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Abstract

The British contemporary writer lan McEwan (1948— ) has
been widely acclaimed for exquisite technique and in-depth
inquiry into human nature since his debut in the1970s. He has
acquired with many prizes both home and abroad, the most
notable one is the Man Booker Prize for which he has been
nominated for several times and awarded with the satiric novella
Amsterdam in 1998. With the world-wide prevalence of Atonement
(2001), McEwan was featured on the list of “50 greatest British
writers since 1945” selected by The Times in 2008, and further
applauded as the “National Writer” (Cowley). McEwan has
consolidated the narrative focus on human beings’ psychological
delineation and moralistic concern (Courtney 186), particularly
the ethical inquiry into the motif of psychological trauma. His
first short story collection—First Love , Last Rites (1975) and first
novel—The Cement Garden (1978) have exactlyexemplified the
rendering of children’s sexual trauma. Stepping into the New
Millennium, McEwan’s trauma narrative has emerged into more
ethical retrospection of contemporary socio-historical and cultural
trauma, namely, the accusation of war crime (Atonement 2001), the
introspection of the cultural trend before the sexual deliberation
in the 1960s (On Chesil Beach 2007), the sarcasm of the political
and ideological confrontation in the Cold War (Sweet Tooth
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2012), all of which imply the formidability of trauma relief in the
contemporary traumatic context.

The westernscholarship targeting on McEwan's trauma motif
could trace back to Bernie C. Byrnes’ discussion of the sexuality
in McEwan’s early works. Byrnes proposed there was a
“metaplot” of autobiographical projection in McEwan’s novels,
yet later he got criticism for too much far-fetched comparison
between the real author and the characters. Judith Seaboyer,
Jack Slay Jr. and David Malcolm skipped out of the stereotype of
autobiographical approach, inspecting the stylistic feature of
McEwan’s “psychologicalfiction” from the perspective of
characters’ psychological development and variations. Consequently
they have realized the conjunction of trauma study and ethical
criticism. The domestic scholars have also concerned about the
moralistic inquiry beyond McEwan’s trauma depiction. For
instance, Lan Chun, the first scholar who introduces McEwan in
China, pays attention to the ethical implication of sexual abuse in
The Comfort of Strangers (1981) and the interpretation from
Zhang Helong and Jiang Xiaobo probes into the tragedy of
siblings incest in The Cement Garden (1978). Since the 1990s,
McEwan has indulged characters’ personal sexual trauma
experience into the grand background of historical and cultural
context, henceforth, how to evaluate personal psychological
status within the framework of socio-historical environment has
emerged as an unavoidable issue in recent McEwanianstudy. In
this case, the academic has focused on McEwan’s contemporary
trauma writing with more attention, to which Atonement being
set up with the World War I attaches as the essential target.
Paul Crosthwaite argues the influence of historical grand
narrative upon the war trauma keynote in the novel and Swantjie

Moller and Hu Huiyong also emphasize on the contextualization
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of contemporary historical trauma. The well-known American
scholar J. Hillis Miller defines stylistic feature of the novel as
“Romance Trauma”, confirming the character’s endeavor of self-
redemption through confessional writing. Another novel—
Saturday (2005), traumatized with the “9 + 11” terrorist
attacksimultaneously intriguescritics’ interest. Philip Tew holds
the view that the repetitive implication of the flaming airplane
image configures the typicalcharacterization of contemporary
“traumatological” society. SebatianGroes, Linli and Shenyuan
further observe McEwan'’s speculation over human beings’ living
dilemma. What is worthy to notice is that except for the two
important novels mentioned above, McEwan has more novels
bearing the mark of the historical events in the 20" century,
respectively, the Nazi Massacre (Black Dogs 1992), the political
and ideological confrontation (The Innocent 1990 and Sweet
Tooth 2012), the social riot under the leadership of the “Iron
Lady” (The Child in Time 1987). The recent research calls for
more attention to the socio-historical traumatic phenomenon and
comparative study of trauma motive incurred by the similar
social and cultural context, as well as the overview and the
vicissitude in McEwan’s trauma narrative.

