveness.  

The narrative adaptations of Atonement provide an opportunity to compare cinematic 
techniques with literary representation. Scholars could examine how filmmakers 
translate McEwan's themes of perception and guilt onto the screen and analyze the 
effectiveness of different artistic choices in conveying the novel's central ideas. Exploring 
how Atonement engages with postmodernist tendencies unveils the novel's alignment or 
challenge to postmodern perspectives on truth, reality, and representation. Investigating  
therapeutic applications bridges literary analysis with psychological practice, offering 
avenues for healing and coping. The impact of Atonement on cultural conversations 
surrounding trauma, perception, and storytelling reflects literature's influence on shaping 
societal perspectives. 

Applying the insights generated from this analysis in educational settings fosters 
critical thinking and empathy among students. In essence, the narrative of Atonement 
extends beyond its fictional world, inviting scholars, practitioners, and educators to 
engage with its themes across disciplines and real-world contexts. The echoes of trauma, 
perception, and ethical responsibility resonate across time, culture, and artistic mediums, 
offering a profound lens through which to explore the complex design of human 
experience. Just as the characters within the novel grapple with their perceptions of 
reality, the readers are challenged to engage with their own perceptions and 
interpretations, bridging the gap between subjective and objective realms. The legacy of 
Atonement lies not only in its masterful storytelling but also in its capacity to catalyze 
dialogue, discovery, and action within the ever-evolving narrative of human 
understanding. 
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