
366 
 

 
Copyright: © The authors. This article is open access and licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 

Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)  

Knowledgeable Research (KR)  
ISSN: 2583-6633 | CODEN: KRABAU 

International Open-Access Peer-Reviewed Refereed Multidisciplinary Journal 

       https://knowledgeableresearch.com   

                            Spl. 01, Issue 04, July,2026 

 

Received: 13/06/2026   |    Accepted: 24/06/2026    |    Published: 31/07/2026 

       ____________________________________________________________ 

Gender, Authority, and Emotional Conflict in Ian McEwan’s The Children Act 

1Tamilarasi E* (Research Scholar) 

Department of English Vels Institute of Science, Technology & Advanced Studies, 

Pallavaram, Chennai 

2Dr. Ts. Devika (Assistant Professor) 

Department of English Vels Institute of Science, Technology & Advanced Studies, 

Pallavaram, Chennai 

Abstract: 

This paper examines gender, authority, and emotional conflict in The Children Act by Ian McEwan 

through a Feminist and psychoanalytic lens. The novel presents the life of Fiona Maye, a successful 

High Court judge who struggles to balance her professional authority with personal and emotional 

challenges. As a woman occupying a powerful position within a patriarchal social structure, Fiona 

experiences psychological isolation, emotional vulnerability, and identity conflict. The study 

explores how McEwan portrays the complexities of female professionalism and the emotional 

pressures women face in contemporary society. The paper further analyses Fiona’s relationship with 

Adam Henry, a teenage patient whose legal case becomes emotionally significant in her life. 

Through this relationship, the novel reveals the tension between rational judgment and human 

emotion, highlighting the psychological struggles hidden beneath professional identity. The 

Feminist approach helps to examine the representation of women, gender expectations, and 

authority, while the Psychoanalytic approach focuses on Fiona’s inner conflicts, loneliness, and 

suppressed emotions. This study argues that the Children Act reflects the emotional and ethical 

challenges experienced by modern individuals, particularly women professionals, in contemporary 

society. McEwan’s narrative presents authority not as a symbol of strength alone, but also as a 

condition marked by emotional burden and psychological complexity. Ultimately, the paper 

emphasizes how literature becomes a powerful medium for understanding gendered experiences, 

identity, and emotional realities in the modern world. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

The novel centers on Fiona Maye, an 

intelligent and respected judge in London 

who specializes in family court cases. 

Despite her successful professional life, 

Fiona experiences emotional dissatisfaction 

in her marriage with her husband, Jack Maye. 

At the same time, she becomes involved in 

the case of Adam Henry, a seventeen-year-

old boy suffering from leukemia whose 

religious beliefs prevent him from accepting 

a blood transfusion. Fiona’s interaction with 

Adam creates a deep emotional impact that 

challenges her sense of authority, rationality, 

and personal identity. This paper analyses 

The Children Act through Feminist and 

Psychoanalytic approaches in order to 

explore the intersections of gender, authority, 

and emotional conflict. The Feminist 

approach helps examine the representation of 

women professionals and the expectations 

imposed upon women within patriarchal 

structures. Fiona Maye represents a 

successful woman who possesses legal 

authority, yet she struggles emotionally 

because society continues to associate 

women with emotional responsibility, 

caregiving, and relational stability. The 

Psychoanalytic approach further reveals 

Fiona’s emotional isolation, psychological 

repression, and unconscious desires. The 

study argues that McEwan portrays authority 

not merely as institutional power but as a 

psychologically burdensome condition that 

affects emotional stability and personal 

relationships. Through Fiona’s experiences, 

the novel reflects the emotional cost of 

professionalism and the challenges faced by 

women attempting to balance public 

responsibility with private emotional needs. 

Furthermore, the novel demonstrates how 

contemporary society often isolates 

individuals despite their intellectual and 

professional achievements. 

Ian McEwan and Contemporary British 

Fiction 

Ian McEwan is widely recognized as one of 

the leading contemporary British novelists. 

His works frequently focus on themes such 

as morality, ethical uncertainty, political 

tension, and psychological complexity. 

