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Ian McEwan’s Moral Vision in Saturday

Takako Takamoto™

Ian McEwan's Saturday (2005) describes the moral problems that confront us in the 21st century : name-
ly, (1) the biological deterministic view of life, which deprives us of the belief in providence and social
justice, (2) the overabundance of information, which engenders in us the feeling of helplessness and guilt
over the political, economic and physical hardships of the world.

These problems make it difficult for us to make moral choices, particularly with regard to social prob-
lems. One such case is whether the UK should have cooperated with the US in their attempt to overthrow
the Hussein government.

In view of these situations, McEwan explores the moral values we should embrace in today’s world, by
describing the protagonist Henry Perowne’s misuse of power as a brain surgeon and its totally unexpected
and disastrous outcome. Here, Henry’s predicament should be seen a metaphor of that of the nation.

There is an epiphanic moment at the end of the novel, when Henry, looking down at the Fitzroy Square,
decides to act on fellow-feeling and to forgive his tormenter Baxter, patient of Huntington’s disease, for
the bodily and mental harm he had inflicted on him. Now he empirically knows that he is not an innocent
bystander but an insider, whose actions are bound to have repercussions, however slight they may be, on
the whole world.

This scene reminds us of the climactic scene of George Eliot’s Middlemarch, where the heroine Dorothea
likewise looks out at the labourers working in the field and realizes that she is part of the broad world,
thus awakening to the religion of love for fellow human beings.

Indeed, Saturday has a lot in common with Eliot’s novels in their moralistic concerns. Like Eliot, McE-
wan tries to make us see that, no matter how complicated and pessimistic the world situation has become,
we all human beings are connected somehow, and should not assume ourselves as mere spectators of

others’ suffering.
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Where's Henry’s appetite for removing a tyrant now? At
the end of this day, this particular evening, he’s timid,
vulnerable, he keeps drawing his dressing gown more
tightly around him+--- All he feels now is fear. He's
weak and ignorant, scared of the way consequences of an
action leap away from your control and breed new
events, new consequences, until you're led to a place you

never dreamed of and would never choose = = a knife at

the throat. (277)
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Slowly I've come to the view that what underlies moral-
ity is the imagination itself.... Our imagination permits
us to understand what it is like to be someone else....
Fiction is a deeply moral form in that it is the perfect
medium for entering the mind of another. I think it is at

the level of empathy that moral questions begin in fic

tion.'"
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[T]he only effect I ardently long to produce by my writ-
ings, is that those who read them should be better able
to imagine and to feel the pains and the joys of those who

differ from themselves in everything but the broad fact
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="“She was a part of that involuntary, palpitating life, and
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could neither look out on it from her luxurious shelter as a
mere spectator, nor hide her eyes in selfish complaining.” *
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