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ABSTRACT

This study examines class conflict in Eka Kurniawan’s novel Beauty Is a
Wound (Cantik Itu Luka) through a sociology of literature approach. It aims
to identify the forms of class conflict represented in the novel, explore the
social factors that give rise to them, and analyze how the author portrays
unequal power relations. Using a qualitative descriptive method, the study
treats the novel as its primary source of data and examines its characters,
dialogue, events, and narrative descriptions. The analysis draws on Laurenson
and Swingewood’s view of literature as a reflection of social conditions and
a means of engaging with them. The novel depicts class tensions shaped by
colonial domination, differences in social status, economic inequality, and the
abuse of power. Through the experiences of its characters, these tensions
reveal how privileged groups maintain control while marginalized people
face exploitation and limited choices. The study concludes that class conflict
is central to the novel’s portrayal of social injustice. Beauty Is a Wound both
represents unequal social relations and invites readers to question the
structures that sustain them.

Keywords: Class Conflict; Beauty Is A Wound; Eka Kurniawan; Sociology
Of Literature; Social Inequality

INTRODUCTION

Literature offers a way to examine how people experience the social world. A novel
may tell the story of particular characters, but their choices are shaped by conditions
beyond their individual lives: political authority, economic resources, inherited
status, cultural values, and historical change. Through setting, dialogue, and
conflict, fiction can reveal how these conditions affect relationships between
people. The sociology of literature examines this connection between literary works
and the societies in which they are produced and read. It considers literature both a
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representation of social life and a response to it. As discussed in the thesis that forms
the basis of this study, literary texts can therefore be read for the social structures
and tensions embedded in their narratives.

One important form of social tension is class conflict. Differences in wealth and
access to resources often place groups in unequal positions, but class relations
extend beyond economic circumstances alone. Political influence, social prestige,
education, and the ability to define accepted norms can also determine who holds
power and who is excluded. Conflict emerges when these advantages allow one
group to control the opportunities, labor, or lives of another. In literature, such
conflict does not always appear as a direct confrontation between clearly defined
classes. It may be expressed through everyday humiliation, unequal treatment,
dependence, coercion, or resistance. Examining these experiences makes it possible
to see how a novel portrays the operation of power within a community.

Eka Kurniawan’s Cantik Itu Luka, published in English as Beauty Is a Wound,
provides a rich setting for such an examination. The novel depicts life in the
fictional town of Halimunda across periods of colonial rule and subsequent political
and social change. Its characters encounter violence, shifting authority, and unequal
social relations as they navigate circumstances they cannot fully control. Rather
than presenting history only through major political events, the novel shows how
those events enter personal and family life. Its portrayal of Halimunda allows
readers to consider the connection between broad historical forces and the unequal
positions occupied by individuals within a local society.

The historical scope of the novel is especially relevant to a study of class conflict.
Colonial power creates distinctions between rulers and the ruled, while subsequent
changes in political authority do not necessarily remove the social hierarchies that
have developed. Groups with access to force, property, or influence may retain their
advantages even as the institutions around them change. Others remain vulnerable
to exploitation and exclusion. In this context, class conflict can be understood as a
continuing struggle over power and resources rather than a single dispute or event.
Reading the novel from this perspective helps identify how domination is
reproduced, challenged, and altered across different historical moments in the
narrative.

The novel also presents class as a relationship shaped by other forms of inequality.
A character’s social position may affect the degree of control that others exercise
over their body, work, reputation, and future. Gender, for example, influences how
power is experienced and how limited choices are imposed or negotiated. Political
violence can likewise strengthen the position of those who command it while
exposing less powerful people to greater risk. These overlapping conditions require
an analysis attentive to the specific situations represented in the text. An account of
class conflict in Cantik Itu Luka should therefore consider economic differences
alongside social status, political authority, and the treatment of marginalized
characters.
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The sociology of literature provides a framework for this analysis because it
connects textual detail with social interpretation. Laurenson and Swingewood’s
approach, used in the accompanying thesis, treats literature as a means of examining
the relationship between a work, its author, and society. From this perspective, a
novel can be studied as a social document that represents particular conditions,
while also being understood as an imaginative response to them. This does not mean
that fictional Halimunda should be treated as a factual record of Indonesian history.
The novel selects, transforms, and arranges social experiences through narrative. Its
characters and events become meaningful partly because of the way Kurniawan
constructs them.