McEwan’s fiction combines realism with 

intellectual inquiry, making his novels 

important texts for understanding modern 

society. Many of his novels, including 

Atonement, Saturday, Amsterdam, and The 

Children Act, examine the conflicts between 

reason and emotion. McEwan’s writing style 

is characterized by detailed psychological 
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narration and moral exploration. Rather than 

presenting simple distinctions between right 

and wrong, his novels portray characters 

trapped within complicated ethical 

situations. His protagonists are often 

educated professionals who struggle to 

maintain control over their emotions and 

decisions. This emphasis on psychological 

realism makes his novels suitable for 

Feminist and Psychoanalytic interpretation. 

In The Children Act, McEwan focuses 

particularly on the emotional burden 

experienced by individuals working within 

systems of authority. Fiona Maye’s role as a 

judge symbolizes rationality, discipline, and 

intellectual power. However, the novel 

simultaneously reveals the emotional 

loneliness hidden behind her professional 

identity. McEwan, therefore, presents 

modern professional life as emotionally 

demanding and psychologically isolating. 

Furthermore, McEwan’s fiction reflects 

contemporary cultural concerns regarding 

gender roles and emotional relationships. 

Women professionals in modern society are 

frequently expected to demonstrate 

competence and emotional stability while 

simultaneously fulfilling traditional 

expectations associated with femininity. 

Fiona’s emotional crisis emerges partly 

because she cannot reconcile these 

conflicting expectations. Thus, the Children 

Act becomes not only a legal or 

psychological novel but also a reflection of 

contemporary gender politics. 

Feminist Approach: Gender and 

Professional Identity 

 Feminist literary criticism examines how 

literature represents women, gender 

relations, and patriarchal social structures. 

Feminist critics argue that women in 

literature are often defined according to 

social expectations imposed by male-

dominated societies. In The Children Act, 

Fiona Maye occupies a position of 

institutional authority that challenges 

traditional gender roles. As a High Court 

judge, she possesses intellectual power and 

social respect. However, despite her success, 

she experiences emotional dissatisfaction 

and personal isolation. Fiona’s character 

reflects the difficulties faced by many 

women professionals in contemporary 

society. Although she has achieved 

professional excellence, her Emotional life 

remains unstable. Her marriage w with Jack 

Maye lacks intimacy and emotional warmth. 

Jack openly admits his dissatisfaction and 

requests permission to pursue an affair, 

arguing that Fiona’s dedication to her career 

has weakened their relationship. This 

moment reveals how women professionals 
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are often judged according to their ability to 

maintain both career success and emotional 

fulfilment. The novel suggests that women in 

positions of authority continue to face 

gendered expectations. Fiona is respected as 

a judge because of her intelligence and 

discipline, yet she is simultaneously 

expected to provide emotional care within 

her marriage. Her inability to satisfy these 

emotional expectations contributes to her 

personal crisis. McEwan, therefore, 

highlights the double burden imposed upon 

women professionals. Fiona’s emotional 

restraint also reflects societal expectations 

regarding female professionalism. She 

believes that emotional distance is necessary 

for maintaining judicial objectivity. 

However, this emotional suppression 

gradually isolates her from meaningful 

human relationships. Feminist criticism 

reveals how women are often forced to 

suppress personal emotions to gain 

professional recognition within patriarchal 

institutions. Moreover, Fiona’s relationship 

with Adam Henry further complicates her 

professional identity. During her visit to the 

hospital, Fiona behaves not only as a judge 

but also as a compassionate human being. 

Her interaction with Adam introduces 

emotional intimacy into her otherwise 

controlled life. Feminist interpretation 

suggests that Fiona’s emotional attachment 

reflects her unfulfilled emotional needs as 

well as the human desire for connection. The 

novel also questions whether professional 

achievement alone can provide personal 

satisfaction for women. Fiona’s career offers 

social respect and intellectual fulfilment, yet 

she continues to experience loneliness and 

emotional emptiness. McEwan therefore, 

presents professional authority as 

insufficient without emotional balance and 

human connection. 

