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Introduction 

 

 

The present study seeks to examine a peculiar style or mode of metafiction, of 

which the later works of Ian McEwan can offer a useful example. That is to say, the 

following will attempt to identify an unusual brand of self-conscious narrative by 

focussing on two of McEwan‟s novels—namely, Black Dogs (1992) and Atonement 

(2001). What makes this minority metafictional style especially unique, however, is 

not only its presence in the work of one of the late twentieth century‟s pre-eminent 

British novelists, but also its ethical character. For this reason, the kind of metafiction 

being discussed should not be conflated with more traditionally ideological forms 

which attest to their own fictionality in the name of undermining „realist‟ illusions. 

Rather, it will be argued that self-conscious narrative, in the case of McEwan, is 

oftentimes utilised in order to reassert an ethical complex that lies between author and 

reader, text and world. The fundamental differentiation being made, then, is that 

between a properly postmodernist metafiction and what might be considered a 

restorative metafiction that works, in a self-justifying manner, towards an affirmation 

of mimetic claims. For this latter style of metafiction, storytelling does not mark the 

beginning of a free-play of signifiers or a dispersal of constituting fictions, but rather 

the beginning of a dialogical and ethical relationship between texts and readers; of 

stories not just being told from one to another, but by one for another.   

I feel it important to stress that the following thesis seeks not to overturn 

postmodernist readings of British literature—nor, for that matter, of metafictional 

literature—but purely to set forth an opinion that other, less ideological modes of 

metafiction exist, and that one such mode, as utilised by Ian McEwan, can be seen to 

serve an exploration of narrative ethics rather than of postmodernist politics.   

Let us, for the moment, approach the focus of this thesis via the work of 

another critic. Towards the end of Dominic Head‟s illuminating Cambridge 

Introduction to Modern British Fiction (2002), he discusses the ambivalent place of 

postmodernism in the contemporary novel.  

 

Certainly, some postmodern[ist] attributes have had a considerable influence. 

The questioning of metanarrative, the decentring of cultural authority, and the 

ironic disruption of the self-contained fictional world have all figured 



prominently, making writers such as Peter Ackroyd, Salman Rushdie, Martin 

Amis, and Angela Carter sometimes representative postmodernists. But these 

are also writers whose works have also conveyed a conviction about the moral 

and emotional function of narrative, and its ability to make readers re-engage 

with the world they know. [Head 2002, 221]          

 

Head, following critics like David Lodge, Malcolm Bradbury, and Marguerite 

Alexander, suggests that the contemporary British novel may in fact be a hybrid form; 

the postmodernist element, rather than ironising or repudiating the referential claims 

of „realism,‟ in this case restricts itself to a mere „reworking of the realist contract‟ in 

light of postmodernist critiques (221). He then qualifies his terminology in the hope 

that the two sides—„realist‟ and „postmodernist‟, respectively—might be made to 

cohere. „If postmodernist expression is conceived as a reworking of realism, rather 

than a rejection of it, and as a mode capable of generating an emotional response, 

beyond the distractions of self-conscious tricksiness, then it has a good deal of 

relevance to writers in Britain‟ (221).  

 However, in his later survey of McEwan‟s work, Head is forced to situate the 

work of Ian McEwan in far more delicate way than the category of „postmodern 

realism‟ would seem to allow. He begins his study with the assertion that „[McEwan] 

is probably the most significant of a number of writers (including Martin Amis, 

Kazuo Ishiguro, and Graham Swift) who have resuscitated the link between morality 

and the novel for a whole generation, in ways that befit the historical pressures of 

their time… reconnect[ing] narrative fiction with moral sense‟ (2008 1,7). However, 

recognising such a restoration—of which it should be agreed that McEwan serves as 

an exemplary case—begs the question: who or what banished the „moral sensibility‟ 

of the novel in the first place? Head is ambivalent, but comes teasingly close to 

pointing a critical finger when he explains: 

 

There is [an] aspect of postmodern[ist] expression that cannot be found, 

unequivocally, in McEwan, and this may help to pin down his distinctiveness. 

I am thinking of Linda Hutcheon‟s classic account of postmodern[ist] 

narrative as a mode that [metafictionally] combines realist reference and 

modernist self-consciousness, deploying and questioning these features 

simultaneously. Where such a hybrid often develops a newly intensive form of 



self-reflexiveness that emphasises textuality over reference, diluting the 

novel‟s capacity to illuminate the social world, McEwan, by contrast, is very 

much pre-occupied with ways of knowing. [Head 2007, 14]  

 

But can this be the true extent of the disparity? Can this vague epistemological 

difference pinpoint, as Head claims it does, the divergent aims of a „poetics of 

postmodernity‟ and the work of Ian McEwan—that he is „preoccupied with ways of 

knowing‟ (14)?  

Given that Head appreciates the way in which Hutcheon‟s concept of 

postmodern metafiction endorses textual solipsism, it is unfortunate that he stops short 

of exploring just how McEwan‟s own self-conscious narratives instead entrain a 

distinctly ethical momentum.
1
 Head, in other words, refrains from holding 

postmodernist ideologies accountable. He leaves unexplored the ways postmodernist 

discourse has worked to restrict the very same moral imperatives he rightly discerns 

in McEwan‟s novels. Why does he hesitate? Perhaps, when it comes down to the 

metafictive elements in the work of McEwan and others, the hybrid form Head 

proposes is insufficient and unhelpful as it obscures the ethical drive behind this 

particular brand of self-conscious narrative.  

The concept of a „postmodern realism‟ is both a pervasive and persuasive one 

because it accommodates some of the stylistic complexities inherent in self-conscious 

British fiction. But it also maintains an inner tension: that between postmodernism 

and realism, an antagonism itself based upon distinctly postmodernist preconceptions. 

So, simply melding these two categories together into a split-personality or hybrid 

does little to overcome the already preconceived opposition of postmodernism versus 

realism. One side of the equation is active while the other remains passive. One is 

enacted, the other acted upon. Nor is there a truly democratic commingling of fictive 

techniques. The postmodernist side still monopolises metafictional practices, co-

opting „experiment,‟ while realism is yoked with anything that can be deemed 

stylistically „conservative‟ or „traditional‟. Consequently, a hybridised „postmodern 

realism‟ can only ever be postmodernist in its values.  

                                                 
1
 This oversight is doubly unfortunate as Head is so keenly aware of the ethical engagement embodied 

in McEwan‟s novels. See below for his own acknowledgement of McEwan‟s relationship to narrative 

ethics.   



So what, then, does one do about Ian McEwan when, as I hope to illustrate in 

the following study, it is often the metafictive thrust of his novels which serves both to 

disclose and reinforce their ethical structures, and thereby mark a divergence from 

postmodernist ideological tendencies? It is the contention of this thesis that the brand 

of metafiction found in the work of McEwan will be more usefully judged outside of 

a postmodernist rubric (or, for that matter, any „stock realist‟ context) in order to be 

fully appreciated.
 
The unique narrative ethics of these two novels is at stake, and that 

is no small matter.         

To recapitulate, McEwan can sometimes be self-conscious without being 

particularly postmodernist about it. And in a field that categorises anything 

metafictional in the contemporary context as necessarily postmodernist, this poses a 

problem.   

 Thus far, in the critical discussion of how best to situate, or to characterise, 

metafiction in the ethically-engaged British novel, the role of mimesis has been 

conspicuously overlooked.
2
 It will, however, be one of the key arguments of the 

present thesis that the valuation of mimesis is precisely where some key metafictional 

attributes of McEwan most decisively part ways with postmodernist metafiction.  

 Amy J. Elias has already noted something similar occurring at the 

metafictional level of other contemporary British novels. In her article „Meta-

mimesis?: The Problem of British Postmodern Realism‟ (1992), Elias examines those 

works that, for her, are „less a metafictional comment on Realistic narrative than a 

mirroring reflection of the postmodern condition‟ (16). That such novels themselves 

appreciate the problems and shortcomings inherent in that supposed „mirroring‟ is 

also part of Elias‟s point; as in the case of McEwan, the metafictional element in such 

novels is mimetic in inclination.
3
 The „baring of the works‟ in such cases allows for a 

                                                 
2
 Frustratingly, paradoxically, and somewhat anti-climatically, Head is, in fact, an exception. Near the 

end of The Cambridge Companion to the Modern British Novel, he writes:  

 

I have chanced upon different brands of formal hybridity, where „innovation‟ can embrace 

tradition, and where the reworking of realism can be just as insightful as its rejection…(As 

Paul Ricoeur‟s theory of mimesis implies, the self-conscious text can emphasise the mimetic 

effect—conceived as „representation‟ rather than „imitation‟—especially well.) [259] 

 

It may, rightly, be seen as the purpose of this thesis to expand this profound statement beyond the 

limits of Head‟s parenthetical gesture.      
3
 Though, it must be said, Elias‟s language, here and elsewhere, does insinuate that „mimetic‟ aims are 

those which treat reality merely as objective, empirical fact—in other words a misunderstanding of 

mimesis as representational transparency (or naturalism). Along with Head, I prefer to follow Aristotle, 



dissection of distinctly mimetic processes—hence, meta-mimesis, a term which Elias 

coins in order to account for „the odd mixture of experiment and verisimilitude, 

metafiction and realism‟ in some recent British fiction (28).
4
  Citing Graham Swift‟s 

Waterland, Martin Amis‟s Money, and Julian Barnes‟s Flaubert’s Parrot, Elias 

explains how „each of these novels provides a realistic rationale for the action that 

takes place within its pages, and yet the world—either psychological or physical—

each records is distinctly postmodern‟ (14). Such novels are sensitive to what might 

loosely be called the „postmodern experience‟ of the world, and they both approach 

and describe that experience through a mode of realism. In this way, Elias locates the 

„postmodern‟ content of these particular novels both at the textual, or metafictive, 

level and in the worlds they realistically describe. Instead of a postmodernist critique 

of realist claims, here we are nearing something like a realism of postmodernity.  

Elias importantly follows George Levine‟s The Realistic Imagination (1981) 

in conceiving of realism as „a literary mode in flux,‟ one that has changed along with 

contemporary world-views and socio-political shifts (Levine 11). According to 

Levine, the supposedly „naïve realism‟ of the nineteenth centuryone that took for 

granted a transparent correspondence between text and worldnever existed. Instead 

realism, as a literary mode, was always self-reflexively aware of its own limitations, 

distrustful of cultivating conventions, and composed of multiple, competing forms. 

The attempt to represent life sincerely, to create a dialogue for and about 

contemporary life, was always in process so long as notions of what constituted 

human experience evolved. 

Elias, however, goes on to build from Brian McHale‟s classic description of 

the respective ontological and epistemological „dominants‟ of postmodern and 

modernist literatures.
5
 Where modernism, for McHale, foregrounded questions such 

as how the self can understand the world, postmodernism focuses on questions of how 

to construct or define a world as well as one‟s being in that world. Postmodernist 

fiction, according to McHale, deploys various means of engaging with questions like 

„Which world is this? What is to be done in it? Which of my selves is doing it?‟  

                                                                                                                                            
Paul Ricoeur, and Richard Kearney in thinking of that supposed „mirroring‟ instead as creative re-

description, in other words, entirely malleable but always referential. (See below.)   
4
 One wonders if the implication, here, is that these terms—experiment/verisimilitude, 

metafiction/realism—are typically thought to be mutually exclusive or just sufficiently at odds.  
5
 As is evident from his use of these terms, McHale bends slightly the natural definitions of „ontology‟ 

(a philosophy of the nature of being) and „epistemology‟ (a philosophy of the root and structures of 

knowledge). See McHale‟s Postmodernist Fiction (1987).   



(McHale 10). Elias agrees, but also offers a further, „realist‟ agenda for postmodern 

(as opposed to postmodernist) literature: 

 

Traditional Realism attempts to duplicate the world and docket society in 

order to fathom it. On the other hand, postmodern Realism might be 

understood as mimesis with an ontological dominant. In postmodern Realism, 

the world has become textualized. Postmodern Realism records the multiple 

worlds/texts within contemporary culture and recognizes the inability to 

evaluate society‟s conflicting values; it mimics the multiple selves of 

characters (or more accurately, the self as a subject within textualized culture) 

and recognizes the problem of articulating an essential Self in this social 

context. Both of these goals and limitations are realistic; postmodern Realism 

is true to new definitions of self and society in a postmodern culture. [Elias 

1992, 12] 

 

Elias, then, offers us an alternative to the understanding of contemporary metafiction 

as, necessarily, a subversion of traditional realism.
6
 And, like Head, she conceives of 

a hybridised conception of the British novel as a substitute: the metafictional elements 

in those novels she is concerned with offer less a parody of realist techniques than a 

self-conscious working-through of realist aims in light of postmodernity. This is a 

realism that is „postmodern‟ chiefly for the sake of the milieu which it seeks to 

examine, as opposed to any talisman postmodernist ideology. And yet, Elias‟s use of 

McHale‟s ontological/epistemological opposition—something she herself admits is 

reductive—might, in practice, be said both to confuse and indeed to raise severe 

limitations for the application of her rather more evocative term, meta-mimesis. For 

instance, are we to take „mimesis with an ontological dominant‟ to mean the same 

thing as meta-mimesis? And, if so, is meta-mimesis therefore only to be applied to 

fictions which pose ontologically postmodern questions about existence? More 

fundamentally, one is left wondering whether Elias has simply predefined meta- as 

                                                 
6
 See below as well as Linda Hutcheon‟s Narcissistic Narrative (1984) and Poetics of Postmodernism 

(1988), Alison Lee‟s Realism and Power: Postmodern British Fiction (1990), and Patricia Waugh‟s 

Metafiction: the Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (1984) for examples of a view that 

holds most, if not all, contemporary metafiction to be subversively postmodernist in motivation. See 

also Colin McCabe‟s James Joyce and the Revolution of the Word (1978, reprinted 2002) and 

Catherine Belsey‟s classic Critical Practice (1980, also reprinted 2002) for works that posit an 

insidiously hegemonic „realism‟ in need of overthrowing.    



postmodernist and mimesis as realist and fused the two together, a la „postmodern 

realism‟.  

 Here we find that Elias gets confounded by the residual postmodernist rubric 

through which she interprets the metafictional techniques used within some 

contemporary British novels. We are ultimately offered  new terminology, all of it 

heavily qualified and overly strained, as a means of grasping what is beyond the reach 

of the old postmodernism/realism dichotomy.  