For that reason, an analysis of class conflict must pay attention to literary form as
well as social context. Characterization can show how status influences a person’s
opportunities and interactions. Dialogue can expose assumptions about authority or
reveal resistance to it. The sequence of events can demonstrate how a conflict
develops and whose interests prevail. Setting and symbolism can give social
divisions a broader meaning within the narrative. These elements allow the
researcher to move beyond identifying examples of inequality and ask how the
novel makes those inequalities visible to readers. The relationship between
literature and society is thus examined through evidence within the text.

Previous discussions of Cantik Itu Luka have addressed a range of concerns,
including gender, symbolism, historical violence, and its distinctive narrative style.
These concerns are closely connected to questions of social power. The present
study develops a more focused reading of class conflict by bringing together three
aspects: the forms of conflict depicted in the novel, the social factors that give rise
to them, and the narrative means through which Kurniawan portrays them. This
focus is useful because an unequal encounter between characters may have several
causes at once. Its meaning becomes clearer when the characters’ positions, the
historical setting, and the way the encounter is narrated are considered together.

This study asks three related questions. First, what forms of class conflict are
represented in Cantik Itu Luka? Second, what social conditions contribute to those
conflicts? Third, how does Kurniawan depict them through the novel’s characters,
events, and narrative structure? To address these questions, the study uses a
qualitative descriptive approach grounded in the sociology of literature. Passages
relevant to social hierarchy, domination, marginalization, and resistance are
interpreted in relation to the novel as a whole. The aim is to build an account of
class conflict from textual evidence while recognizing that the novel’s fictional
world offers an imaginative representation of social reality.

By examining these questions, the study seeks to clarify the role of class conflict in
Cantik Itu Luka and contribute to discussion of how Indonesian fiction engages with
social inequality. The novel’s long historical perspective makes it possible to trace
relationships between changing forms of authority and the persistent vulnerability
of those with less power. At the same time, its treatment of individual lives shows
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why inequality cannot be understood solely through abstract categories. A
sociological reading of the novel can therefore illuminate how class positions are
lived, contested, and represented. It can also show how literary narrative encourages
readers to reflect on the social structures that shape human experience.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Sociology of Literature

The sociology of literature studies the relationship between literary works and the
social conditions in which they are produced, circulated, and interpreted. A novel
emerges from an author’s imagination, but its characters and conflicts may also
engage with recognizable patterns of social life. Questions of status, authority,
family, gender, and economic opportunity can therefore be examined through the
way a literary text represents them. This approach does not treat fiction as a
transparent account of historical fact. It asks how an author selects and shapes social
experiences into a narrative and what meanings that narrative makes available to
readers.

Laurenson and Swingewood’s perspective provides the principal framework for this
study. Their approach considers literature in relation to society, the author’s social
situation, and the interaction between a work and its historical context. Literature
may function as a social document by portraying the structures and tensions of a
particular world. At the same time, a literary work is an artistic construction:
characterization, plot, setting, and narrative voice influence how social conditions
are presented. Applied to Cantik Itu Luka, this perspective makes it possible to
examine Halimunda as a fictional setting through which Eka Kurniawan explores
unequal relationships and changing forms of power.

A sociological reading also considers the critical possibilities of literature. By
portraying oppression or exposing contradictions in accepted social arrangements,
a novel may encourage readers to question the conditions represented in it. Such
criticism need not appear as a direct statement by the author. It may emerge from
the consequences of a character’s actions, the contrast between powerful and
vulnerable groups, or the persistence of injustice across generations. The task of the
researcher is to identify these patterns and explain how they are supported by the
text.