Authority and the Burden of Judicial 

Responsibility 

 Authority is one of the central themes of 

The Children Act. Fiona’s role as a judge 

requires her to make decisions that deeply 

affect the lives of others. She must balance 

legal principles with moral responsibility 

while maintaining emotional control. The 

novel demonstrates that authority is not 

simply a source of power but also a source of 

psychological pressure.    Fiona’s courtroom 

decisions involve highly sensitive issues 

related to religion, family, childhood, and 

medical ethics. In Adam Henry’s case, she 

must decide whether the hospital should be 

allowed to administer a blood transfusion 

against his religious beliefs. The case places 

Fiona in a morally difficult position because 

she must choose between respecting Adam’s 
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autonomy and preserving his life. Fiona 

ultimately decides in favor of the blood 

transfusion after visiting Adam in the 

hospital and observing his intelligence and 

emotional vulnerability. Her decision reflects 

her belief that preserving life is more 

important than strict adherence to religious 

doctrine. However, the emotional impact of 

this case extends beyond legal reasoning. 

McEwan portrays judicial authority as 

emotionally exhausting because judges must 

suppress personal feelings while making life-

changing decisions. Fiona constantly 

struggles to maintain objectivity, yet her 

interaction with Adam creates emotional 

involvement that challenges her professional 

boundaries. The novel also reveals the 

loneliness associated with positions of 

authority. Fiona’s professional role distances 

her from ordinary emotional experiences. 

Her intellectual discipline prevents her from 

expressing vulnerability openly. As a result, 

she becomes emotionally isolated despite her 

social status. Furthermore, Fiona’s authority 

as a woman judge carries additional pressure 

because she must continually demonstrate 

competence within a traditionally male-

dominated institution. Her strict 

professionalism reflects the need to maintain 

credibility and respect. Feminist 

interpretation suggests that women in 

authority often experience greater emotional 

strain because they are expected to prove 

their competence constantly. The emotional 

burden of authority becomes increasingly 

visible after Adam begins contacting Fiona 

following his recovery. Fiona attempts to 

maintain professional distance, but Adam’s 

emotional dependence disrupts her carefully 

controlled life. The novel, therefore, 

illustrates how professional authority cannot 

eliminate emotional vulnerability. 

Psychoanalytic Isolation and Inner 

Conflict: Psychoanalytic Approach:  

Psychoanalytic literary criticism focuses on 

unconscious desires, emotional repression, 

psychological conflict, and identity 

formation. In The Children Act, Fiona 

Maye’s emotional crisis can be understood 

through Psychoanalytic interpretation. Fiona 

appears calm, disciplined, and intellectually 

rational. However, beneath this controlled 

exterior lies deep emotional dissatisfaction. 

Her marriage lacks intimacy, and she 

suppresses her personal desires in order to 

maintain professional authority. 

Psychoanalytic criticism suggests that 

emotional repression often creates 

psychological instability. Fiona’s emotional 

connection with Adam Henry reveals her 

unconscious longing for emotional intimacy 

and meaning. Adam admires Fiona not only 
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as a judge but also as a compassionate 

individual who saved his life. Fiona becomes 

emotionally affected by Adam’s admiration 

because it offers emotional recognition 

missing from her personal life. 

Their relationship remains emotionally 

intense yet psychologically complicated. 

Fiona attempts to maintain professional 

boundaries, but Adam’s emotional 

dependence gradually becomes 

overwhelming. Psychoanalytic interpretation 

suggests that Fiona projects her own 

emotional emptiness onto Adam’s need for 

guidance and affection. Adam himself 

represents emotional vulnerability and 

identity confusion. As a teenager facing 

terminal illness and religious pressure, Adam 

struggles between obedience and personal 

freedom. Fiona’s presence introduces 

intellectual curiosity and emotional 

awakening into his life. Their connection 

therefore reflects mutual psychological need. 

The novel also explores loneliness as a 

defining condition of contemporary 

existence. Fiona’s emotional isolation is not 

caused by physical separation alone but by 

her inability to express vulnerability openly. 

Her professional identity requires emotional 

discipline, which prevents authentic 

emotional communication. Psychoanalytic 

criticism further reveals how Fiona’s 

emotional repression contributes to guilt and 

anxiety. After Adam dies following his 

refusal of further medical treatment, Fiona 

experiences emotional devastation. She 

realizes that her involvement in Adam’s life 

created emotional consequences beyond 

professional responsibility. 