The present study will therefore argue that meta-mimesis as a term becomes 

more useful—indeed, more true to its name—when re-focussed by Paul Ricoeur‟s 

Aristotelian understanding of mimesis as a creative re-description of human action 

(praxis). Mimesis in this reading is not geared towards Platonic verisimilitude, servile 

representation, or some naturalistic ideal of „mirroring‟ reality. Instead, mimesis 

functions as „“invention” in the original sense of that term: invire means both to 

discover and to create, that is, to disclose what is already there in light of what is not 

yet (but is potentially). It is the power, in short, to recreate actual worlds as possible 

worlds‟ (132, Kearney 2004). It should therefore be clear that, in this sense, mimesis 

is as equally applicable to any „postmodernist‟ fictions as to „realist‟ ones. It is true 

that both postmodernist and realist literary modes seek to say something about the 

world and human experience—so to imply that the postmodernist novel is absolutely 

self-reflexive is overstating the case. Mimesis is not a realist trope any more than 

metafiction is postmodernist one.
7
 

Taken in this way, a term like meta-mimesis can further account for 

tendencies in novels like McEwan‟s which ultimately provide self-conscious 

illustrations of mimetic processes. These are novels which reinforce, rather than 

undercut, a threefold relationship between narrative, reader, and world, by describing 

that dynamism self-consciously within their storylines. This is not to say that mimesis 

itself can not (or should not) be sensitive to postmodern/post-structural critiques, but 

to take this sensitivity as a sufficient definition for the meta-mimetic is to lose track of 

what distinguishes meta-mimesis from postmodernist metafiction in the first place.  

At this point, one might still argue whether a term like meta-mimesis is 

necessary. One might even ask if meta-mimesis is a redundancy given what has 

                                                 
7
 The difference is that postmodernist fictions tend to obscure or delimit the mimetic nature of narrative 

in order to turn self-reflexively inwards, whereas, in the case of realism, mimetic aims have always 

been taken for granted.    



already been covered by flexible notions of the postmodernist novel per se. Indeed, 

many have already dealt with a latent mimetic impulse in otherwise „experimental‟ 

novels. Discussing Garcia Marquez‟s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Larry 

McCaffery explains that such a novel „has become a kind of model for the 

contemporary writer, being self-conscious about its literary heritage and about the 

limits of mimesis…yet managing to reconnect its readers to the world outside the 

page‟ (264, emphasis mine).
8
 There may, however, be something terribly short-

sighted about such an undervaluing of mimesis within the context of larger, less 

inclusive categories such as „historiographic metafiction,‟ „fabulation,‟ „crossover 

fiction‟ or the „writerly‟ novel. As we have already seen, such convenient 

generalisations run the risk of reasserting the predominance of an anti-conventionalist, 

postmodernist rubric for interpreting mimetic goals. In other words, such terminology 

misconstrues mimesis as being quintessentially „realist‟ in a context where realism 

can only ever be approached—in the „experimental,‟ metafictive novel—through 

postmodernist means (rather than vice-versa). Instead of an affirmation of mimesis, 

therefore, we can only have an affirmation of its limits. Instead of reinforcing the 

dialogical and ethical relationships between selves-and-others that are inherent both in 

Ricoeur‟s concept of a „circle of mimesis‟ and in the novels of Ian McEwan, we are 

stuck with self-reflexive irony. 

For it is purely the deconstructive aims of metafiction which, according to 

critic Patricia Waugh, „offer extremely accurate models for understanding the 

contemporary experience of the world as construction, an artifice, a web of 

interdependent semiotic systems‟ (9). Metafiction, in this sense, offers up a means to 

disclose the preconceived illusions of a supposedly hegemonic „realism‟:  

 

Metafiction sets up an opposition, not to ostensibly „objective‟ facts in the 

„real‟ world, but to the language of the realistic novel which has sustained and 

endorsed such a view of reality…[It] thus converts what it sees as the negative 

values of outworn literary conventions into the basis of a potentially 

constructive social criticism. [Waugh, 11]      

 

                                                 
8
 I have lifted this quote whole-sale from Linda Hutcheon‟s A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988). 



Postmodernist metafiction undercuts the matter-of-fact language of a stock „realism‟ 

in order to both reveal the unacknowledged gap between the world and our 

representation of it, and to underscore the written-ness, the fictionality, of that world 

as well. This „metafictional deconstruction‟ is parodic in that it both installs the very 

„outworn literary conventions‟ it seeks to criticise, then subverts them from within 

(Waugh, 9, 11). Yet as Alison Lee points out, while metafictional texts do subvert the 

„language of realism,‟ they do so „from within precisely those conventions which they 

are clearly trying to undermine‟ (36).
9
    

 This anti-conventionalist, or postmodernist, strain of self-conscious narrative 

is what Linda Hutcheon has defined under the more general heading of 

historiographic metafiction. Outlining her thesis in A Poetics of Postmodernism she 

writes, „postmodernism is a fundamentally contradictory enterprise: its art forms (and 

its theory) at once use and abuse, install and then destabilize convention in parodic 

ways, self-consciously pointing both to their own inherent paradoxes and 

provisionality and, of course, to their critical and ironic re-reading of the art of the 

past‟ (23). The metafictive element in „historiographic metafiction‟ therefore 

functions as a stylistic tool to help subvert „conventional‟ discourses like that of 

„realism.‟
10

 

 But does all metafictional self-consciousness have to be read as necessarily 

deconstructive? Must contemporary metafiction be wholly postmodernist, that is to 

say, subversive and anti-conventionalist in its convictions? Can self-reflexive irony 

and the free play of fictionality really be the sole motives of all self-conscious 

narrators? Does the very ground of a narrative‟s ethical engagement with the world 

not become untenable, given post-structural critiques? The present study will argue 

                                                 
9
 The „language of realism‟ here implying a naïve language that was supposedly more than self-assured 

in its „transparent‟ relationship to the real. Lee, however, is quick to point out the manner in which 

many postmodernist subversions of traditional realism are based in large part on a misrepresentation of 

that tradition. According to her, „postmodern texts are both the inheritors and the perpetrators of this 

radical undermining [of realism‟s attendant humanist values]. Like linguistic theorists, they posit a 

straw man of Realism, while at the same time, they unravel the fabric of their own language…‟ (27-8).  
10

 Hutcheon, however, makes sure to qualify this metafictive demystification/provocation as 

necessarily neither „revolutionary or even progressive‟ (183).    
 

It is perhaps liberal to believe that any undermining of a system of thought is healthy and 

good, but it would also be naïve to ignore that art can just as easily confirm as trouble received 

codes, no matter how radical its surface transgressions…Nevertheless, it has become almost a 

truism of postmodern criticism today that the deconstruction effected by metafictional self-

consciousness is indeed revolutionary…[Hutcheon, 183. Emphasis mine.] 

 



that each of these questions may be answered in the negative by acknowledging the 

prevalence of meta-mimesis in the work of Ian McEwan and, by implication, the 

contemporary British novel.  

 

Having introduced the role of meta-mimesis as it will later relate to the work 

of McEwan, the primary question left to consider is how such a focus might attend to 

the ethical concerns in his novels—in other words, how to bridge the gap between the 

mimetic inclination of the metafiction and the ethics?   

 As has already been mentioned, Dominic Head is keenly aware of the ethical 

import in the novels of Ian McEwan.
11

 Throughout his survey of McEwan‟s work for 

the Contemporary British Novelists series, he argues for a deeper appreciation of the 

ethical exploration that the novels of McEwan embody, particularly as they relate to 

storytelling. Having noted a burgeoning trend in literary criticism which has 

approached the ethical character of narrative in light of—and in response to—post-

structural arguments, he further proposes that „this is a critical climate which now 

lends credibility to McEwan‟s project‟ (13). Indeed, Head goes so far as to say that 

the work of Ian McEwan may be seen as analogous to the critical work of those 

attempting to frame an ethics of narrativity. McEwan‟s novels, argues Head, are „the 

creative equivalent or counterpart of narrative ethics, making explicit an intellectual 

journey that [has governed] McEwan‟s career‟ (24). Needless to say, it will be the 

purpose of this thesis to explore the nature of this ethical structure as it functions in 

self-conscious narratives like McEwan‟s. Most importantly, this study will argue that 

it is precisely within the metafictional, meta-mimetic framing of McEwan’s novels that 

the author codifies his narrative ethics.  

Claudia Schemberg has also noted a correspondence between the field of 

narrative ethics and the work of McEwan, and she pays particular attention to the way 

this engagement with ethics functions at the level of McEwan‟s plots. In her thesis,
12

 

Schemberg relates this ethical engagement to the various quests for selfhood that are 

dramatised in McEwan‟s novels. She is struck by the way many of McEwan‟s 

protagonists „aspire to a unity and wholeness in their lives,‟ establishing a search that 

                                                 
11

 The predominant place he holds in the present thesis is largely because of this ethical focus. 

Furthermore, it would seem that Head is aware of all the work that the present study builds from—Paul 

Ricoeur and Claudia Schemberg, Metafiction and Narrative Ethics—yet, he never finds an organising 

principle through which to synthesise these points of view.      
12

 Achieving ‘At-One-Ment’: Storytelling and the Concept of the Self in Ian McEwan’s The Child in 

Time, Black Dogs, Enduring Love and Atonement (2002). 



both „presupposes some kind of telos or aim…[and] a positioning of the self in moral 

space‟ (39). And that moral space, she finds, is largely rendered by McEwan‟s 

characters via narrative, through their telling of a story: „narrative serves as a tool 

wielded by the protagonists to invest their lives with meaning, to connect the self with 

the world, in fact, to (re)create themselves by constructing their personal story from 

the abundant material on offer‟ (33). 

 An equivalent understanding of the primary roles of narrative and imagination 

is to be found in the hermeneutic philosophies of both Paul Ricoeur and Richard 

Kearney (philosophies that will be referred to in greater depth throughout this thesis). 

Like Schemberg, Head, and McEwan himself, both Ricoeur and Kearney are 

interested in the way narrative both orders our experience of the world and establishes 

an ethical framework for our selfhood. Not only does narrative help to configure our 

being-in-the-world—providing a sense of self that perdures over time—it is also that 

which puts the self into meaningful and moral contact with the world: 

  

Finally, Ricoeur powerfully demonstrates how narrative serves ethical 

phronesis in its power to empathize. In addition to its capacity to envision a 

new project, evaluate its motivations, and initiate a viable course of action, 

narrative enables us to identify with others. There is neither love nor hate, care 

nor concern, without [narrative]. It could be said that this last point challenges 

a certain postmodern assumption that poetics has no truck with ethics. What 

Ricoeur claims is that narrative understanding provides us both with a poetics 

and an ethics of responsibility in that it propels us beyond self-reference to 

relation with others (via analogy/empathy/apperception). This extension of the 

circle of selfhood involves an „enlarged mentality‟ capable of imagining the 

self in the place of the other. [Kearney 2004, 173]  

 

And it is precisely this same ethical propensity of narrative that McEwan‟s novels not 

only dramatise in their plots, but self-consciously illustrate at the level of their 

metafiction. They self-consciously express George Eliot‟s belief that the function of 

art is to „amplify experience and extend our contact with our fellow men beyond the 



bounds of our personal lot‟ (270).
13

 Art, for Eliot, engages the „sympathetic 

imagination,‟ and McEwan‟s novels can be said to wear this same engagement on 

their narrative sleeves, revealing it in-process. By showing how the configuration of 

narrative is necessary to the formation of selfhood and, further, by offering the novel 

form itself as an embodiment of that necessity, McEwan‟s work may be seen as 

ethically engaged; through his self-conscious narratives, he follows mimesis through 

to its ethical destination. Both Black Dogs and Atonement highlight the capacity of 

narrative to bring us imaginatively nearer to others, and how essential this capacity is 

to ethical awareness. Indeed, McEwan explores this matter himself (in an article that, 

much like his recent fictions, displays an attempt to make sense of traumatic events): 

„imagining what it is like to be someone other than yourself is at the core of our 

humanity. It is the essence of compassion, and it is the beginning of morality‟ („Only 

Love and Then Oblivion‟).
14

 And it is also an effort, a moral imperative, that his 

novels have seen fit to reproduce both fictionally and metafictionally. Indeed, it is the 

metafictional framing of both Black Dogs and Atonement that ultimately details for us 

not only what narrative can do but, in a self-justifying manoeuvre, what it might also 

be used for.   

  

*** 

  

We find Stephen Crabshaw, at the opening of Transatlantic, fresh from the 

recent demise of his marriage, unable to tell how he got here, unable to proceed; his 

wife Maddy‟s departure has left him uncertain, exposed, and alone. Desperate to 

escape what he himself can only conceptualize as his „American predicament,‟ he 

decides, on impulse, to travel to England (for the first time since his honeymoon) and, 

once there, to re-connect with his uncle Brian. It is Brian whom, Stephen hopes, will 

be his saving grace:  
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 For Eliot, as with McEwan, novel-writing is fundamentally about exercising our sympathetic 

imaginations. In a letter to Charles Bray in 1859, she explains that, „the only effect I ardently long to 

produce by my writings, is that those who read them should be better able to imagine and feel the pains 

and joys of those who differ from themselves in everything but the broad fact of being struggling erring 

human creatures‟ (Letters 3, 111).      
14

 Published in The Guardian on the one month anniversary of 11 September, 2001, an event which 

happened to closely coincide with the publication of Atonement.  



Now, Brian Crabshaw was a man whom you could not deny was a man, he fit 

the thumbnail sketch so readily: self-sufficient, robust […] Though in fact he 

had not spoken to Brian Crabshaw in over a year—maybe even two—Stephen  

now felt a resurgence of the old adulation he had, in his younger days, felt for 

his uncle. That sharp enlivening virility that the man had in abundance: Brian 

could show him how to deal with things properly, Brian would be his angel in 

heavy-plated armour. Brian was the one who could paste him back together 

again. 

 

This search for Brian drives the story forward, initiating Stephen‟s trip overseas, 

serving as a dramatic lynchpin around which all the characters gather. Where is this 

man who, once upon a time, used to send Stephen edifying letters? Where is the uncle 

who Stephen has evidently romanticised into the epitome of manliness? Such 

questions act as the primary plot devices holding Transatlantic together. Dramatically 

speaking, the novel is about the obstacles Stephen faces in his attempt to track Brian 

down.   

 However, something more seems to be at stake than this simple premise 

suggests. From the very outset, we are given inklings that Stephen‟s longing for his 

uncle belies a more complex, more existential difficulty. Wandering around New 

York City, his aimlessness seems to highlight a more general ambivalence. Should he 

not try to be the man whom he presumes his uncle to be— „always engaged in things 

consequential‟ and „philosophically full-bodied‟ (19)? Or should he isolate himself 

further, in the defeatist manner of both his parents?  He is caught between 

narcissistically holing himself up or else fumbling through life. This tension is 

underscored by his obsessive shower-taking: he keeps taking these showers in order to 

think clearly, to find a „mind-body adhesive,‟ and yet it‟s steamy self-effacement that 

is the end result (2). Either way, he finds himself inadequate, lacking in some natural 

ability to deal with the chaotic flux of everyday life and the ruthless significations this 

brings with it.  