Class Conflict and Social Inequality

Class conflict refers to tensions between groups that occupy unequal positions
within a social structure. Economic resources are central to these differences, but
class is also connected to authority, prestige, and access to opportunities. A
powerful group may influence the rules under which others live, while a subordinate
group may have limited ability to protect its interests. Conflict becomes visible
when unequal positions produce exploitation, coercion, exclusion, or resistance. In
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literary analysis, class conflict can be observed at several levels. It may appear
openly in a struggle over property, labor, or political control. It may also operate
through ordinary interactions: who is obeyed, whose testimony is believed, whose
needs are ignored, and who must depend on others to survive. These details help
reveal how inequality is maintained in a fictional society. They also show that the
effects of class are experienced by individuals, even when the underlying conflict
concerns broader groups and institutions.

Social divisions rarely operate in isolation. Class position can intersect with gender,
political power, and inherited status, producing different forms of vulnerability. An
analysis that attends to these connections can explain why characters who share a
community do not necessarily face the same risks or possess the same choices. In
Cantik Itu Luka, the movement across colonial and later periods provides a way to
consider whether changes in political authority also change the relationships
between dominant and marginalized people.

Class Conflict in Cantik Itu Luka

Eka Kurniawan’s Cantik Itu Luka presents a fictional society shaped by violence,
hierarchy, and historical change. Halimunda is a setting in which personal
relationships are entangled with wider struggles for power. The novel’s long time
span allows social positions to be examined across different political circumstances.
Characters encounter authority in varied forms, and their experiences reveal the
consequences of having unequal access to protection, influence, and resources. A
study of class conflict in this novel must examine how inequality is represented
through specific narrative elements. Characters’ backgrounds and relationships can
indicate differences in social position. Dialogue may reveal assumptions about
entitlement and obedience. Events involving coercion or resistance can show how
power is exercised and contested. The historical setting gives these interactions a
broader context, while the novel’s narrative choices determine how readers
encounter them. Together, these elements connect the experiences of individual
characters with the social order portrayed in Halimunda.

Previous Studies and Research Focus

As noted in the thesis underlying this article, discussions of Cantik Itu Luka have
explored themes such as gender, symbolism, historical violence, and magical
realism. These approaches offer valuable ways to understand the novel’s
complexity. A focused study of class conflict complements them by asking how
unequal social positions contribute to its conflicts and how those positions interact
with other forms of domination. It also brings attention to the continuity and change
of power relations across the novel’s historical periods. The present study draws on
the sociology of literature to organize that inquiry around three concerns: the forms
of class conflict in the novel, the social factors behind them, and Kurniawan’s
means of representing them. This framework connects social interpretation to close
reading. It allows the novel to be understood as an imaginative account of inequality
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while keeping the analysis grounded in its characters, events, and narrative
structure.

METHOD
Design and Sample

This study used a qualitative descriptive design to examine class conflict in Eka
Kurniawan’s novel Cantik Itu Luka (Beauty Is a Wound). A qualitative approach
was appropriate because the data consisted of words and narrative events rather than
numerical measurements. The study sought to interpret how social hierarchy,
unequal power relations, and conflict are represented through characters, dialogue,
actions, and setting. Its purpose was to describe patterns within the novel and
explain their social meanings in relation to the text as a whole. The analysis was
guided by Laurenson and Swingewood’s sociology of literature. This perspective
considers a literary work in relation to social structures and historical conditions
while recognizing that fiction presents those conditions through artistic choices.
Accordingly, the study examined both the social relationships depicted in the novel
and the narrative techniques through which they are portrayed. The fictional town
of Halimunda was analyzed as part of the novel’s constructed world, not as a direct
record of an actual community.

The research addressed three questions: what forms of class conflict appear in the
novel, what social factors contribute to them, and how Kurniawan represents social
conflict. These questions provided the basis for selecting and organizing the data.
The primary source was the Indonesian text of Cantik Itu Luka by Eka Kurniawan.
The thesis on which this article is based identifies the edition examined as the thirty-
eighth printing, issued in January 2025 by PT Gramedia Pustaka Utama. The data
consisted of relevant passages from the novel, including dialogue, narration,
descriptions of characters and settings, and accounts of events. Passages were
selected when they showed differences in status or power, unequal treatment,
domination, marginalization, or resistance. Books and scholarly studies on the
sociology of literature and related interpretations of the novel served as secondary
sources to support the analysis.