McEwan portrays emotional conflict as 

unavoidable because human beings cannot 

completely separate rational judgment from 

emotional experience. Fiona’s psychological 

crisis demonstrates the limitations of 

intellectual control. Despite her authority and 

intelligence, she remains emotionally 

vulnerable. 

Gender, Marriage, and Emotional 

Distance 

Marriage in The Children Act functions as an 

important space for examining gender 

expectations and emotional communication. 

Fiona and Jack Maye’s marriage reflects the 

tensions experienced by many modern 

couples attempting to balance professional 

ambition with emotional intimacy. Jack’s 

dissatisfaction emerges partly because Fiona 

prioritizes her professional responsibilities 

over emotional connection. However, the 

novel does not simply blame Fiona for the 

failure of the marriage. Instead, McEwan 

reveals the structural pressures affecting 
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contemporary relationships. Fiona’s 

demanding career leaves little emotional 

energy for personal relationships. At the 

same time, society expects women to 

maintain emotional harmony within 

marriage regardless of professional 

obligations. This double expectation creates 

emotional exhaustion. Jack’s request for 

permission to pursue an affair exposes the 

emotional distance within the marriage. 

Fiona reacts with shock because she realizes 

the extent of their emotional separation. The 

scene reveals how emotional neglect can 

damage intimate relationships even when 

mutual respect remains. Feminist 

interpretation suggests that women 

professionals are often judged more harshly 

than men regarding work-life balance. While 

male professionals are frequently admired 

for career dedication, women are expected to 

maintain emotional availability alongside 

professional success. The novel, therefore, 

critiques contemporary social expectations 

surrounding marriage and gender roles. 

Fiona’s emotional crisis reflects broader 

cultural anxieties regarding female 

independence, professional ambition, and 

emotional fulfilment. Despite their conflicts, 

Fiona and Jack eventually attempt 

reconciliation. Their renewed 

communication suggests that emotional 

honesty is necessary for sustaining 

relationships. McEwan presents emotional 

vulnerability not as weakness but as an 

essential component of human connection. 

Religion, Ethics, and Human Emotion 

Religion plays an important role in The 

Children Act, particularly through Adam 

Henry’s beliefs as a Jehovah’s Witness. 

Adam refuses blood transfusion because of 

religious doctrine, creating a legal and ethical 

conflict. Fiona’s decision to authorize 

treatment reflects her humanistic belief in the 

value of life. However, the novel does not 

entirely dismiss religious belief. Instead, 

McEwan presents the complexity of ethical 

decision-making within multicultural 

societies. The conflict between religion and 

medical ethics also reflects broader tensions 

between individual freedom and institutional 

responsibility. Fiona must determine 

whether personal belief should outweigh the 

state’s responsibility to protect life. 

Emotionally, the case affects Fiona because 

she recognizes Adam’s intelligence and 

humanity. Her hospital visit becomes 

emotionally transformative because she 

experiences genuine human connection 

outside the formal structure of the courtroom. 

The novel, therefore suggests that ethical 

decisions cannot be separated completely 

from emotional understanding. Rational 
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authority alone is insufficient for addressing 

human suffering. McEwan portrays 

contemporary society as ethically uncertain, 

where traditional moral systems no longer 

provide simple answers. Individuals must 

navigate complex emotional and ethical 

realities independently. 

Contemporary Society and Emotional 

Alienation 

One of the major concerns of contemporary 

literature is emotional alienation. In modern 

societies, professional success and 

technological advancement often fail to 

provide emotional fulfilment. The Children 

Act reflects this condition through Fiona’s 

emotional isolation. Although Fiona 

possesses social respect, financial stability, 

and intellectual success, she remains 

emotionally dissatisfied. Her life 

demonstrates how professional achievement 

can coexist with personal loneliness. 