 Following Maddy‟s exit, Stephen must confront that frail, shivering question-

mark of his identity; gone with his failed marriage is a shell-like casing that has 

obscured the wounds of his past and the darker depths of his neuroses. Can he really 

do it alone? Waiting at the departure gate before his transatlantic flight, he wonders if  

 



… his marriage, if the end and aftermath of his twenties, if the past ten years 

even, had in fact been spent in states such as this: sitting around while the rest 

of the world slowly hemmed him in. All this waiting, and for what? To finally 

begin his life as a man? What the hell did that mean? [78] 

 

Stephen seems to be seeking more than just the sage advice of his long lost 

uncle. We might even say that the true quest of Transatlantic has really to do with 

Stephen‟s attempts—both conscious and unconscious—to come to grips with himself 

at this critical juncture in his life. As in Peer Gynt, we find ourselves in a quest with 

selfhood as its very object, its golden fleece: Stephen is scrambling to constitute a 

sense of self that might truly be capable of being-in-the-world. In other words, what 

Transatlantic ends up tracing is first and foremost a search for selfhood, rather than a 

search for his uncle Brian. The irony is that this real issue—Stephen‟s desire for self-

esteem and self-assurance—is only arrived at accidentally, through the intrusion of 

others into his plans. Both Stephen‟s sisters, the appearance of an Iraqi exile named 

Wissam, even the memory of a doomed love affair that preceded his marriage—each 

of these seem, initially, to obstruct his progress in finding Brian. Nevertheless, they 

end up revealing to him the true nature of his problem: he has been too reticent for far 

too long. He has tried to evade confrontation with the inmost parts of himself. And, 

now, it is only through engaging with others, in friendship and in love, that he can 

truly come to terms with who he is. He needs to attend to and commune with these 

others if he is to realise a true sense of self.  

To paraphrase Paul Ricoeur, the shortest path from the self to the self is 

through the Other—that is, we find ourselves through listening to the stories of others 

and through the special sympathy that such stories demand of us. Likewise, Stephen 

needs to exercise narrative imagination and try to engage with those around him if he 

is to know himself. Thematically, then, we are in similar territory to that of Black 

Dogs and Atonement: like Jeremy in Black Dogs, who needs the story of his in-laws, 

Bernard and June Tremaine, in order to reckon with his own tramautised and 

fragmentary sense of self; and like Briony in Atonement, who must open herself to the 

stories of her sister and her sister‟s lover, Robbie Turner, in order to situate herself in 

ethical space and atone for the sins of the past—like these McEwan protagonists, 

Stephen tentatively consolidates a coherent sense of self through his engagement in 



the stories of others. In the end, he is saved by Brian, not by literally finding his uncle 

again, but by sympathetically and imaginatively re-interpreting his vision of the man.   

 Of course, Transatlantic also shares with these novels a metafictional element 

not unrelated to the ethical relationships found in their plots. Indeed, when we find 

Stephen revealing in the epilogue that it is he who wrote the previously unattributed 

italicised passages earlier in the novel, we enter an ethical discourse not unlike that 

found in both Black Dogs and Atonement; having already dramatised the essential link 

between selfhood and otherness, the novel now reinforces this point by way of a 

metafictional gesture. In other words, the novel—by metafictionally highlighting 

narrativity—re-emphasises how essential it is that one attend to others imaginatively. 

And, in this way, narrative itself becomes an example, a meta-mimetic illustration, of 

ethics. Narrative, as in McEwan‟s novels, is self-consciously offered up in 

Transatlantic as an imaginative key through which ethical relationships might begin.       
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In Ian McEwan‟s Black Dogs, Jeremy, the narrator and a publisher of 

textbooks, inexplicably finds himself writing about the marriage and separation of his 

parents-in-law, June and Bernard Tremaine. Over the course of the novel, he attempts 

to retrace the couple‟s fractured relationship, weighing the factors of their 

estrangement, gathering information for a project he himself is uncertain about: first, 

he has in mind a biography of June, then (following June‟s death) what he can only 

describe as a „divagation,‟ involving portions of both his in-laws‟ lives as well as his 

own (15). He finally embeds himself in the Tremaines‟ story, not only in the technical 

sense of self-consciously narrating that story, but also literally, travelling back to the 

precise locations where key moments in the couple‟s short marriage took place. 

Jeremy writes their narrative, actively re-imagines it, and manages to examine his 

own life-experience in the process.   

However, Bernard and June‟s incompatibilities as husband and wife 

immediately have larger consequences for Jeremy‟s nebulous project. The couple‟s 



conflicting interpretations of their own past make it increasingly difficult for him to 

proceed. He becomes embroiled in the friction between two incommensurable world-

views, two stubborn and unswayable prejudices. Bernard throughout his life has held 

to a strict scientific rationalism, seeing the world through a socially-minded and 

materialist lens which, in turn, informs his political activism. June, following a 

religious epiphany and her subsequent estrangement from Bernard, has come to insist 

on a Manichean spiritualism of her own bent, devoting herself to what she sees as the 

struggle between good and evil that subsists in every individual. As Bette Pesetzky 

puts it, „one partner‟s faith in the efficacy of political ideologies collides with the 

other‟s conviction, rooted in a sudden spiritual revelation, that evil remains alive and 

well in modern life, exerting its own influence on human affairs‟ (4). More generally, 

reason leads one character to try to revolutionise the world through social change, 

while faith leads the other towards a revolution of the spirit, the inner-life. Jeremy, 

meanwhile, finds himself wavering between these two perspectives, taking Bernard‟s 

side whenever he is with June, standing up for June whenever he is with Bernard. In a 

passage that has come to dominate the critical discussion of the novel, Jeremy puts it 

this way: „rationalist and mystic, commissar and yogi, joiner and abstainer, scientist 

and intuitionist, Bernard and June are the extremities, the twin poles along whose 

slippery axis my own unbelief slithers and never comes to rest‟ (xxiii). But his 

ambivalence itself belies an awareness in the ways in which meaning, identity, and 

storytelling are all intertwined, perhaps even part of the same process. Listening to 

Bernard and June‟s versions of the past, Jeremy confronts the possibility that memory 

may in fact be but an arbitrary matter of interpretation: one character selects 

rationality to shape their personal narrative, the other, spirituality.  

It is while listening to (and recording) this couple‟s divergent readings of the 

past that Jeremy grows wary of storytelling‟s ability to manage the disorderliness of 

existence. More and more, he becomes sensitive to the inevitability of editing and 

emendation, the tidiness of narrative. Sceptically, he relates how   

 

Turning points are the inventions of storytellers and dramatists, a necessary 

mechanism when a life is reduced to, traduced by a plot, when morality must 

be distilled from a sequence of actions, when an audience must be sent home 

with something unforgettable to mark a character‟s growth. Seeing the light, 

the moment of truth, the turning point—surely we borrow these from 



Hollywood and the Bible to make retroactive sense of overcrowded memory. 

[McEwan 1992, 27] 

 

And yet, a turning point is precisely where he anchors his inquiry into the Tremaines‟ 

past. Again and again, he is drawn to a single event that occurred during the couple‟s 

honeymoon to France shortly following the Second World War: June‟s encounter 

with two black dogs. Going over events, he asks whether the dogs might have been a 

precondition for everything that was to follow afterwards, including his own 

marriage—a question that seems almost to imply a redemptive conciliation for the 

artificiality of storytelling, as Jeremy sees it. Could it not be that turning points and 

the practicalities of plot are to be found in Hollywood and the Bible because they 

stem, first, from some necessary human drive to draw significance from the world 

around them? Could fashioning stories from out of life be essential to our very being? 

As we shall see, Jeremy‟s own use of the episode with the dogs seems to suggest 

something of the sort. Thinking over the story of June and Bernard, he utilises this 

„turning point‟ as a symbolic threshold through which he approaches his subjects and, 

in a sense, himself. It becomes the locus of his understanding through narrative. 

  

 Black Dogs opens with Jeremy‟s assertion that, ever since his own died in a 

car accident when he was eight, he „has had [his] eye on other people‟s parents‟ (xiii)  

This statement forms the opening lines of a short preface, one that will steer a swift 

path from Jeremy‟s recollection of his youth, to his summary of Bernard and June‟s 

intellectual and emotional differences. We learn first of the neglect both Jeremy and 

his young niece, Sally, suffered under the guardianship of his abusive elder sister, 

Jean, and his brother-in-law, Harper. In a house dominated by both a „Jean Harlow 

lookalike‟ and a „sadistic…leather feticheur,‟ Jeremy says he „identified with the 

abandoned child‟ (xiii). He explains how he often indulged the three-year-old Sally in 

an „affair of the heart,‟ a protective world of play that helped to block out the sordid, 

sometimes violent goings-on in other parts of his sister‟s house (xix). 

  

We played Hospitals, or Houses, or Lost in the Woods, or Sailing to a New 

Place. Sally kept up a breathless narrative of our whereabouts, our motives, 

our sudden metamorphoses. „You‟re not a monster, you‟re a king.‟ Then we 



might hear from the far end of the apartment a shout of rage from Harper, 

followed by a yelp of pain from Jean…[xix] 

 

Here we find Jeremy intimating what will become a recurring motif in both the plot 

and the self-conscious narration of the novel: the way that a narrative‟s invitation to 

imagine something/somewhere/somebody „other‟ than oneself, offers the  

(re-)creative potential to navigate a chaotic and sometimes hostile world 

meaningfully.    

Jeremy explains just how much the unpredictable reclamation of Sally by her 

parents would often drive him to despair, overwhelming him in what he calls „the 

blackness, the hollow feeling of unbelonging‟ (xiv). It is this loneliness, we are told—

this lack of attachments—that led him to venture out, to ingratiate himself into the 

family homes of his school chums. However, it is not the company of his own peer 

group that he is said to have preferred, but that of their parents. He explains how he 

all but embedded himself in the lives of these older couples and imbibed their stories, 

their shared and yet distinctive world views. The teenage Jeremy soon finds himself 

amplifying his own sense of the world, realising there is more to existence than his 

lonely situation under the perverse guardianship of Jean and Harper.  

  

Were all these people attractive to me simply because they were not mine? Try 

as I might, I could not answer yes, for they were undeniably likeable. They 

interested me, I picked things up. At the Langleys‟ I learned of the sacrificial 

practices in the Arabian desert, improved my Latin and French, and first heard 

the Goldberg Variations. At the Silversmiths‟ I heard tell of the polymorphous 

perverse, and was enraptured by tales of Dora, Little Hans, and the Wolf man, 

and ate lox, bagels and cream cheese, latkes, and borscht. At the Nugents‟, 

Janet talked me through the Profumo scandal and persuaded me to learn 

shorthand; her husband once gave me an impression of a man suffering from 

the bends […] If any pair of them had been my parents (if only), I was certain 

I would have liked them more. [McEwan 1992, xvi-xvii]  

 

His peers on the other hand, he sees as partaking in a mob-mentality, a dim crowd-

logic. They desire „the very antithesis of freedom, a masochistic lunge at downward 

social mobility,‟ (xvii). Tellingly, it is their attraction to the seediness of his own 



domestic environment that turns Jeremy off, sends him running in the opposite 

direction. Because of the sense of absence he finds himself having to live with at 

home, his rebelliousness is inverted; he wants, instead, those comforts and securities 

that his fellow teenagers are all too ready to cast aside. His moment of liberation 

comes, finally, with his acceptance to Oxford, which also means abandoning his 

young niece to the squalid and sadistic world of her parents. He is made to betray his 

protective bond with his niece (and, in effect, the imaginative nexus of their 

relationship) in order to save himself. We are to presume, therefore, that it is his own 

guilt over this betrayal—not only of Sally but of the imaginative features of their 

relationship—that subsequently keeps Jeremy from making any more significant 

attachments in early adulthood: „For years afterward,‟ he explains, „I continued to 

leave—addresses, jobs, friends, lovers. Occasionally I managed to obscure my 

irreducible sense of childish unbelonging by making friends with someone‟s parents. I 

would be invited in, I would come to life, then I would leave.‟ (xxi). It was not until 

he meets his wife, Jenny Tremaine, that we are told „[his] existence began‟ (xxi). It is 

only then, in late middle age, while preparing for children of his own, that he truly 

feels part of a family, de-orphaned, as it were.  

  

And just when I no longer had need of them, I acquired parents in the form of 

in-laws, June and Bernard Tremaine. But there was no hearth. When I first met 

them they were living in separate countries and were barely on speaking 

terms. June had long before retreated to a remote hilltop in France and was 

about to become very ill. Bernard was still a public figure who did all his 

entertaining in restaurants. [McEwan 1992, xxii] 

 

It is in his conversations with this remote couple that Jeremy comes to appreciate 

again his own „unbelonging.‟  On the face of it, he finds he still lacks any higher ideal 

to aspire to. „There was simply no good cause, no enduring principle, no fundamental 

idea with which I could identify, no transcendent entity whose existence I could 

truthfully, passionately or quietly assert…Unlike June and Bernard‟ (xxii). In other 

words, he is made aware that he is without any self-edifying, framework within which 

to live his life, or by which he might give himself a foundational sense of meaning. 

His estranged in-laws, with their unwavering views about the way the world works, 

come to disclose for him his own existential ambivalence. But, nevertheless, there is a 



suggestion that his project, his narrative responsibility for the Tremaines, has in some 

sense led him to confront and think through this unstable position. Already looking 

back on his completed book here in the Preface, he explains how it would be untrue to 

experience if he did not „declare [his] belief in the possibility of love transforming and 

redeeming life‟ (xxiv).  

 Black Dogs, in this respect, begins with its own completion, with a reflection 

on the trajectory of the work as a whole. Jeremy‟s preface acts as a kind of overture, a 

disclosure in miniature of the story‟s thematic arc. We move deftly from his 

unsatisfied sense of belonging, to his relationship with substitute parents, and finally 

to his articulation of an identity, a sense of self, that is socially and also 

narratologically embedded. As in the remainder of the novel, Jeremy is, here, found 

weaving his biography, his own narrative identity, in through the narrative lives of 

others, conjoining his world—and his story—to theirs. In so doing, he comes to 

understand that empathetic engagement with these separate narrative worlds is 

essential to his working through his own identity, his sense of self, his being-in-the-

world.  

 

Black Dogs acknowledges the degree to which our readings of the past, 

present, and future, far from inspiring consensus, are in fact afflicted by differences of 

interpretation. How to assuage the disparities between separate narratives both social 

and personal is a question Jeremy confronts throughout the novel. There is of course 

the core issue of June‟s spiritualism and Bernard‟s rationalism being so stodgily at 

odds with one another. But there is also, for example, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and 

the different interpretations contextualising this far more public and historical event. 