For the purposes of this study, class conflict referred to tensions arising from
unequal social positions, including differences in economic resources, authority,
and social status. Social factors referred to conditions within the fictional society
that contributed to those tensions, such as political power, cultural norms, moral
judgment, and gender expectations. Representation referred to the ways the novel
conveyed conflict through characterization, plot, dialogue, narrative description,
irony, and symbolism. These working definitions kept the interpretation focused on
the study’s three research questions.
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Instrument and Procedures

Data were collected through library research and close reading. First, the novel was
read to understand its plot, historical scope, principal characters, and patterns of
social interaction. Attention was given to how relationships between characters
changed across different political and social circumstances. A subsequent reading
focused on passages in which a character or group exercised authority over another,
received unequal treatment, or responded to an unequal social position. Relevant
passages were then marked and recorded with notes on the characters involved, the
immediate situation, and the apparent form of inequality. The surrounding narrative
was considered so that dialogue or an individual event would not be interpreted
apart from its context. The selected material was grouped according to the three
research questions: forms of class conflict, contributing social factors, and methods
of narrative representation. A passage could inform more than one group when, for
example, it showed both an unequal relationship and the language used to justify it.
Supporting literature was consulted to clarify theoretical concepts and assist
interpretation of the textual evidence.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed descriptively in four stages. The first stage was data
reduction. Passages with a clear connection to hierarchy, domination, exclusion, or
resistance were retained for closer examination. Passages whose relevance
depended only on an isolated word or a speculative interpretation were set aside.
This step concentrated the analysis on evidence that could be explained within the
novel’s narrative context. The second stage was classification. Selected passages
were organized by research focus and compared for recurring patterns. For the first
question, the analysis considered how conflicts appeared in interactions between
characters or groups. For the second, it examined the social conditions that made
those conflicts possible. For the third, it considered how dialogue, narration,
characterization, events, and other literary devices shaped the reader’s
understanding of conflict.

The third stage involved interpreting the relationships between textual details and
social structures. Each passage was considered alongside the characters’ positions,
the surrounding events, and the wider setting of the novel. The analysis asked who
held power in a given interaction, how that power was exercised, and what
consequences followed for those involved. It also considered whether similar
relationships appeared elsewhere in the narrative. Laurenson and Swingewood’s
framework helped connect these patterns to the novel’s portrayal of social
inequality without treating fiction as a straightforward statement of historical fact.
Finally, findings from the three areas of analysis were brought together to explain
how class conflict operates across the novel. Interpretations were grounded in
selected textual evidence and checked against the broader narrative to avoid relying
on isolated examples. Because this was a qualitative study of one novel, its
conclusions concern the representation of class conflict in Cantik Itu Luka. They
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offer an interpretation of the literary text rather than a general claim about every
Indonesian novel or a direct measurement of social conditions outside it.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of Cantik Itu Luka identified findings in three areas: forms of class
conflict, social factors contributing to conflict, and narrative techniques used to
portray it. The thesis groups the findings into five categories within each area. These
categories describe recurring patterns in the selected passages; they are not
numerical measures of how often a pattern occurs. Together, they show that conflict
in Halimunda is expressed through social judgments and everyday relationships as
well as through more visible struggles over power.

Table 1
Overview of the research findings

Research focus

Categories identified in
the thesis

What the categories reveal

Forms of class

Social class labeling;

Inequality appears in how

social factors

social institutions; social
stigma; gender
construction; dominant
ideology

conflict insulting or degrading people are named, treated,
language; unequal power controlled, judged, and able to
relations; ideological respond.
opposition; symbolic
resistance

Contributing Community moral norms; Shared beliefs and institutions

can sustain unequal positions.