Contemporary society frequently values 

productivity, efficiency, and professional 

identity over emotional well-being. Fiona’s 

disciplined lifestyle reflects these cultural 

priorities. However, her emotional crisis 

reveals the psychological consequences of 

emotional suppression. The novel also 

highlights the difficulty of forming 

meaningful relationships within modern 

urban life. Fiona’s connection with Adam 

becomes emotionally significant partly 

because her ordinary life lacks intimacy and 

spontaneity. McEwan suggests that 

emotional alienation affects both personal 

and professional life. Individuals become 

disconnected not only from others but also 

from their own emotional needs. 

Furthermore, the novel portrays emotional 

vulnerability as universal rather than gender-

specific. Although gender expectations shape 

Fiona’s experiences, other characters also 

experience loneliness and uncertainty. 

Through Fiona’s psychological journey, 

McEwan critiques contemporary culture’s 

emphasis on control, rationality, and 

professional identity. The novel argues that 

emotional connection remains essential for 

human well-being. 

Contemporary Society and Emotional 

Alienation 

One of the major concerns of contemporary 

literature is emotional alienation. In modern 

societies, professional success and 

technological advancement often fail to 

provide emotional fulfilment. The Children 

Act reflects this condition through Fiona’s 

emotional isolation. Although Fiona 

possesses social respect, financial stability, 

and intellectual success, she remains 
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emotionally dissatisfied. Her life 

demonstrates how professional achievement 

can coexist with personal loneliness. 

Contemporary society frequently values 

productivity, efficiency, and professional 

identity over emotional well-being. Fiona’s 

disciplined lifestyle reflects these cultural 

priorities. However, her emotional crisis 

reveals the psychological consequences of 

emotional suppression. The novel also 

highlights the difficulty of forming 

meaningful relationships within modern 

urban life. Fiona’s connection with Adam 

becomes emotionally significant partly 

because her ordinary life lacks intimacy and 

spontaneity. 

McEwan suggests that emotional alienation 

affects both personal and professional life. 

Individuals become disconnected not only 

from others but also from their own 

emotional needs. Furthermore, the novel 

portrays emotional vulnerability as universal 

rather than gender-specific. Although 

Fiona’s experiences are shaped by gender 

expectations, other characters also 

experience loneliness and uncertainty. 

Through Fiona’s psychological journey, 

McEwan critiques contemporary culture’s 

emphasis on control, rationality, and 

professional identity. The novel argues that 

emotional connection remains essential for 

human well-being. 

Literature Review 

Literary criticism on Ian McEwan frequently 

focuses on his exploration of morality, 

psychology, ethics, and contemporary social 

anxiety. Scholars have examined McEwan’s 

ability to portray emotionally complex 

characters who struggle with moral 

uncertainty and personal conflict. His novels 

often combine intellectual inquiry with 

psychological realism, making them 

important texts within contemporary British 

literature. Several critics have discussed the 

representation of women in McEwan’s 

fiction. Fiona Maye in The Children Act has 

been interpreted as a modern professional 

woman who experiences emotional conflict 

beneath institutional authority. Feminist 

critics argue that Fiona’s struggles reflect the 

pressures placed upon women in 

contemporary society, where professional 

success often coexists with emotional 

isolation and social expectation. Elaine 

Showalter’s feminist literary criticism 

emphasizes the importance of examining 

women’s experiences and emotional realities 

within literary texts. Showalter argues that 

women characters are frequently shaped by 

patriarchal structures that influence identity 
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and emotional expression. This perspective 

is relevant to Fiona Maye’s character 

because she occupies a position of authority 

while simultaneously confronting emotional 

dissatisfaction and loneliness. 

Judith Butler’s concept of gender 

performativity also contributes to 

understanding Fiona’s character. Butler 

suggests that gender identity is socially 

constructed through repeated behavior and 

expectation. Fiona’s professional identity 

requires emotional control, discipline, and 

rationality, which are traditionally associated 

with masculine institutional authority. As a 

result, Fiona suppresses emotional 

vulnerability in order to maintain credibility 

within the legal system. Psychoanalytic 

critics focus on the emotional repression and 

psychological instability experienced by 

McEwan’s characters. Sigmund Freud’s 

theories regarding unconscious desire and 

repression help explain Fiona’s emotional 

attachment to Adam Henry. Fiona’s 

emotional response to Adam reflects her 

hidden longing for intimacy, recognition, and 

emotional fulfilment. 