Jeremy visits the scene with Bernard shortly after seeing news of its occurrence on 

television. Once at the site, he experiences „the dreamlike slow-motion familiarity of 

the scene I had watched…earlier that morning…but with less passion now, as though 

to demonstrate a difference between TV drama and real life‟ (71-72). However, the 

visit does not only serve to underline the collapse of the communist experiment 

(Bernard is said to regret having maintained his card-carrying membership well into 

the 1950s). Nor does it indicate the triumph of „free-world‟ capitalist-democracies. 

Such streamlined narratives, because of their necessary edits and emendations, 

overlook key features of the event. Jeremy has the impression that „everyone, East 

and West Berliners as well as outsiders, was a tourist now‟ (59). The historical import 



of the situation is offset by an agitated suspense, a sort of irrational longing. „A crowd 

is a stupid creature,‟ notes Jeremy (65). „[They] were prepared to stand all night, with 

the patience of a dog, waiting for what we all knew could not happen‟ (65, emphasis 

mine). The feeling is one of endemic superficiality, dumbness. More than once, 

Jeremy refers to the ongoing scene as a kind of carefree party. That is, until a Turkish 

protester, having brandished a Soviet Union flag, is turned on by the crowd, and 

Bernard and Jeremy are compelled to intervene. In this hour of symbolic liberation, 

all is not joyous, all is not as purely democratic as it should be—the popular narrative, 

that one way of understanding, is too tidy for the messiness of reality. The „freedom‟ 

Jeremy and Bernard had toasted with champagne on the plane trip over is found to be 

far from innocuous (52). The scuffle initiated by a couple of „solicitor types‟ seems 

almost, in itself, to conjure up a group of skinheads, the darker underbelly of the 

nationalism which, suddenly, begins flexing its muscles with cries of „foreigners out‟ 

(74, 82). Bernard has just been kicked to the ground when, as Jeremy puts it, he is 

saved by a „guardian angel‟—a local girl in whom Bernard had earlier said, 

uncharacteristically, that he glimpsed „the ghost‟ of the recently dead June (76).  

The fall of the Berlin Wall is a collective event, a shared historical sea-change, 

that demands to be narrated meaningfully. It must be constructed in narrative terms 

and contextually bound together in order to be seen as an event, that is, a meaningful 

occurrence in time. However—and herein lies the paradox—it is the very act of 

narration that invariably allows some features of that event to be glossed over or 

ignored, left just out of frame. Any one narrative is not enough to entirely inculcate 

the „real‟ or hug the shore of actuality. 

The prevailing impression one gets from Jeremy‟s description of the event is 

that the world, as he insinuated in the earlier quote, is so discursive that our 

experience of it is bound up in epistemological biases, ways of knowing and seeing. 

Organising this experience together into a singular narrative strain can only ever be 

reductive; those things we forget, or those we prefer not to see, have a way of 

lingering in the background, waiting for the right moment to upset the over-tidy 

vision. He finds that the bounds of narrative, just like geographical or psychological 

boundary lines, are in fact porous and far from the impenetrable delineations they 

sometimes purport to be. Black Dogs, according to Wendy Lesser, „is filled with 

things and people and ideas crossing their natural boundaries‟ (42). From the 

dismantling of the Berlin Wall, to the overlapping of Jeremy and the Tremaines‟ 



narratives, to the black dogs of the title, nothing in the novel‟s world—nor in 

Jeremy‟s self-conscious description of that world—can ever wholly be pinned down 

or isolated. New ways of perceiving, it seems, are never entirely exhausted and, so 

long as new stories can be told, the interpretation of events will always be in process.   

Having taken the disparity between June and Bernard‟s respective world-

views as exemplary of this conflict of interpretations, Jeremy wonders how best to 

proceed, how best to deal with this indeterminacy. As we shall see, it is through his 

very narration of this quest that he is provided with some degree of an answer.     

 

For a novel so self-conscious about the limits of storytelling, Black Dogs is 

also surprisingly unabashed in its more mimetic impulses. Throughout, the private 

lives of characters move through an historical, plausibly real-world context. The novel 

displays what Claudia Schemberg calls McEwan‟s „willingness to provide the reader 

with…realist narratives‟ which thenceforth act as „contrastive foil[s] against which 

the characters‟ disorientation and alienation is projected‟ (31).
15

 This, then, is a 

familiarly historical and geographical world: June and Bernard‟s courtship and 

marriage take place in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, while the 

novel‟s „present‟ is played-out against the political upheavals of early-1990s Europe. 

What Black Dogs explores, in a sense, is the way in which that world is apprehended 

by its respective characters. And the novel itself illustrates the way meaningful 

experience of that world is constructed through those narratives, be they culturally 

given or the stories of individual characters. Jeremy acknowledges the degree to 

which the „real‟ world, once mimetically approached, necessarily gets re-described by 

our attempts to narrate it. So all he can provide, he supposes with some misgiving, are 

simulacra. Though he strives to represent the actual, he is self-consciously aware of 

the impossibility of telling the whole story.  

It is crucial to note, however, that the novel does not, in turn, ascribe an 

arbitrariness to all narrative-making, all attempts to speak about the world. It resists a 

free-play of fictionality in which just any story will do, indiscriminately. Jeremy‟s 
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 It is worth pointing out, however, that Schemberg considers this „realist‟ backdrop to be further 

„unproblematic,‟ comprised of „clearly mapped out geographical and temporal landscape[s]‟ (31). As 

we shall see, this is far from being the case (contradicted as it is by the broken chronology of Black 

Dogs alone, as well as by such liminal spaces as the Berlin Wall or, indeed, „the gorge‟ in which June 

has her epiphany). It also indicative of what seems a latent—and not altogether unique—prejudice on 

Schemberg‟s part to see the „realist‟ aspects of McEwan‟s fiction as passive and subordinate to the 

„postmodernist‟ ones (see Introduction).       



ambivalence about the constructedness of experience does not entail any such 

defeatism. Instead, he assumes a certain responsibility to the narrative essence of 

human experience, in all its heterogeneity. He still makes the attempt to re-imagine 

the Tremaines‟ past mimetically while, at the same time, trying to re-order, focus, find 

balance in his own present. He invests in Bernard and June‟s respective stories in a 

way that necessarily points him back to the world-at-large, the world as he 

experiences it. As Richard Kearney explains:  

 

Our exposure to new possibilities of being [via stories] refigures our everyday 

being-in-the-world. So that when we return from the story-world to the real-

world, our sensibility is enriched and amplified in important respects. In that 

sense, we may say that mimesis involves both […] fiction and a responsibility 

to real life. [2002, 132-3] 

 

This is, of course, in keeping with the Aristotelian, as opposed to the Platonic, 

understanding of mimesis. Whereas Platonism saw mimesis as the crude imitation of 

ideal forms, Aristotelianism considered the idea to be an imaginative re-description of 

praxis, or human action. Moreover, Aristotle saw this amplification and re-ordering of 

human experience as necessary to our transcending the limits of our subjective minds, 

our restrictive frames of reference. That is, for him, mimesis was that which allows us 

to communicate and make palatable different possibilities of being. Mimesis provides 

us with the ability to share worlds, laying the foundation for the reciprocal exchange 

between the story-of-the-self and the story-of-an-other. Our being-in-the-world can 

only be amplified by its engagement with that otherness: we invest in a story, we 

reflect on its relation to our own, we locate new value in the world and re-assess our 

relation to that world. To put this in more Aristotelian terms, mimesis sets into motion 

a movement from catharsis (empathetic release), to phronesis (reflective wisdom), 

and finally to ethos (ethics).
16
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 Mimesis in this sense cannot be co-opted by the verisimilar rationale of realism, since mimesis 

entails a refiguration of reality. It applies to narrative processes that subsist in the realist and 

postmodernist modes, equally. That being said, the ethical destination of mimesis is something 

postmodernism—which largely stands in reaction to any moral codes in narrative—might sometimes 

ignore, obstruct, or even suppress.   



When Aristotle defines mimesis in his Poetics as the „imitation of action,‟ he 

means a creative redescription of the world such that hidden patterns and 

hitherto unexplored meanings can unfold. As such mimesis is essentially tied 

to mythos taken as the transformative plotting of scattered events into a new 

paradigm (what Paul Ricoeur calls the „synthesis of the heterogeneous‟). It has 

little to do with the old naturalist conviction that art simply holds a mirror up 

to nature.  [Kearney 2002, 12] 

 

Indeed, Jeremy‟s narrational aims in Black Dogs—his overt re-imagining of Bernard 

and June‟s story and his relating it back to his own experience of the world—neatly 

illustrate Paul Ricoeur‟s tripartite understanding of mimesis. Working from the same 

Aristotelian premises already outlined, Ricoeur explains how the „structuring 

operation [of narrative] begins in life, is invested in the text, then returns to life‟ 

(1991, 152). From this approach, he posits what he calls a circle of triple mimesis: the 

prefiguring of our experience as it seeks to be told (or, mimesis1); the configuring of a 

narrative text into language and into an act of telling (mimesis2); the refiguring of our 

existence as we move from narrative text to action (mimesis3). According to Ricoeur, 

life, by its very temporal nature, is always in quest of narrative. Narrative is, in its 

initial stage of mimesis, prefigured by all those common narratives (historical, 

cultural) that have preceded it as well as those that exist contemporaneously—what 

Ricoeur calls a „repertory‟ of significant experience and action from which one‟s own 

narrative springs (1991, 143). In other words, mimesis1 entails our „pre-understanding 

of what human action is, of its semantics, its symbolism, its temporality‟ (Ricoeur 

1991, 142). Mimesis2 then sees a narrative instantiated, mediated, and preserved 

within a common language; that narrative is re-constructed as text, transposed into a 

dialogic act of someone saying something to someone about something.  Finally, in 

mimesis3, narratives are—in the broadest sense of the term—„read‟ and thereby 

reflected back on the world; the reader invests in the story by reaffirming its origin in 

the world of experience and action. Working from these same presuppositions, 

Richard Kearney elaborates: 

 

This is why we insist that the act of mimesis involves a circular movement 

from action to text and back again—passing from prefigured experience 

through narrative back to a refigured life-world. In short, life is always on the 



way to narrative, but it does not arrive there until someone hears and tells this 

life as a story. Which is why the latent prefiguring of everyday existence calls 

out for more formal configuring (mythos-mimesis) by narrative texts. [Kearney 

2004, 133] 

 

By providing the imaginative work necessary to do justice to Bernard and 

June‟s story, Jeremy‟s project illustrates this mimetic refiguring of narrative back into 

life—from text to action, to use Ricoeur‟s phrase. Like a reader, he is it pains 

throughout the narrative to imagine things as they might have been for both Bernard 

and June, respectively. Again and again, he acts on behalf of their (albeit conflicting 

and albeit failing) memories. In this way, „narrative seeks to preserve some trace of 

those others—especially victims of history—who would, if unremembered, be lost to 

the injustice of non-existence. And this ethical task of narrative remembrance is 

perfectly in keeping with the biblical exhortation to “remember”—zakhor!‟ (Kearney 

2002, 86, emphasis mine). 

That being said, Jeremy‟s narration also self-consciously acknowledges the 

configuring of experience by narrative. Collecting these loosely told memories, he 

emplots them, salvages them from the otherwise indifferent procession of time and 

the grand sweep of history. But in doing so, he is also made aware of imagination 

having to step in for experiences which can only be told partially.    

 

Turning to the style of Black Dogs, it can be said, now using Ricoeur‟s 

terminology, that the structure of the novel de-figures its own temporal linearity, 

jumbling the sequence of events in a way that is illustrative of the disorderliness of 

memory and a narrator‟s immediate relationship to past events. The novel, then, 

leaves its fragmented narrative chronology open to re-figuration by the reader. Its 

four parts are titled, but not confined to, „Wiltshire‟ [sometime in the mid-eighties]; 

„Berlin,‟ [on the night of November 9, 1989]; „Majendek [in October, 1981]. Les 

Salces [1989]. St. Maurice de Navacelles, 1989‟; and „St. Maurice de Navacelles, 

1946‟ (ix). Such dislocations work to highlight the nebulousness of events and the 

imperfect process of attempting to narrate them. Of course, this alone could be read as 

being consistent with distinctly postmodernist literary strains; by openly questioning 

the rhetorical conceits which allow such effects as temporal linearity and 

representational transparency to be taken for granted, the novel would be enacting the 



kind of postmodernist metafiction referred to by Patricia Waugh, Linda Hutcheon, 

and others. However, Black Dogs, instead of undercutting realist claims, exposes its 

own mimetically-inclined narration by leaving parts of that narrative process 

incomplete. And, left as they are to be configured by the reader alone, the limits as 

well as the prescriptive functions of mimesis are made all the more obvious. Such a 

narrative‟s incompleteness „challenges the reader‟s capacity to configure,‟ the 

author—in this case, McEwan—having left him or her to carry, as they would in real 

life, „the burden of emplotment‟(Ricoeur 1988, 64). Indeed, this same mimetic task is, 

then, contextually reinforced by the very actions of the narrator within McEwan‟s 

novel; the reader‟s relationship to the narrative of Black Dogs is paralleled by 

Jeremy‟s similar relationship to the many fragmented and conflicting narratives he 

himself takes up imaginatively over the course of his tale in an attempt to refer them 

back to the world-at-large. Faced with a number of uncertainties and interpretive 

disagreements, Jeremy still makes the effort both to invest in other narratives, these 

different points-of-view which are not his own, and to represent (if not accommodate) 

them in his personalised narrative—just as the reader might be compelled to do 

through his or her reading of a novel. The self-consciousness of Jeremy‟s narration 

might, therefore, be seen as exemplifying a meta-mimesis as opposed to any all-

purpose, postmodernist metafiction.
17

     

One should not, at this point, overlook the hermeneutical side to Jeremy‟s 

inquisitiveness. Much like his divagation, „the critical task of [Ricoeurian] 

hermeneutics is to arbitrate between absolutist claims of…respective interpretations‟ 

(Kearney 2004, 23). Such disparities may themselves be irreconcilable, but by taking 

different views into account, one is still able to put them into fruitful contact with one 

another. According to Kearney and Ricoeur, hermeneutics works not to resolve any 

conflict of interpretation but to distinguish instead „the particular frameworks of 

preunderstanding…within which our various interpretations arise, predisposing us to 

this or that reading of signs‟ (Kearney 2004, 24). That being said, it would 

nonetheless be naïve to suppose that one could somehow extricate oneself from one‟s 

own interpretive framework. One is always interpreting from within such prejudice, 

no matter how ostensibly objective one‟s approach. What is necessitated, then, is a 

hermeneutic method by which one‟s own framework might forgo its own primacy in 
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 See Introduction. 



order to engage with and mediate between different interpretations. To put it another 

way, what one needs is an open framework—open, that is, to new ways of perceiving 

as well as a certain degree of uncertainty—in order to move amongst the seemingly 

incommensurable and the seemingly irreconcilable.
18

 Forever in-process, this open 

framework would approach other interpretive frameworks in a dialogic and 

intersubjective manner and thereby provide a means both to evaluate and 

accommodate different perspectives into a new paradigm.
19

 As a consequence, one 

might even say that this method would be analogous to the openness that enables all 

of us, as readers, to engage in narratives that are not our own.  