Narrative
techniques

Character dialogue;
narrator’s description;
characters’ actions; irony

Conflict is conveyed through
both events and the way those
events are told.

and cynicism; social
symbols and metaphors

The first finding concerns the power of naming. In the examples discussed in the
thesis, a label replaces a person’s name or reduces that person to a social category.
Dewi Ayu’s history is used to define her standing within the community. The
colonial description of Indigenous people similarly marks a boundary between
those claiming superiority and those they demean. Although the two situations have
different histories, both show how language can establish social distance. The
second finding shows a more direct use of language in conflict. Insults directed at
Dewi Ayu attack her character and gender. A demeaning comparison in the
narration conveys the intensity of hostility toward her. These passages reveal that
conflict does not begin only when physical force is used. Words can prepare the
ground for unequal treatment by making disrespect seem acceptable.
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The third finding places language alongside material power. The requirement to
bow to soldiers makes subordination visible through bodily conduct. Dewi Ayu’s
negotiation with a commander over medical assistance shows how access to help
depends on someone with greater authority. Here, the inequality has immediate
consequences: a person in need cannot obtain care on equal terms. The thesis also
identifies ideological disagreement and symbolic resistance, showing that authority
is contested through political commitments and through personal refusals to accept
an imposed identity.

Table 2
Social factors contributing to conflict
Factor Example analyzed in the | Page Role in the conflict
thesis
Community | Concern for family 113 Respectability becomes
moral norms | reputation leads to a a basis for judging and
woman’s exclusion. rejecting someone.
Social Japanese soldiers register 75, Organized authority can
institutions | women; police and military | 251, enforce restrictions on
forces confront groups; a 271 vulnerable people.
married woman faces
opposition to attending
school.
Social People are marked by 129, A negative identity
stigma association with 131 persists and affects how
communism or prostitution. others treat them.
Gender A man claims exclusive 130- Women'’s choices and
construction | access to Dewi Ayu; her 133 social value are defined
appearance and work are by others.
judged through male
expectations.
Dominant Characters join or support | 100, Political allegiance
ideology different armed and 102, shapes claims to
political groups. 114 legitimacy and power.

These factors work together. A community’s moral judgment can produce stigma;
an institution may then give that judgment practical force. Gender expectations can
make a woman more exposed to both. The passages concerning military and
political groups show a further dimension: authority can be reorganized as power
changes hands, while unequal treatment continues in different forms.
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Table 3
Narrative techniques used to portray conflict
Technique | Example analyzed in the | Page Effect
thesis
Dialogue A character demands 128 Makes the struggle for
another’s power and authority explicit.
threatens a fight.
Narration The narrator describes 126, Places individual
fights, a killing, and public | 130, conflict within a violent
executions. 144 social setting.
Characters’ | Characters exercise Discuss | Shows what power
actions authority or respond to ed in enables people to do.
threats through conduct. Chapte
rIV
Irony and A change of leader is 129 Questions whether a
cynicism described as little more change in leadership
than replacing one name changes the structure of
with another. domination.
Social A character imagines 144 Conveys the human cost
symbols and | returning home as a corpse. of political conflict.
metaphors

The narrative findings show how the novel turns social conditions into experiences
that readers can observe. Dialogue gives conflict a voice; actions reveal its
consequences; narration connects separate encounters to a wider setting. Irony is
especially significant when a supposed change in power appears to leave the
underlying relationship intact. Thus, the three sets of findings describe what
happens, what helps produce it, and how the novel makes it meaningful.

The findings suggest that class conflict in Cantik Itu Luka operates through a
network of social relationships rather than through economic competition alone.
Material resources and political authority matter, but the thesis also shows the
importance of language, status, moral judgment, and gender. These elements help
explain how a hierarchy becomes part of ordinary life in Halimunda. A person may
be placed at a disadvantage not only by what they possess, but also by how others
define them and what conduct the community considers acceptable toward them.
Labeling offers a clear example. When Dewi Ayu is addressed through a
stigmatizing term, the speaker reduces her identity to a single socially condemned
role. The label influences how her present actions are interpreted, regardless of her
own account of herself. The colonial label applied to Indigenous characters works
differently in its historical setting, yet it also establishes a division between those
who claim superiority and those they place beneath them. These examples should
not be treated as identical experiences. Read together, however, they show how
naming can make an unequal social relationship seem natural.
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The findings on degrading language extend this point. An insult is a moment of
conflict between individuals, but its meaning can depend on shared ideas about
gender and social worth. A speaker draws on those ideas to shame another person
and defend a position in the encounter. The thesis’s analysis of Dewi Ayu shows
that moral condemnation can coexist with unequal power and gendered
expectations. In this sense, language does social work: it can isolate a character,
justify mistreatment, or make resistance more difficult. Close reading is necessary
because the same word or image may carry different implications depending on
who uses it and in what situation.