With the upsurge of post-classical narratology in recent
years, the trauma perspective has exposed the interdisciplinary
trend which syncretizes the methodology of narrative study and
ethical approach. Georges Letissier points out the humanistic
critique beneath the trauma narrative framework, which
achieves consensus with domestic scholars such as Song Yanfang,
ZengYanyu and Zou Tao. Laurie Vikroyand Peter Mathews
analyze the protagonist’s psychological status as the “trauma
narrativist”, figuring out the ethical retrospection in the

progression of trauma narrative. American critic, James Phelan,
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the representative of Rhetorical Narratology, probes into
McEwan’s narrative intention in the process of terming the
narrative judgment, whose argumentation has been widely
accepted through the introduction of Shen Dan, Tang Weisheng
and Shang Biwu in China. Furthermore, Dominick Head’s
oeuvre—Ian McEwan (2007) is a milestone of systematic research
on McEwan'’s narrative focus and ethical themes, which moves
further to the orientation of systematic and comprehensive
research. In 2009, Style, one of the international authentic
journals in the field of narratology. published two argumentative
articles about McEwan’s Enduring Love (1997) in the same
volume. Allen Palmer and James Phelan concentrated on the
postmodern narrative technique to epitomize the ethical and
aesthetical practice aroused by the unreliable narrative in the
novel, respectively from the angle of Cognitive Narratology and
Rhetorical Narratology. Two years later, there was another
article about the narrative strategy of the novel in the same
journal. Susan Green regarded the first-person retrospective
narration as the form of “confessional text” (445), investigating
the paradoxical psychology of the narrator who wassimultaneously
the witness even the trauma perpetrator. In addition, the
monographs of Peter Childs and Lynn Wells, the study of irony
in Amsterdam (1998) by Lu Jiande, the systematic research on
unreliable narration by Wang Yue, the analysis of trauma
narrative feature by GuoXianjin and the ethical criticisms by
Shang BiwuandLuo Yuan all contribute to the catalogue of
McEwan’s ethical theme and narrative technique.As “one of the
most technically accomplished of all modern British writers”
(Winder 49 - 50), McEwan’s trauma narrative strategy exhibits
diversified features and the narrative manipulation behind

distinctivetrauma motif reveals his ethical inquiry into trauma
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representative and remedy, for which the implicit attitude
towards the plausibility of trauma recovery deserves further
research.

It should be clarified that McEwan’s narrative techniqueis
conducive to the contextualization of different trauma motifs.
Most of his protagonists endure various traumatic events with
different identities of victim, witness or perpetrator. displaying
divergent syndromes of post traumatic stress disorder. McEwan
appropriates the divergence of traumatized characters into
narrative progression of trauma text, situating them respectively
into three-scope narrative contexts of trauma representation,
trauma narrative and confessional writing, each correlating to
the narrative identity of character, narrator and

“ implied
author”. This narrative designation foregrounds the multi-
layered narrative ethics with reciprocal reference between
textual theme and narrative strategy. McEwan’s narrative
settings range from individual and social trauma to historical and
collective trauma, as well as the metaphorical trauma of “implied
author” and “narrative reader” in the perspective of Rhetorical
Narratology. The trauma victim’s solitude and depression, the
witness’ cowardice and regret, as well as the perpetrator’s
narcissism and cunning underlie the narrative psychological
settings, whilethe traumatized characters are contextualized as
the subjects of ethical exploration respectively in the three-scope
narrative framework of trauma representation, trauma
transformation and trauma appropriation. McEwan’s insight and
critique of human nature disperse in his multi-level trauma
writing, indicating his inquiry into the possibility of traumatized
people’s ultimate psychological relief. Accordingly. this book
aims for epitomizing the feature and orientation of McEwan’s

trauma writing with comprehensive and systematic textual
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exploration of trauma narrative reconstruction, to expose the
vicissitudes of his ethical attitude beneath the self-conscious
narrative in the procedure of diversified trauma restoration.
Theoretically backboned with trauma study, narratological
approach and ethical criticism, this study targets McEwan’s six
novels with trauma motif since the 1980s, and attempts to sketch
out his evolvement in narrative technique, rhetorical effect and
narrative ethics during the procedure of trauma contextualization.
The textual comparison of novels with similar trauma narrative
context provides an overview of McEwan’s stylistic and thematic
transition during 30 years, in which the narrative vicissitudes in
narrative discourse, focalization and structure declare his
attitudinal change toward the accessibility to trauma reconciliation.
More specifically, this book is composed of 3 chapters.
Chapter One concerns two novels narrated from the third-person
omniscient perspective, The Child in Time (1987) and Saturday
(2005), in which the protagonists share the role of victim
obsessed with individual and social trauma. The post traumatic
stress intensifies in various narrative discourses to envisage the
victim's reflective psychological conscious. The consistent
haunting traumatic memory appears in the representation of
traumatic scenes, pointing to what Cathy Caruth terms as “the
belatedness of trauma” in the extension of narrative chronotope.
McEwan’s stylistic experiment, for instance, the grammatical
and semantic ambiguity in free indirect discourse, directs to his
inward turn to narrative representation of trauma in which the
traumatized characters’ psychological mediation surpasses the
detailed depiction of trauma aftermath. The thematic focus in
these two novels shifts from narrative restoration of traumatic
events to subjective retrospection on contemporary socio-

historical environment, and the change in the traumatic context