One should, here, be reminded of the dialogism already inherent in Ricoeur‟s 

circular mimesis; a narrative text likewise opens up a reader‟s frame of reference to 

accommodate things other than those of his or her own subjective experience—for 

example, new forms of meaning and new possibilities of being. Indeed, the dialectic 

between a reader and a text serves as an exemplary illustration of this open framework 

approach. „Allowing oneself to be in some sense passive and malleable, open to new 

and sometimes mysterious influences, is part of the [reader‟s] transaction and a part of 

its [ethical] value‟ (Ricoeur, 1991 237-238). As readers, we all allow for some degree 

of subjective flexibility as we invest in the narratives of others.  

 

To read a text is to expose oneself to a horizon of „other‟ or „alien‟ meanings 

that exceed my subjective consciousness. The text requires the reader, just as 

much as the original author, to transcend his own subjective intentions. It 

opens a world of possible meanings, to new modes of being-in-the-world and 

of being-interpreted…[Kearney 2004, 32] 
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 Speaking in a slightly different context (that of the supposed incommensurability of scientific 

paradigms) Karl Popper explains,  

 

I do admit that at any moment we are prisoners caught in the framework of our theories; our 

expectations; our past experiences; our language. But we are prisoners in a Pickwickian sense: 

if we try, we can break out of our framework at any time. Admittedly, we shall find ourselves 

again in a framework, but it will be a better and roomier one; and we can at any time break out 

of it again. [quoted in Lakatos, 56] 

 

Likewise, according to Hans-Georg Gadamer, „Anyone who listens is fundamentally open. Without 

such openness to one another there is no genuine human bond…Openness to the other involves 

recognising that I myself must accept some things which are against me, even though no one else 

forces me to do so‟ (361).    
19

 Not only does such an openness—as embodied in Jeremy‟s responsiveness to the stories of others—

provide a ethical rationale for the meta-mimetic structure of Black Dogs, it also helps to situate 

Jeremy‟s own quest for selfhood through narrative. 



 

What makes Jeremy‟s narrative especially hermeneutic is that he seems to appreciate 

that his attendance to „conflicts of interpretation‟ is always in process. Whereas 

Bernard and June‟s world views have solidified into what they consider self-evident 

truths, Jeremy is able to explore both the efficacy and the shortfalls of their respective 

positions. Black Dogs hinges on this hermeneutical drive to make creative use of a 

plurality of interpretations. Between June and Bernard‟s contradictory perspectives, 

Jeremy‟s divagation occupies a third position—that of a reader, both hermeneutically 

aware and ensuring the imaginative openness of his subjective framework. His in-

laws struggle to hold stubbornly to their respective stances, refusing to see things 

through each other‟s eyes, because being for them has already been interpreted. 

Jeremy, meanwhile, implicitly acknowledges that the „interpretation of being is 

always something begun but never completed‟ (Kearney 2004, 4). Whereas Bernard 

and June draw a „systematic closure‟ on their respective interpretative frameworks, 

Jeremy relies on a „truncated ontology‟ which is devoutly „provisional, tentative, and 

exploratory‟ (Kearney 2004, 4). He therefore structures his narrative as an open and 

continuing dialogue with his in-laws. Even after June‟s death and when, in Bernard‟s 

absence, Jeremy returns to June‟s bergerie in the French countryside, he continues to 

hear the couple arguing. Following an episode in which he seems to have intuited the 

dangerous presence of a black scorpion and avoided being stung, Jeremy imagines his 

in-laws looking on: 

  

These voices took up residence, they pursued and began to afflict me. The 

next day, when I was pruning the peach trees in the orchard, June said the tree 

I was working on and its beauty were God‟s creation. Bernard said we knew a 

great deal about the way this and others trees evolved and our explanations did 

not require a god. Statements and counterstatements chased their tails […] It 

was a drone that would not be banished. It continued even when I managed to 

turn my attention away. If I listened, I learned nothing. Each proposition 

blocked the one before or was blocked by the one that followed. It was a self-

cancelling argument, a multiplication of zeros, and I could not make it stop. 

[96-97] 

 



The futility of the opposition is more than apparent to him. One side is not suddenly 

going to prove its validity to the other. But Jeremy‟s own stance is conspicuous in its 

appreciation of both his in-laws‟ interpretive limitations: „Listen, you two. You‟re in 

separate realms, you‟re out of each other‟s area of competence. It‟s not the business of 

science to prove or disprove the existence of God, and it‟s not the business of spirit to 

measure the world‟ (97). Positioning himself in this way, he ensures that no one 

interpretation entirely obscures or dominates another. Anytime one mode-of-thought, 

in flexing its paradigmatic muscles, risks cancelling-out the other or ending the 

conversation, he is driven to indicate where that mode has become self-limiting, blind 

to alternatives. Here is Jeremy, confronting June‟s unshakeable faith: 

  

I began slowly. Was I being mischievous? The thought troubled me, but I had 

already begun. „Don‟t you think the world should be able to accommodate 

your way of looking at things and Bernard‟s? Isn‟t it for the best if some 

journey inward while others concern themselves with improving the world? 

Isn‟t diversity what makes civilization?‟ (28) 

 

Likewise when Jeremy, faced with Bernard‟s equally stringent views, feels himself 

„drawn to make mischief on June‟s behalf‟ (58). In either case, his defences go up for 

the perspective being dismissed. Again, like a reader approaching a narrative, 

Jeremy‟s efforts entail a „seeing-as,‟ an openness to alternative points of view and, at 

the same time, an imaginative investment in them. Narratives, we all know, generally 

present us with a potential to do just that—to imagine ourselves empathetically in 

another‟s place. So when we find characters who are unwilling or unable to live up to 

that potential, or who openly forsake it, we are faced, as readers, with a central 

(oftentimes tragic) irony. This is a drama that one can find, unfolding on a wide 

variety of scales throughout Black Dogs—indeed, throughout McEwan‟s oeuvre. 

There is, for instance, the episode in which June first reveals she is pregnant with 

Jenny, Jeremy‟s future wife. Bernard relates this story to Jeremy on the plane to 

Berlin in 1989, explaining how the incident in question occurred on the couple‟s ill-

fated honeymoon trip through France in 1946. While at a sweltering train station 

(„whose name, I don‟t remember now‟) on the way to Arles, Bernard left June alone 

with the luggage and, while exploring, happened to trap a rare dragonfly specimen in 



his hands (53).
20

 In order to dig out his „killing bottle,‟ he had to run back and hand 

the insect over to June, who then refused to give it back to him (54). „It‟s beautiful 

therefore you want to kill it,‟ she claimed (54). He told her that he would never 

forgive her if she let it go, and she soon relents. Bernard explains to Jeremy how 

„[June] was silent,‟ as he put his „stuff‟ away, and „then, perhaps because she was 

blaming herself for not setting [the dragonfly] free, she flew into an almighty rage‟ 

(54). They then proceeded to have an argument, there on the platform, in which June 

assailed him for his materialism and his political abstractions, and in which Bernard 

„mounted a defense of [his] hobby‟ (55).  

 

„…If you learned to name a part of the world, you learned to love it. Killing a 

few insects was irrelevant against this larger fact. Insect populations were 

enormous, even in a rare species. They were genetic clones of each other, so it 

didn‟t make any sense to talk of individuals, much less of their rights. “There 

you go again,” she said. “You‟re not talking to me at all. You‟re giving me a 

lecture.” That was when I began to get stirred up. As for my politics, I went 

on, yes, I liked ideas and what was the harm in that? It was for other people to 

agree or disagree and disprove them…‟ [55, emphasis mine]   

 

However, it is just this sort of rationality—in all its masculine and patriarchal 

connotations—that disallows Bernard from seeing the true, symbolic meaning of 

June‟s defence of the dragonfly‟s life. Ways of seeing, of experiencing meaning, are 

for him like scientific hypotheses, beholden to empirical tests. The non-literal 

symbolism which makes June‟s felt meaning palatable, representative of her deeper 

emotions, is beyond him. He will not relinquish, even a little, his explanatory 

paradigm in order to see it.   

 

„[O]ur train pulled in […] and just as it came to a stop June burst into tears and 

threw her arms around me and broke the news that she was pregnant and that 

holding the insect in her hands made her feel responsible not only for the life 

that was growing inside her but for all life […] I had half a mind to dance up 
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 It should be noted that, later, on their hike through the Gorge de Vis, while June is fighting off the 

vicous black dogs, Bernard is to be found, again satisfying his entomological curiosity, studying a train 

of caterpillars.    



and down the platform with joy, but like an idiot, I was trying to explain 

Darwin to [her]…‟ [56] 

 

The dynamics of this episode are strikingly reminiscent of those found in 

Hemingway‟s, „Hills Like White Elephants‟.
21

 Detailing another couple‟s wait at an 

indeterminate train station, this seminally modern short story also dramatises a 

couple‟s argument over the underlying matter of pregnancy. More useful still, in 

relation to Black Dogs, is the imaginative disconnection between the two characters 

that Hemingway uses to underscore the undeclared, entirely unspoken conflict (they 

are journeying, it is implied, in order to proceed with an abortion). When the young 

woman in the story says that she thinks the hills in the distance look to her like white 

elephants, the literal-minded man responds, defensively, that he‟s never seen an 

elephant before. Again, a female character‟s willingness to imagine things differently 

are undercut by her male counterpart‟s matter-of-fact rationality. His is a disavowal of 

the potential to imagine things differently, to take responsibility for otherness.  

 This rift between these inherently gendered points of view is something that 

McEwan seems especially sensitive to. To varying degrees, similar discrepancies 

underpin the drama in much of his work. In Enduring Love, for instance, the character 

of Clarissa can be found taking „a subjective, emotional, imaginative approach to her 

surroundings, an approach diametrically opposed to [her husband] Joe‟s “enlightened” 

ambition to rationalise the world and to objectively, scientifically label its 

components‟ (Schemberg 55). Similar dichotomies underlie the internal relationships 

in The Child in Time and On Chesil Beach, and of course much has already been 

made, in the critical discussion, of McEwan‟s plea for „womanly times‟ in his Or 

Shall We Die oratorio (MA 23). However, the imaginative crux of the matter is 

oftentimes overlooked; regardless of sexual politics, there is still the core irony of any 

character‟s refusal to imagine the subjective world of another, taking place within a 

narrative that compels us—as readers of that narrative—to do the very opposite, to 

expose ourselves to alternative ways of seeing and to imagine the mental lives of 

others.
22
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 The short sequence of events, in which a couple sit contemplating the reality of an abortion, also has 

its resemblances with a crucial scene in The Child in Time (1987). In McEwan‟s version, however, it is 

not hills like white elephants that the potential mother sees through the barroom window but the face of 

her unborn son staring back at her.  
22

 See, for instance, the classical example from Antigone, mentioned below.  



 In the above scene from Black Dogs, June admits to a fear that Bernard‟s 

killing the dragonfly will result in nature taking its „revenge‟ on their unborn child 

(56). Bernard later has a moment (much as the protagonist in Hemingway‟s story 

does) to slink away on his own for a solitary drink and to contemplate the differences 

between his way of thinking and his travel companion‟s.  

 

It was an awfully hot evening, and for the first time I had the chance to think 

over some of the things June had said at the station. I tried hard to imagine 

what it would be like to believe, really to believe, that nature could take 

revenge on a foetus for the death of an insect. She‟d been deadly serious about 

it, to the point of tears. And honestly, I couldn‟t. It was magical thinking, 

completely alien to me. [57]  

 

Bernard‟s failing, it would seem, is his lack of empathetic imagination. His rational 

prejudice—obvious in the materialist, literal-minded framing of „foetus‟ and 

„insect‟—prevents him from investing even a little in his wife‟s point of view. It is as 

though he has gone to a play and, finding the characters not at all like him, has 

disengaged himself from the drama. He senses no benefit, nothing meaningful, in an 

empathy that might draw him away, in an exploratory fashion, from his own 

explanatory patterns. June‟s latent beliefs are just too irrational, too poetic, for him 

even to imagine. However, McEwan has suggested elsewhere that such faith seems 

„an enduring quality of being human—perhaps even written into our natures. No 

amount of science or logic will shift it. We are all magical thinkers in one way or 

another‟ (Interviewed by Bold Type).
23

 While the tone of this assertion might seem to 

depict human nature as, in some sense, deficient or impractical, Black Dogs suggests 

that the exploration of meaning is, in fact, the epitome of human fortitude. Moreover, 

the peculiar self-consciousness of this novel—its meta-mimesis—shows that this 

exploration, in its narratological/mythological form, may even be a necessary 

component of what it means to human. June‟s sort of faith is not so much the 

superstition that Bernard wants to dismiss it as, nor is it all that different from his own 
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 More recently, while discussing eschatological cults, McEwan has written, „perhaps we glimpse here 

something in our nature, something of our deeply held notions of time, and our own insignificance 

against the intimidating vastness of eternity, or the age of the universe—on the human scale there is 

little difference. We have need of a plot, a narrative to shore up our irrelevance in the flow of things‟ 

(„The Day of Judgement‟, The Guardian 31/05/2008).  



paradigmatic world-view. In a sense, June‟s „magical thinking‟—like Bernard‟s own 

political optimism—is more a vehicle for encountering life meaningfully. It is not a 

weak-minded or conciliatory mode of thought, but a reclamation of significance, an 

exploration of meaning (mythos) that runs contrary to the primal contingency of life. 

It is, therefore, telling when—at the moment Bernard is about to explain that he finds 

June‟s behaviour in these respects to be inherently feminine—Jeremy jumps in and 

places himself (as a writer) in the same boat. Bernard begins: 

  

„…We know it‟s superstition. This belief that life really does have rewards 

and punishment, that underneath it all there‟s a deeper pattern of meaning 

beyond what we give it ourselves—that‟s all so much consoling magic. 