The categories of moral norms, institutions, stigma, gender construction, and
dominant ideology explain why such encounters are more than isolated disputes. A
community’s judgments are repeated through relationships and institutions, giving
individual acts of exclusion a broader foundation. Stigma can persist even when a
person’s circumstances change because the community continues to interpret that
person through an established label. Gender expectations similarly shape whose
behavior is condemned and whose authority is accepted. The novel’s conflicts thus
expose the connection between personal treatment and a wider social order.
Unequal power relations are especially important across the novel’s historical span.
Halimunda changes as colonial and later forms of authority rise and fall. Yet a
change in who holds power does not, by itself, guarantee equal treatment for
everyone else. This reading helps explain the thesis’s interest in both domination
and symbolic resistance. Resistance indicates that a character recognizes or refuses
an imposed position. Its presence also shows the limits placed on that refusal:
asserting an identity or challenging a judgment does not necessarily transform the
institutions and beliefs that sustain inequality.

Ideological opposition provides another way to understand these limits. A conflict
may concern competing accounts of morality, legitimacy, or social order. Those
who hold authority can present their own interests as though they were accepted
rules for everyone. The novel makes such claims available for scrutiny by showing
their effects on vulnerable characters. This is where irony and cynicism become
significant narrative techniques. When the narrative exposes a gap between a
person’s claimed virtue and their conduct, readers are invited to question the
authority behind the claim. Laurenson and Swingewood’s sociology of literature
helps relate these patterns to the study’s wider purpose. Their framework supports
reading the novel as an imaginative representation of social tensions. The analysis
does not require Halimunda to correspond exactly to a historical town or every
character to stand for a fixed social group. Its value lies in showing how a fictional
narrative organizes recognizable questions about power, exclusion, and social
change. The evidence for any interpretation must still come from the novel’s
dialogue, actions, characterization, and narration.

The study also benefits from keeping its three research focuses connected. A label

is a form of conflict; stigma or a moral norm may be a factor that sustains it;
dialogue is one means of representing it. Considering only one dimension would
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give an incomplete account of the passage. The same principle applies to an act of
resistance: its significance depends on the power being challenged, the social
conditions that made the challenge necessary, and the narrative consequences that
follow. This connected reading makes the fifteen categories useful as analytical
guides without treating them as fifteen independent claims about the novel. One
limitation follows from the qualitative design. The selected passages support an
interpretation of class conflict in Cantik Itu Luka, but they do not establish how
frequently each pattern occurs throughout the text or prove that fictional events
happened in the same way in Indonesian society. The findings are strongest when
understood as an account of representation: how Kurniawan portrays inequality and
gives readers a way to consider it. Within that scope, the novel shows that class
conflict is experienced through words, relationships, and social judgments as well
as through overt struggles for control.

CONCLUSION

This study found that class conflict in Eka Kurniawan’s Cantik Itu Luka is
represented through five forms: social class labeling, degrading language, unequal
power relations, ideological opposition, and symbolic resistance. These forms show
that inequality in the novel operates through everyday interactions as well as direct
struggles over authority. Characters’ social positions shape how they are addressed,
judged, and treated. The conflicts are sustained by community moral norms, social
institutions, stigma, gender expectations, and dominant ideology. Kurniawan
portrays their effects through dialogue, narration, characters’ actions, irony, and
social symbols. Examining these social factors alongside the novel’s narrative
techniques shows how individual experiences in Halimunda are connected to wider
patterns of domination and exclusion. From a sociology of literature perspective,
Cantik Itu Luka offers an imaginative representation of social inequality across
changing historical circumstances. Its portrayal of conflict invites readers to
question the judgments and power relations that marginalize people. The study
contributes a focused account of class conflict in the novel while leaving room for
further research on its intersections with gender, colonialism, and political violence.
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