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Abstract

This article employs a descriptive-analytical method to examine how the concept
of metanarrative re-emerges in the literature of terror, specifically in Ian
McEwan’s Saturday. Jean-Frangois Lyotard identifies the fragmentation of
metanarratives as a defining feature of the postmodern era. The aim of this
research is to explore whether the metanarratives, as Lyotard states, are
destroyed and whether McEwan’s Saturday inspires its readers toward political
resistance. To this end, after reading McEwan’s novel, it is argued that what
happened on September 1ith prompted the capitalist system to revive the
metanarratives, particularly the grand narratives of emancipation. Nevertheless,
as we read in lan McEwan’s Saturday, the novel presents counter-narratives
against this revival by bringing to the fore the logical and complex arguments of
the novel's protagonist and his daughter, Daisy. Ultimately, by refraining from
issuing a final verdict, McEwan helps the reader actively participate in this
political struggle and form an independent political awareness.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The present article surveys the concept of
metanarrative and its return in the wake of
the September 11 attacks as explored
through Ian McEwan’s Saturday (2005).
The novel, spending a week at No. 3 in the
lists of the New York Times Best Seller List
on 15 April 2005 and Publishers Weekly on
4 April 2005, is categorized as a post-9/11
novel. The purpose of this research is to
survey whether metanarratives, as Jean-
Francois Lyotard argues, are destroyed in
Saturday and how McEwan’s novel
represents the revival of emancipatory
grand narratives by the system of
domination, and examines to what extent
the novel galvanizes its readers into
political resistance.

2. Purpose, Literature

Review, and Method
Foley tends to read McEwan’s Saturday as
a portrayal of “hope and promise of
freedom and human happiness which
liberalism continues to offer” (Foley, 2010:
137). Similarly, in Michael Dirda’s words,
“[c]learly, the Perownes represent the
very flower of Western civilization—
decent, thoughtful, productive, cultivated,
deeply, fundamentally good” (Dirda, 2005:
5). Additionally, the novel is replete with
the narrative of terror making it possible
to read the novel as a depiction of “the
ways in which the liberal Western citizen
can engage with the contemporary world”
insofar as the novel seems to reflect the
ways of harmonizing individuals’ freedom
and responsibility to “manage one’s
private life in the context of urgent global
issues” (Childs, 2006: 146 & Foley, 2010:
139). Saturday appears to support “the
embattled private realm against the
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importunities of public turmoil” as
McEwan’s post-9/11 novel tends to
underscore “the vulnerable condition of
the English intelligentsia” (Ross, 2008: 93 &
80). Put differently, Saturday’s important
concern is “the intrusion of brutal,
inescapable reality into comfortable lives”
(Rennison, 2005: 110).

This article employs a descriptive-
analytical method to examine the
representations of the concept of
metanarrative and its return in the post-
9/11 era in lan McEwan’s Saturday. Gerard
Genette uses the term metadiegetic to
describe “the universe of the second
narrative”, and the term metanarrative to
point to “a narrative within the narrative”
(Genette, 1980: 228). Jean-Francois
Lyotard considers the liquidation of
metanarratives as an important feature of
postmodern culture. Lyotard studies the
ways through which individuals’ identities
and lives are constituted by different
forms of knowledge. Scientific and
narrative forms of knowledge are
regulated in society by what Lyotard calls
metanarratives. Thus, metanarratives
systematize the rules in a language game
to attest to the legitimacy of every move in
the game. From his perspective, in the
second half of the twentieth century, the
global capitalist system tends to fragment
metanarratives because, in the
postmodern era, fragmented narratives
increase efficiency and maximize profit.

3. Discussion

It is remarkable that in contrast to such
post-9/11 novels as Don DelLillo’s Falling
Man (2007), Jonathan Safran Foer’s
Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close
(2005), and John Updike’s Terrorist (2006),
McEwan’s Saturday does not directly
target what is known as Islamist
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fundamentalism. That is, terror does not
penetrate the idyllic life of the novel's
protagonist as a result of Islamist
extremists’ criminal conspiracy. On the
contrary, the Perownes’ fulfilling life is
severely threatened by an Anglo-Saxon
vicious young criminal named Baxter
entering Perowne’s peaceful life following
a minor car accident. Baxter suffers from
Huntington’s disease, whose malady is
reminiscent of Samuel Huntington’s
infamous book The Clash of Civilizations
and the Remaking of World Order, in
which he notoriously declares that the
“rivalry of the superpowers is replaced by
the clash of civilizations” (Huntington,
1996: 28). Baxter is likely to be identified
with Saddam Hussein'’s brutal regime. It is
noteworthy that McEwan’s Saturday is set
on February 15th, 2003, when London saw
the “largest gathering of humanity in the
history of the islands” in which over a
million people protested against the
US /British coalition’s impending invasion
of Iraq (McEwan, 2005: 126). As depicted in
the novel, “[a]cross Europe, and all around
the world, people are gathering to express
their preference for peace and torture”
(McEwan, 2005: 126). In this vein, the
return of metanarratives, as represented
in the inflexible pro-war attitudes, is
apparent in Former Prime Minister Tony
Blair's assertions as well as the
protagonist’s conversations with his Iraqi
patient Miri Taleb and his conservative
American consultant anesthesiologist Jay
Strauss.
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4. Conclusion

Ultimately, it is concluded that what
happened on September 11th prompted
the capitalist system to revive the formerly
liquidated metanarratives. Nevertheless,
as we read in the novel, the project of
justifying the war-mongering policies of
the hegemonic system by meta-narratives
cannot be considered a completely
successful project because Saturday, by
presenting  counter-narratives, helps
create a kind of political awareness and
resistance in the readers. To this end, by
confronting the logical and complex
arguments of Perowne and Daisy, and by
refraining from issuing a final verdict,
McEwan makes the reader actively
participate in this discursive struggle and
form an independent political awareness.
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