Only—‟ 

„Biographers?‟ 

„I was going to say women. Perhaps all I‟m saying is that […] I was beginning 

to understand something about women and men.‟ [57] 

 

Recording this exchange, Jeremy admits to wondering what his „sensible, efficient 

wife Jenny would have made of [such a pronouncement]‟ (57). And indeed, Jeremy is 

also aware that his wife is herself caught up in this same myth-making process: she 

was, as it happens, born with six fingers on one hand, „as many fingers, her mother 

used to say, as an insect has legs‟ (45). Jeremy, needling Bernard on June‟s behalf, 

refers to this fact as „the insect‟s revenge‟ (58).
24

 More specifically, it is a story which 

draws a meaningful pattern from what can only be—from the purely rational point of 

view—happenstance. Tying these incidents together (the dragonfly and Jenny‟s sixth 

finger) exemplifies the interpretive, meaning-making facility of narrative. Jeremy‟s 

suggestion that, as a biographer, he is beholden to the same sort of „magical thinking,‟ 

shows his awareness of the configurative nature of storytelling. We are back, once 

more, to his earlier ambivalence about the very constructed nature of plots; here 

again, he is being self-conscious about the storyteller‟s art of stringing things together 

and outlining meaningful patterns—in other words, what Aristotle would have called 

mythos.  
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 Unsurprisingly, the black dogs of the title acquire, as we shall see, a similarly mythic place in the 

Tremaine family history. 



 It is important to note that the classical definition of mythos has little to do 

with illusion and the untrue—as in the modern sense of the term „myth‟—and 

everything to do with meaning. Instead, as theological scholars like Karen Armstrong 

are keen to point out, mythos was never meant to be a literal interpretation of the real, 

but instead a forging beyond the real, to symbolic meanings that might better 

approach eternal questions. Pre-modern peoples differentiated between this 

mythological knowledge and the knowledge garnered by logos, which was knowledge 

of a practical, pragmatic, and explanatory sort. Skills and sciences were attributed to 

logos while the perennial questions of life and death and human relationships were the 

domain of mythos. So when, in Black Dogs, Bernard says that he thinks it delusional 

to suggest „that underneath it all there‟s a deeper pattern of meaning beyond what we 

give it ourselves,‟ we can say that what he is doing, in his stubborn way, is mistaking 

mythos for logos (57). Whereas logos can be taken literally in the empirical sense, 

mythos is a symbolic, experimental attempt to engage meaningfully with life by 

making narratological patterns and storied connections. For instance, the knowledge 

needed to hike through a quiet corner of the Languedoc region in France (as Jeremy 

does in Black Dogs)—comprised as it is of distances, necessary provisions, time-

scales—may be significant in some esoteric way, but it can be made meaningful, more 

psychologically resonant, once it is appreciated that others have made the same trip 

beforehand (as Jeremy recognises Bernard and June did on their honeymoon). In other 

words, mythos entails the organisation of diffuse information into a unified 

sequence—a story—for the purpose of rendering meaning. It therefore corresponds, at 

least in part, to Ricoeur‟s understanding of mimetic configuration (mimesis2)—which 

likewise entails the organising of incidents into a meaningful narrative. As Richard 

Kearney explains, „storytelling may be said to humanise time by transforming it from 

impersonal passing of fragmented moments into a pattern, a plot, a mythos‟ (2002, 4). 

This, presumably, is why Jeremy thinks that he, as a storytelling biographer, may be 

the butt of Bernard‟s remarks about „magical thinking‟—he too has been compiling 

meaningful patterns, he too is an exponent of mythos (57).
25

  

Here again, it is important to note that there is an hermeneutic undercurrent to 

Jeremy‟s self-conscious narrative-making, or meta-mimesis. As a storyteller looking 
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 In fact, Jeremy‟s implication that biographers are equally „magical thinkers,‟ is doubly provocative if 

we consider that Bernard himself is said to have written a well-known „biography of [Gamal Abdel] 

Nasser‟ (86).  



for both meaning and a semblance of truth, he situates himself between the 

imagination and reason which correspond, respectively, to June and Bernard‟s world-

views. However, his appreciation of both their insights and their limitations, and his 

refusal to privilege one paradigm over the other, does not present an insoluble or 

fatalistic relativism. Jeremy‟s ambivalence—if ambivalence it is—is active and 

exploratory. In this way, he seems to be carrying out what Richard Kearney, 

following Ricoeur, calls „a hermeneutic dialectic between critical logos and creative 

mythos‟: „having eliminated the abuse of myth as mistaken explanation of how things 

are, [he] is free to appreciate [myth‟s] role as inventive exploration of how things 

might be‟ [Kearney 2004, 72].
26

 This open-mindedness towards new possibilities of 

being can serve as representative of the third-position Jeremy takes, carving out a path 

between Bernard and June‟s inflexible world views. That his hermeneutic route is 

largely analogous to the imaginative openness of a reader apprehending a narrative is 

no accident: both embody an open framework that always leaves room for new and 

unforeseen possibilities. In fact, a meta-mimetic illustration of this openness occurs in 

Ian McEwan‟s Black Dogs when Jeremy asks June to discuss her desperate, obsessive 

love for Bernard in the early stages of their courtship. „Even as she was speaking,‟ 

Jeremy explains, „images and impressions were tumbling through space like Alice, or 

like the detritus she overtakes, down through a widening cone of time‟ (31). He goes 

on to list these impressions, gleaned from his own ideas about what it would have 

been like during the Second World War. „It was a junk shop exploding in slow 

motion, my idea of what it was like then, and I was glad June could not sense it too, 

for I saw no place for sexual obsession‟ (31). However, he allows June to speak, not 

only in the sense of remaining silent while she proceeds to re-describe her past for 

him, but also in the sense of receding into the background as the narrator of the scene. 

He does not blindly accept her version of events, nor does he entirely disavow his 

own preconceptions. His imagination is merely flexible enough to let June‟s self-

narration enhance his own ideas about the past. In other words, his investment in her 

narrative guides him, like a reader—like us—towards a re-visioning, a re-figuration, 

until he is himself experiencing „something of June‟s criminal [sexual] freedom of 

forty-five year‟s ago‟ (34). 
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 Indeed, as we have seen, this propensity for „seeing-as‟ is equally the agenda of Aristotelian poesis 

and of narrative itself. 



It can be said that, unlike either of his parents-in-law, Jeremy seems naturally 

predisposed to imagine himself into other points-of-view—what Wendy Lesser, in her 

perceptive review of Black Dogs, refers to as an „unwilled empathy‟ prevalent in a 

number of McEwan‟s protagonists (42). Lesser points to one example early in the 

novel when Jeremy visits the ailing June: entering her infirmary ward, he finds 

himself imagining a life there. Note the seamless way his own experience becomes an 

inadvertent re-imagining of June‟s:  

 

A shortage of oxygen made me yawn; did I have the energy for the visit? I 

could as easily have passed the untended reception desk and wandered the 

corridors until I found an empty room and a bed made up. I would slip 

between the institutional sheets. Check-in formalities would be concluded 

later, after I had been woken for my supper, brought on a rubber-wheeled 

trolley. Afterward, I would take a sedative and doze again. The years would 

slip by… 

At this, a minor flutter of panic restored me to my purpose.  [7] 

 

Like a reader, confronting the „text‟ of June‟s life, Jeremy imaginatively engages with 

her story. Aware of her daily narrative, he comes, almost inadvertently, to re-imagine 

it as if it were his own. The question is an irrevocably open one: how must June feel 

in such a place, and how might Jeremy himself feel were he stuck in her position? No 

one can answer this definitively. Yet Jeremy approaches this question with 

imagination, feeling out its hypothetical narrative. He defers his own ego-centricity 

and tries to imagine the world, creatively, from an other‟s point-of-view. According 

to Kearney and Ricoeur, „to read a text is to expose oneself to a horizon of „other‟ or 

„alien‟ meanings that exceed [one‟s] subjective consciousness. The text requires the 

reader…to transcend his own subjective intentions‟ (Kearney 2004, 32). The dialogic 

essence of narrative—which is always saying something to someone about 

something—requires, on the reader‟s part, a temporary dissolution of ego in order that 

he or she might begin to imagine another possible selfhood. To become a reader one 

must relinquish their authority to that of the „text‟.
27

 For Ricoeur, this involves a 
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 The term „text‟ is here used loosely, to suggest any linguistic mediation. „In Ricoeur‟s view, „texts‟ 

are in fact any linguistic structure…[any] written, sung, painted, or ritualized object—or “work”—that 



distinctly narratological process of self-realization by which „I exchange the me 

(moi), master of itself, for the self (soi), disciple of the text‟ (1981, 101n). The 

inherently dialogic inter-subjectivity of narrative, in this sense, allows for an 

identification with otherness—the story told is not our own, yet we are asked, 

imaginatively, to take it up as if it were. We engage with it, and in the process we 

extend the horizon of our being, re-imagining the world-as-we-know-it. It compels us 

to break from the supremacy of the familiar, to both feel and see differently, and 

ultimately—perhaps, fundamentally—to take responsibility for that difference.    

 Claudia Schemberg has already noted the narratological nature of the self-

realisations that, to varying degrees, play a role in McEwan‟s later novels. 

„Storytelling functions as an indispensable means of connecting self and world,‟ she 

explains; „the protagonists in McEwan‟s novels create and recreate themselves by 

turning the complex, unstoried world they encounter into meaningful narratives‟ (39). 

In other words, McEwan‟s characters locate their respective identities in the making 

of narratives and, in organising those narratives, establish a means to act as agents in 

the world. However, Schemberg misses the ethical crux of this narratological mode of 

selfhood. As we have already seen, narrative can function on a distinctly ethical level 

in its ability to engage us both empathetically and imaginatively as well as presenting 

us with different points of view. We must therefore take into consideration the crucial 

role that otherness plays in the situation of any „narrative self.‟  For, it is „precisely 

[the] double-take of difference and identity—experiencing oneself as another and the 

other as oneself—that provokes a reversal of our natural attitude to things and opens 

us to novel ways of seeing and being (Kearney 2002, 140 emphasis mine). 

Intersubjective motivations, in other words, initiate and animate the narrative process 

by which we seek to construct our selfhood; identity is not only relative to, but also 

beholden to alterity. Mikhail Bakhtin outlines this dependency of the self upon the 

Other, by stating  

 

                                                                                                                                            
escapes the background context of its author and hence is available as a possible new structure of 

meaning for any “reader”‟ (Wall 2002, 49). 

 

The primary function of reading texts is…for the reader him or herself to discover therein 

their ownmost possibility of being. Without textuality I am simply the passive and 

undialectical product of my background. [Wall 2002, 50] 

 

Textuality, therefore, allows for the hermeneutical process whereby, imaginatively encountering 

something other than one‟s „background,‟ one is able to be reflectively and reflexively self-critical.  



I am conscious of myself and become myself only while revealing myself for 

another, through another, and with the help of another. The most important 

acts constituting self-consciousness are determined by a relationship toward 

another consciousness (toward a thou)…The very being of man (both external 

and internal) is the deepest communication. To be means to communicate…To 

be means to be for another, and through the other, for oneself. A person has no 

internal sovereign territory, he is wholly and always on the boundary: looking 

inside himself, he looks into the eyes of another…I cannot manage without 

another, I cannot become myself without another; I must find myself in 

another by finding another in myself… [1984, 287]
28

  

 

In other words, narrative selves can not be constituted in a vacuum.
29

 It is all very 

well to say that identity is organised in a narratologically schematic way—in terms of 

a plot with a beginning and in view of an end—but this all amounts to very little if 

that narrative identity is not also informed by its relationship to otherness. According 

to John Wall, „by reading a created narrative, I also re-create anew my narrative self-

understanding of myself…[And] this self who thinks from symbols, metaphors, 

narratives, and the like (included here are also traditions, culture, and even 

expressions of God) is itself poetic in the sense of reflexively capable of forming its 

own „narrative identity‟‟ (332). This is partly what Ricoeur means when he states that 

„the shortest route from the self to itself is through the images of others‟ (paraphrased 

in Kearney 2004, 41). The narrative self can only be read and determined through an 

engagement with others and otherness—one must therefore consider that the road to 

selfhood is a process of thinking of oneself-as-another.  
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 Cited in DK Danow‟s The Thought of Mikhail Bakhtin (2001, 59) 
29

 I do not mean that this is what Schemberg suggests. However, she does overlook precisely how the 

mimetic bringing-together of self and world is also an establishing of a self‟s being-in-the-world-with-

others. Admittedly, she does utilise Charles Taylor‟s idea of the „liberal ironist‟ to illustrate the ways in 

which a self can—of its own accord—„avoid intellectual rigidity, narrow-mindedness, snobbishness, 

and self-satisfaction‟ (88). According to her, such a „liberal ironist‟ would have to accept „the challenge 

of alterity‟ by making sure to give others a „fair appraisal‟ (88). But, still, this conception of selfhood 

seems too close to some transcendental and self-determining cogito. In other words, it misses just how 

essential otherness is to the creation of that narrative identity in the first place. As Bakhtin, Immanuel 

Lévinas, Ricoeur and Kearney all suggest, selfhood can only be imagined fully through a communion 

with otherness. The self must attend (and attest) to otherness in order to truly appreciate and sustain 

itself—and this means continually re-imagining oneself through otherness, oneself-as-another.   



Challenging the reign of the transcendental ego, Ricoeur proposes the notion 

of self-as-another—a soi that passes beyond the illusory confines of the moi 

and discovers its meaning in and through the linguistic mediations of signs and 

symbols, stories and ideologies, metaphors and myths…[e.g.] after numerous 

hermeneutic detours through the language of others. [Kearney 2004, 2] 

 

Ricoeur‟s self-as-another can, therefore, be taken as a recognition of the inherent 

intersubjective capacity of narrative—and, therefore, of the narrative self as well. For 

if narrative naturally works to close the imaginative gap between self and other, then 

it is only natural that a narratological conception of the self should do the same. As 

narrative enlists a reader into imagining the selfhood of another, so must a narrative 

self inculcate the stories of others in order to explore and determine his or her own 

uniqueness; „as a reader, I find myself only in losing myself. Reading introduces me 

into the imaginative variations of the ego. The [refigurative] metamorphosis of the 

world…is also the playful metamorphosis of the ego‟ (Ricoeur 1991, 117). Moreover, 

the narrative self is primarily instantiated—that is, made into a process of narrative 

imagination—by its actively re-imagining the narratives of others and the meanings 

therein.
30

   

 Fortunately, this complex concept of the self is illustrated, in Black Dogs, 

meta-mimetically. Throughout the novel, we find Jeremy striving to re-imagine the 

stories of June and Bernard. And like a reader, he becomes attendant to their 

respective „texts,‟ taking responsibility for the subjective worlds that each express. 