Contemporary critics also note that 

McEwan’s novels frequently portray 

emotional alienation within modern urban 

society. Characters often experience 

loneliness despite professional success and 

intellectual sophistication. This theme is 

clearly visible in The Children Act, where 

Fiona’s professional achievements fail to 

provide emotional satisfaction. Research on 

The Children Act further highlights the 

novel’s engagement with legal ethics, 

religion, and human rights. Critics argue that 

McEwan presents moral dilemmas without 

offering simplistic solutions. Instead, the 

novel emphasizes emotional complexity and 

ethical ambiguity. This study contributes to 

existing scholarship by combining Feminist 

and Psychoanalytic approaches in order to 

examine the relationship between gender, 

professional authority, and emotional 

conflict. While previous studies often focus 

separately on legal ethics or psychological 

tension, this paper analyses how Fiona’s 

emotional struggles are deeply connected to 

gender expectations and institutional 

responsibility in contemporary society. 

Research Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and analytical 

research methodology to examine gender, 

authority, and emotional conflict in Ian 

McEwan’s The Children Act. The research is 

primarily based on textual analysis of the 

novel using Feminist and Psychoanalytic 

theoretical frameworks. The Feminist 
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approach is used to analyze the 

representation of women professionals, 

gender expectations, patriarchal social 

structures, and emotional labor associated 

with female identity. This theoretical 

perspective helps examine Fiona Maye’s 

experiences as a woman judge navigating 

professional authority and personal 

vulnerability. 

The Psychoanalytic approach is applied to 

understand Fiona’s emotional repression, 

psychological conflict, loneliness, and 

unconscious emotional desires. Concepts 

related to repression, emotional isolation, 

identity crisis, and emotional dependency are 

examined within the narrative. Primary data 

for the study is collected from Ian McEwan’s 

The Children Act, while secondary sources 

include books, journal articles, literary 

criticism, and theoretical writings related to 

Feminism, Psychoanalysis, and 

contemporary British literature. The study 

also employs interpretative analysis to 

examine character behavior, narrative 

structure, emotional symbolism, and social 

context. Through close reading of significant 

scenes and dialogues, the paper investigates 

how McEwan represents emotional conflict 

and institutional authority within 

contemporary society. This methodology 

enables a detailed understanding of the 

psychological and social dimensions of the 

novel while connecting literary 

representation with broader cultural and 

gender-related concerns. 

Conclusion 

 Ian McEwan’s The Children Act is a 

significant contemporary novel that explores 

the intersections of gender, authority, and 

emotional conflict within modern society. 

Through the character of Fiona Maye, 

McEwan presents the psychological and 

emotional challenges faced by women 

professionals attempting to balance 

institutional responsibility with personal 

emotional needs. The Feminist approach 

reveals how Fiona’s experiences are shaped 

by gender expectations and patriarchal social 

structures. Although she possesses 

professional authority and intellectual 

respect, she continues to experience 

emotional pressure associated with 

traditional expectations of femininity and 

caregiving. The psychoanalytic approach 

further exposes Fiona’s emotional isolation, 

repression, and unconscious desire for 

emotional connection. Her relationship with 

Adam Henry reflects both her emotional 

vulnerability and her struggle to maintain 

professional boundaries. McEwan portrays 

authority as emotionally burdensome rather 
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than empowering alone. Fiona’s judicial role 

requires constant emotional discipline, 

which gradually isolates her from authentic 

human relationships. The novel therefore, 

critiques contemporary society’s emphasis 

on rational professionalism at the expense of 

emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, the 

Children Act reflects broader contemporary 

anxieties regarding marriage, identity, ethics, 

and emotional alienation. McEwan 

demonstrates that professional success 

cannot replace emotional fulfilment and 

human connection. Ultimately, the novel 

emphasizes the complexity of modern human 

experience. Through its exploration of 

gender, emotional vulnerability, and moral 

responsibility, The Children Act becomes a 

powerful reflection of contemporary society 

and the psychological realities of modern 

professional life. 
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