Retelling these stories, and re-imagining their particularised visions of the world, he 

finds himself able to instantiate his own narrative identity—a mode of selfhood that, 

perhaps at its root, is dependant on otherness for its very sustenance.
31

  

We find Jeremy, in the latter stages of the novel, retracing the steps of Bernard 

and June, actively combining their subjective experiences with his own.
32

 Taking a 
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 „Inasmuch as readers incorporate—little matter whether consciously or unconsciously—into their 

vision of the world the lessons of their readings, in order to increase the prior readability of this vision, 

then reading is for them something other than a place where they come to rest; it is a medium they 

cross through‟ (Ricoeur 1991, 414, emphasis mine). 
31

 A matter that is, perhaps, evident from the outset of Black Dogs when Jeremy admits to his education 

in the exotic homes of all those substitute parents.  
32

 It is important to qualify the „subjective experiences‟ of the Tremaines—appearing as they do only 

through Jeremy‟s narration of them—as, if not necessarily hypothetical, then what-might-have-been. 

The gap between what actually  happened and what Bernard and June‟s respective stories allow for 

Jeremy to re-imagine is equivalent to the gap between the worlds of author and reader. As we shall see, 



kind of narrative surrogacy for the „texts‟ of the Tremaines‟ lives, he projects their 

unique „linguistic mediations‟—e.g. their personalised „signs and symbols, stories and 

ideologies, metaphors and myths‟—back onto the world (Kearney 2004, 2).  He hikes 

from June‟s French cottage (which, following June‟s death, has been entrusted to him) 

and spends a night at the Hôtel des Tilleuls—the same hotel where the honeymooning 

Tremaines stayed at the time June encountered two black dogs in the nearby Gorge de 

Vis. Upon arriving, Jeremy decides to visit a dolmen—an ancient burial monument—

beside which Bernard and June, still optimistic about the world and their marriage, 

had also rested, just prior to the hiking through the gorge. For Jeremy‟s family, the 

site has since become something of a testament to their lives together.
33

 Only this 

time, he has come to „pursue them, to recreate Bernard and June sitting here slicing 

their saucisson, crumbling their dried-out bread as they stared north across the gorge 

at their future: to commune with the optimism of their generation, and to sift June‟s 

first doubts on the eve of her confrontation. I wanted to catch them in love, before the 

lifelong quarrel began‟ (100). He is seeking a moment from the past that, earlier—in a 

surprisingly unapologetic borrowing from religious symbolism—he  refers to as 

„before the Fall‟ (22).   

 For it was here at the dolmen, according to June, that she—up to that point, a 

card-carrying Communist—had first experienced the sublime feeling that „politics 

was a piddling thing‟ and that the „universe was indifferent to the fate of the 

proletariat‟ (19). The scene marks, for her, the inception of a personal calling she will 

devote the rest of her life to: an appeal for an equivalent quietude, the staking out of 

an environment conducive to inner contemplation. The dolmen, therefore, marks for 

her the moment she diverged from her husband‟s way of thinking. Dying from 

leukaemia in a hospital 40 years later, she tells her son-in-law, „I‟ve spent my entire 

                                                                                                                                            
this discrepancy has led Dominic Head to argue that Jeremy is, at base, a thoroughly untrustworthy 

narrator; what Head fails to appreciate, however, is Jeremy‟s meta-mimetic role as a self-consciously 

re-configurative narrator and a model reader. Without him, what of the stories of the dead?   
33

 In a fitting projection of personal mythos upon a (pre)historic text, we are told, earlier, how:  

 

The dolmen stands on a hill, near the edge of the gorge of the River Vis, and [Bernard and 

June had, in 1949,] sat there for an hour or two in the early evening […] talking about the 

future. Since then we have all been at various times. In 1971 Jenny courted a local boy 

there…We picnicked there with Bernard and our babies in the mid-eighties. Jenny and I went 

there once to thrash out a marital problem. It is also a good place to be alone. It has become a 

family site. Most typically, a dolmen consists of a horizontal slab of weather-worn rock 

propped up on two others to make a low table of stone. There are scores of them up on the 

Causses, but only one of them is „the dolmen‟. [18]    
 



life discovering that the moment you enter the present fully, you find infinite space, 

infinite time, call it God if you want‟; she sees Bernard, meanwhile, „skidding around 

on the surface, blathering all day about how things might be if they were ordered 

better, and learning nothing essential‟ (20).
34

 After listening to her interpretation—her 

configurative authoring—of the event, Jeremy takes an extra step by imagining 

himself revisiting the site:  

 

I resolved to visit the dolmen the next time I was in France. I would walk from 

the bergerie, ascending by the Pas de l‟Azé onto the Causse and walking north 

for four or five hours—exquisite in spring when the wildflowers are out, when 

whole fields are covered with orchids. I would sit on that stone and look at the 

view again and think about my subject. [22] 

 

In other words, we have, here, an illustration of Ricoeurian mimesis in its entirety, 

from world to author (mimesis1-mimesis2) and, back again, from reader to world 

(mimesis2-mimesis3). June takes an incident, and by configuring it into a turning-

point, part of a larger narrative, she compels Jeremy to re-imagine the world 

accordingly. He then refigures her story—by listening to it, by actively imagining it, 

by critically appraising it—and, in so doing, accommodates her subjective world into 

his own. His sense of identity is thereby drawn outwards, led by the refigurative and 

mimetic capability of narrative. According to Ricoeur, „when a reader applies a text to 

himself, as in the case of literature, he recognizes himself in certain possibilities of 

existence—according to the model offered by a hero, a character—but, at the same 

time, he is transformed; the becoming other in the act of reading is as important 

as…the recognition of self‟ (1991, 492-493, emphasis mine). Here, the narrative 

world of another is not taken to be antithetical or antagonistic to selfhood, as in the 

case of Bernard and June‟s absolutist points-of-view. Instead, narrative difference, for 

Jeremy, serves as an extension of his own selfhood: an avenue for imaginative 

possibilities. Acting and imagining on behalf of his in-laws‟ respective stories, he 

becomes an agent, transposing these different „ways-of-seeing‟ back into a world-of-
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 Jeremy is, as ever, uncomfortable with this easy opposition, so neatly either/or. Indeed, there is 

nothing in June‟s remark that could not just as easily be taken from Bernard‟s perspective, pointed at 

June. With critically hermeneutic acuity, Jeremy notes how: „the ideas by which June lived her life 

were also the ones by which she measured the distance between Bernard and herself, and if these ideas 

were powered by a pursuit of the truth, then part of that was a bitterness, a disappointment in love. The 

inaccuracies and exaggerations gave so much away‟ (21).   



action. This is the mimetic process through which, Richard Kearney argues, narrative 

selfhood is instantiated:  

 

The acknowledgement of a two-way passage from action to text and back 

again, encourages us to recognise the indispensable role of human agency. 

This role is multiple, relating as it does to the agent as author, actor, and 

reader. So that when we engage with a story we are simultaneously aware of a 

narrator (telling the story), narrated characters (acting in the story) and a 

narrative interpreter (receiving the story and relating it back to a life-world of 

action and suffering).  

 Without this interplay of agency I believe that we would no longer 

possess that sense of narrative identity which provides us with a particular 

experience of selfhood indispensable to any kind of moral responsibility. 

[2002, 151]  

The narrative self, in other words, is one devoted to otherness (or, in Kearney‟s 

example, to the narrative agency of others)—and mimesis is the means by which the 

self can move towards that otherness and back again. Moreover, the intersubjective 

nature of narrative—for which mimesis lays the blueprint—is that which allows for 

empathy, and is therefore the starting place of ethics.  

However, this process of narrative self-realisation can only be effective—that 

is, it can only remain in process—so long as the self‟s attentions remain sufficiently 

drawn to otherness. In other words, it is necessary that one still be open to imagining 

oneself into otherness, to be affected by otherness, through narrative.  

 

Because the morally tragic arises out of selves‟ narrowness…of vision—

passionately clung to as in the Antigone by Antigone and Creon both—nothing  

less is called for ultimately than one‟s refiguring of one‟s own narrative 

identity in [one might also say, through a] recognition of otherness…a task 

[that] requires the constant and endless re-creation of the self‟s narrative ends 

in the world. This is more than a post-modern decentring of oneself; it is an 



effort to take both one’s own narrative identity and otherness into account at 

the very same time. [Wall, 333-334, emphasis mine]
35

 

 

In Black Dogs, for instance, the danger of failing to do so—of repudiating the 

narrative self‟s essential link to otherness—is represented not only by Bernard and 

June‟s stubborn tunnel-visions, but also through the climactic episode in Jeremy‟s 

personal narrative.     

 Reaching the dolmen, Jeremy finds himself „purged‟ of Bernard and June, his 

mind now full of his own „schemes and projects‟ (100). A temporary feeling of 

authority has overcome him on his hike up to the site. According to Claudia 

Schemberg, Jeremy, here, succumbs to the illusion of himself as „an autonomous 

subject, the creator of his own life like the Nietzchean Übermensch‟ (45). Alone in the 

countryside, his attention is able to slip into an amplified feeling of independence. He 

romantically sees himself, at the centre of his world, „self-sufficient and free, 

unencumbered by possessions or obligations‟ (98). He devises a new plan for 
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 This example of Antigone and Creon is a useful one in that it can serve as analogous to the 

uncompromising and paradigmatic thinking of both Bernard and June.  

 

Antigone and Creon require phronetic mediation because they both belong to the same 

community and stand in apparently irreconcilable conflict. While their difference is never 

overcome, we as spectators gain a profound experience of the possibility for renewing social 

catharsis [because we, as an audience, are open to both their positions equally]. We can begin 

ever anew to picture how the intractability of our social differences may nevertheless give rise 

to social innovations of meaning. This dark and limited via media involves the capacity to 

tolerate social uncertainty and difference in order to create through a process of dialectical 

attention to otherness, new relations of ever more genuine other-inclusiveness. [Wall, 337 

emphasis mine]   

 

However, insofar as catharsis is the end of such dramas, Wall‟s „toleration‟ is perhaps too weak a word 

to fully represent the moral imperative at work. One could certainly re-qualify the cathartic process 

utilising its full imaginative/mimetic capabilities. In other words, one might instead speak of „empathy‟ 

or „compassion‟ as opposed to mere „toleration‟—that is, „being for‟ others as opposed to simply 

„being with‟ them. As a member of the audience, one is ultimately moved by otherness in a way that 

(those other agents) the play‟s characters are—tragically—never inclined to. 

Ricoeur likewise finds Antigone useful in his discussion of the innate openness the engaged 

reader in „World of the Text, World of the Reader‟ (1991, 491-497): 

 

„This is indeed the other side of reading: a non-decisive side which is, on the contrary, a kind 

of floating reading. Here we are in the domain of the imagination, [as opposed to] the judicial, 

where the imaginary has no place. Experimenting in our minds, we try different possible 

interpretations. Probably, the reading of literature is based on this: we are not forced to 

choose, we try to inhabit this or that character…[T]here is a kind of equitable justice which 

can let everybody be right at the same time. A wonderful example of this is Hegel‟s reading of 

Antigone, in which he alternately agrees with Creon and Antigone. This is an important 

moment in the reading process, since several interpretations have the right to be admitted. 

[1991, 494] 

     



structuring what he refers to as his „memoir‟ (99).
36

 He decides how he might also re-

organize his office‟s work environment „for the benefit of the people who worked 

there‟ (99). In a disassociation from his dreaded feeling of „unbelonging,‟ he now 

expresses a feeling of interconnection: „I belonged; my life was rooted and rich‟ (xiv, 

99). His „family,‟ his „tribe‟ are seen to exist like satellites around his own planetary 

ego, his wife and children „a thousand miles away, in or near one house in all the 

millions‟ (99).
37

 More importantly, he finds he has gained some respite from the 

agonizing plurality of otherness, represented by the bickering „ghosts‟ of his in-laws 

(100). He seems to have decided that he no longer needs Bernard and June. However, 

while making his way into the gorge with this heightened sense of himself, he is 

surprised to find the path overgrown and impassable. His mere decisiveness has not 

managed, as he mistakenly thought it might, to „purge‟ his world of external 

obstructions. 

  

After a hundred yards, I had to turn back. I was irritated. I had thought I was 

taking control, and here was an immediate rebuttal. But I calmed myself with 

the recollection that this was the path to St. Maurice that Bernard and June had 

taken that evening. That was their way; mine was different—up to the old 

farm and back along the road. If I had to make a symbol out of an over grown 

path, this would suit me better. [100]  

 

                                                 
36

 Though Jeremy does intermittently refer to the work as a „memoir‟ (xxiv, 9, 59, 27, 101), the self-

regarding shift, here, is perhaps a telling one. Speaking of when the work began to take shape and 

move away from the „biography‟ he once intended to write for June, he explains how it became for him 

„not a biography, not even a memoir really, more a divagation; [June] would be central, but it would 

not only be about her.‟ (15). This centrality is presumably not enough, however, for Jeremy to recall a 

qualification June made when speaking about her own feelings of autonomy while hiking in France 

herself: 

  

„One thing I learned that morning after the dolmen was that I had courage, physical courage, 

and that I could stand alone. That‟s a significant discovery for a woman, or it was in my day. 

Perhaps it was a fateful discovery too, a disastrous one. I‟m not so sure now I should have 

stood alone…‟ [35] 

 

This echoes the regret she voices earlier, saying, „When I came here [to the Wiltshire care home] to 

seal myself off one last time, solitude began to look like my single biggest failure. A huge mistake. 

Making a good life—what‟s the point of doing that alone? (29).   
37

 One catches, here, glimmers of Henry Perowne, whose ordered and civilized lifestyle in Saturday, 

though it seems to him to buttress the chaos of the outside world, is not quite as impenetrable as he 

presumes it to be. 

 Here in Black Dogs, the immaturity of Jeremy‟s carefree stance is perhaps evident in 

McEwan‟s use of language when, for instance, Jeremy tells us he finished his visit to the dolmen by 

wiping his hands on his shirt „like a schoolboy‟ (100).    



There seems to be two somewhat countervailing elements at work here. Firstly, we 

have Jeremy‟s surprisingly unapologetic reliance upon symbolism to make 

meaningful his inability to proceed as planned. Secondly, we are confronted with a 

solipsism which modifies that reliance, making it almost perfunctory: if he has 

to…then it will suit him. Because of this, the use of mythos here seems curiously 

disingenuous—not just in its matter-of-fact tonality, but for the absence and neglect of 

Bernard and June with whom, and through whose stories, Jeremy has up to this point 

been making his way.
38

  

 It is this same tension, we presume, that climaxes (or devolves) into the 

harrowing scene that immediately follows—a scene that McEwan has seen fit to re-

create, in different versions throughout his later work. Here we find the recurring set-

piece that has often helped to express just what may be at stake when it comes to 

McEwan‟s own narrative ethics.   

 Sitting in the restaurant of the Hôtel des Tilleuls, Jeremy witnesses a „seven- 

or eight-year-old boy‟ being maltreated by his parents, and with a mounting violence. 

The mother first slaps the boy for resting an elbow on the dinner table. Next the 

father—with his „tattooed forearms‟—punches the boy, just below the collarbone, and 

hard enough to knock him out of his chair (103). It is a „drama‟ which Jeremy feels is 

being „enacted for [him] alone‟ (101).
39

 The suspense grows as no one in the 

restaurant steps forward to defend the boy, and yet Jeremy—downing glasses of wine 

to help calm his nerves—can not help but recognize himself in the boy‟s plight. He 

explains how, „it was [the boy‟s] loneliness that gripped me. I remembered my own 

after my parents died, how incommunicable the despair was, how I expected nothing. 

For this boy, misery was simply the condition of the world‟ (105). Again, Jeremy‟s 

„unwilled empathy‟ compels him to imagine the suffering of another as his own and, 

finally, to act. Seeing the boy once again punched by his „animal‟ of a father—this 

time with the „unrestrained force of adult hatred‟—Jeremy walks over and challenges 

the man to a fight (107, 106). However, the self-centredness that proved such a 
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 Strikingly, and in contrast to the hermeneutic approach to symbolism throughout the novel, Jeremy‟s 

symbol closes off imaginative inquiry as opposed to opening it up to reflection. It is his symbol, not 

anyone else‟s. For problems with this stance, see below.  
39

 Briony Tallis, having watched from afar as her sister jumped into a fountain beside the enigmatic 

Robbie Turner, voices a similar feelings in McEwan‟s Atonement: „it was a temptation for her to be 

magical and dramatic, and to regard what she had witnessed as a tableau mounted for her alone, a 

special moral for her wrapped in a mystery‟ (39, emphasis mine). And, as we shall see, Jeremy re-

imagines June feeling similarly in her encounter with the black dogs.    



liberating part of Jeremy‟s hike to the dolmen, is still suspiciously in evidence.
40

 

Confronting the man, he experiences the „brief ennobling sense of [himself] as one of 

those obscure French citizens who blossom from nowhere at the transforming 

moment in their nation‟s history to improvise the words that history will engrave in 

stone‟ (107). As on his hike, a self-important heroism takes over. The aggression with 

which he had sought to defend the boy, quite suddenly ceases to be about the boy or 

the violence done to him. Instead, the scene becomes an excuse for Jeremy to defend 

the wrongs of his own past: „it was an embodiment, however distorted, of my 

preoccupations, of the loneliness of my childhood; it represented a purging, an 

exorcism, in which I acted on behalf of my niece Sally, as well as for myself, and took 

our revenge‟ (101, emphasis mine). So, in a cloud of personal resentments, guilt-

associations (for example, the earlier abandonment of his niece), and pure animal 

aggression, Jeremy proceeds to pummel the man into submission. He, in a sense, 

imposes himself upon a narrative not his own, to the extent that he ends up obscuring 

the otherness of that narrative altogether: it is no longer the boy‟s story, but Jeremy‟s 

own, simply re-cast. For him, (as with the father, presumably) the child merely 

functions as a lynchpin for the venting of anger. No longer defending the child, he 

exploits the situation, turning it into a means for him, as he sees it, to „exorcise‟—or 

at least to come to blows with—his own demons. This is no longer the realm of 

„unwilled empathy,‟ but of authoritarian projection, of reification. Jeremy, in essence, 

hijacks a narrative, co-opting it into his self-centred point-of-view.        

These twin spectres of solipsism and scapegoating function as a recurring 

motifs in McEwan‟s work. Again and again we find characters, in moments of crisis, 

imposing their own interpretive frameworks upon others, making them somehow less 

than identities and into something easily interpreted, definable. Here, in Black Dogs, 

we find Jeremy seeing, in this despicably perverse father figure (so reminiscent of the 

equally meaty Harper), the embodiment of all the wrongs done to him as a child—just 

as, earlier, the Turkish protester beside the Berlin Wall becomes, for a large number 

of the crowd, simply a foreigner, or perhaps an emblem of Communist oppression; in 

the latter case, there is a desire—now, a collective one—for purgation, and the gang 

of skinheads that is „conjured‟ by this desire gladly obliges (74). In McEwan‟s 
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 This is perhaps evident when, asking the man to step outside, Jeremy‟s French fails him and he 

literally says, „are you frightened of fighting someone your own size, because I would love to smash 

my jaw‟ (107).    



following novel, Enduring Love, a stalker named Jed Parry, „inviolable in his 

solipsism,‟ informs the object of his obsession, Joe Rose, that he knows Joe in fact 

loves him, no matter what Joe may say to the contrary—for Jed, this is a romance that 

has been ordained by no less an authority than God (144). Elsewhere, in Atonement, 

the young Briony Tallis succeeds in stage-managing the aftermath of a rape, 

construing it to fit details she has eavesdropped upon and misinterpreted earlier that 

same day; she, in effect, tells the rape-victim that the attacker was her sister‟s lover, 

Robbie Turner, whom she has already presumed to be a „villain,‟ and a „[sex-] 

maniac‟ (158). Later, in the same novel, Robbie is compelled to intervene when a 

helpless RAF pilot is set upon by a group of army soldiers; the pilot has, simply 

because of his uniform, become a scapegoat for the army men, the cause of everything 

that has led them to Dunkirk, and there is a brutish desperation on their part to make 

him pay for it.
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In each of these cases, other human beings are demeaned and, therefore, 

devalued. A role is imposed upon them, masking their very otherness, their respective 

stories, so that they may be more easily objectified, interpreted-away, or subjugated; 

others, here, cease to be equivalent selves and become more or less instrumental. 

They are pinned down, entirely defined by the presumptuously authoritative (or, 

authoritarian) point-of-view—and empathetic imagination, such as that entrained by 

narrative, is liquidated in the exertion of power. Refusing any uncertainty in the 

matter, the solipsist wilfully blinds himself to any narratives which are not of his own 

devising. There is no need for complementary otherness when the self has already 

presumed itself to be self-sufficient; no dialectic is necessary, empathy is uncalled for. 

As Zygmunt Bauman points out, such self-centredness—involving as it does an 

inherent dissociation from alterity—is in actuality a „state of indifference lived 

amongst thing-like others‟ (62, emphasis mine). Indeed, this is a fact strikingly 

exemplified in the extreme by McEwan in his later novel, Amsterdam. Midway 

through that story, composer Clive Linley, who has been hiking romantically through 

the Lake District, happens upon what looks to be an imminent rape or attack of some 

kind, involving a man and a woman some distance away. After some waffling, he 

decides it best to concentrate on the symphony—„a lifetime‟s work‟—he had been 

attempting to compose (87). He literally turns away from the scene, ignoring the male 
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 Both scenes from Atonement are looked at in greater detail in the following chapter. 



participant‟s aggression as well as his female counterpart‟s screaming, consoling 

himself with the phrase „I am not here‟(85). The unfathomable depth of this distant 

couple‟s otherness makes them unimportant to his shallow world-view; he purges 

himself of them simply by ignoring them. For him, they are merely characters, 

contained by their own private drama, a narrative in which he does not want or need 

to be involved. It has nothing to do with him, and it need not, therefore, occupy his 

imagination in any respect. He has seen their faces, but they have not seen him. 

Twenty minutes later, he is found hunched over his notepad, completely self-

involved, annoyed that he has not been able to regain the rush of musical inspiration 

he had, before the incident, been chasing:  

 

There was almost nothing there now. He was trying to call it back but his 

concentration was being broken by another voice, the insistent, interior voice 

of self-justification: whatever it might have involved—violence, or the threat 

of violence, or his embarrassed apologies, or, ultimately, a statement to the 

police—if he had approached the couple, a pivotal moment in his career would 

have been destroyed…[H]ow easily he could have missed them. It was as if he 

wasn‟t there. He wasn‟t there. He was in his music. His fate, their fate, 

separate paths. It was not his business. [89]   

 

It is a similar indifference that Jeremy in Black Dogs seems to recognise in himself, 

even while acting under the pretence of defending a victim of cruelty. Once he is 

called out of his ecstatic rage by one of the other restaurant clientele, Jeremy realises 

that „the elation driving [him] had nothing to do with revenge and justice‟ (108). He is 

„horrified with himself,‟ frightened of his having slipped into this near-rabid state 

(108, 107). Had he not been „brought to heel,‟ he realises, he might well have „kicked 

and stomped [the boy‟s father] to death‟ (101, 108). The animalistic connotations 

seem to hint at just how far Jeremy assumes himself to have hubristically diverged 

from that empathetic and imaginative „path‟ so necessary to his narrative sense of self. 

He is, at first, prepared to see his defence of the boy as analogous to June‟s own 

confrontation with two black dogs „one mile away and forty-three years before‟ (101). 

However, he is soon shocked to find that, even while attempting to fight inhumanity, 

he has taken on inhumane characteristics of his own. 

 



I certainly took strength from the courage [June] showed in her own ordeal, 

one mile away and forty-three years before. Perhaps June would have said that 

what I really had to confront was within me, since at the very end I was 

restrained, brought to heel, by words usually spoken to dogs: Ça suffit! [That‟s 

enough!] [101] 

 

The paradox here is that, in trying to halt an injustice, he has ended up tapping into 

the same „malign principle,‟ that horrifying heart of darkness, June found so potently 

symbolised in the black dogs (xxiii). Jeremy witnesses in himself a similar perversion 

of imagination when it becomes too selfishly-inclined. The black dogs, here, serve to 

signify that moment when anyone presuming to be self-sufficient is consumed by 

their sense of authority, becoming just as amoral as, say, an animal territorially laying 

claim to its own instinctive primacy.  

But this is not the only interpretation of the „black dogs‟ that Jeremy puts to 

use. Later, he cites „two pages of shorthand dating from [his] very last conversation 

with June, a month before she died in the summer of 1987,‟ in which June expanded 

on the meaning she took from her ordeal in the gorge (147).   

 

„Jeremy, that morning I came face to face with evil. I didn‟t know quite know 

it at the time, but I sensed it in my fear—these animals were the creations of 

debased imaginations, of perverted spirits no amount of social theory could 

account for. The evil I‟m talking about lives within us all. It takes hold of an 

individual, in private lives, within a family, and then it‟s children who suffer 

most. And then, when the conditions are right, in different countries, at 

different times, a terrible cruelty, a viciousness against life erupts, and 

everyone is surprised by the depth of hatred within himself. Then it sinks back 

and waits. It‟s something in our hearts…‟ [147, emphasis mine] 

 

It would seem that, for Jeremy too, the black dogs also suggest a primordial void out 

of which all humanity—and by extension, the whole human project—has attempted to 

free itself, but has repeatedly allowed to resurface nonetheless. Political idealism, 

religious faith, scientific rationality—all have, in their respective certainties, initiated 

movements away from the „untamed nature [that is] chaos‟ (McEwan 1992, 118). 

However, all have managed, as they have struggled to maintain their respective 



authority, to unleash the same violence and the same injustices upon history. In this 

sense, the black dogs can be seen as symbolic of a „cultural depression, civilisation‟s 

worst moods‟ (McEwan 1992, 83).     

 It is fitting then, that Jeremy first hears about the black dogs on a trip to 

Majdanek, the first Nazi concentration camp liberated by Allied troops in the Second 

World War, lying just at the fringes of the city of Lublin. It is 1981, and Jeremy has 

been sent to Poland as part of an „amorphous cultural delegation‟ (83). There, he 

meets for the first time, Jenny Tremaine—the woman who will later become his 

wife—and they decide to visit the Majdanek site together.
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 Once they arrive, Jeremy 

is „surprised how close the town [is] to the camp that had consumed all its Jews, three 

quarters of its population. They [lie] side by side, Lublin and Majdanek, matter and 

antimatter‟ (87). Standing outside the entrance, reading the sign „that announced so 

many hundreds of thousands of Poles, Lithuanians, Russians, French, British, and 

Americans had died there,‟ Jeremy is startled by Jenny‟s suddenly whispering to him:  

 

„No mention of the Jews. See? It still goes on. And it‟s official.‟ Then 

she added, more to herself, „The black dogs.‟  

These last words I ignored. As for the rest, even discounting the 

hyperbole, a residual truth was sufficient to transform Majdanek for me in an 

instant from [its present purpose as] a monument, an honourable civic defiance 

of oblivion, to [its origins as] a disease of the imagination and a living peril, a 

barely conscious connivance with evil. [87, emphasis mine]  

 

Here, Jeremy seems to confront directly a link between imagination and ethics, 

acknowledging how the perversion of one can limit and may even erode the other. He 

registers a necessary lack of consciousness on the part of those responsible, and 

though this can be taken as referring to the „connivance‟ itself—to the allowances 

made for evil—he seems to suggest that it also signals a fundamental breakdown of 

imagination. The perpetrators of such crimes are „barely conscious‟ in the sense that 

they are imaginatively disengaged from their victims; their actions—so coherent, so 
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 On the cab ride from Warsaw, he is informed of Jenny‟s parentage (he is already familiar with 

Bernard as the biographer of Nasser). On the first mention of June, „who had abandoned the world in 

pursuit of a life of spiritual meditation,‟ Jeremy admits he „was already curious to meet her‟ (87).  

Looking back on this episode, and remembering the way he had detailed his own story to Jenny, 

Jeremy thinks how, even then, they may have mused whether he would „insinuate [him]self into the 

affections of her prickly mother‟ (87).    



premeditative—require at their core an indifference to otherness. „We might go as far 

as to say that genocides and atrocities presuppose a radical failure of the narrative 

imagination…If we possess narrative sympathy—enabling us to see the world from 

the other‟s point of view—we cannot kill. If we do not, we cannot love‟ (Kearney 

2002, 139-140).
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  Jeremy himself intuits this void, this stark devaluation of humanity.  

 

Life turned to tat. The extravagant numerical scale, the easy-to-say numbers—

tens and hundreds of thousands, millions—denied the imagination its proper 

sympathies, its rightful grasp of the suffering, and one was drawn insidiously 

to the persecutor’s premise, that life was cheap, junk to be inspected in heaps. 

As we walked on, my emotions died. There was nothing we could do to help. 

There was no one to feed or free. [88, emphasis mine]  

 

In an echo of the scene beside the Berlin Wall, Jeremy explains how he and Jenny 

have begun „strolling like tourists‟ (88). Unable to „bear the victims‟ any longer, he 

finds he is only able to imagine „their persecutors,‟ in whose place he pictures himself 

and Jenny walking (88, 89). „We were on the other side,‟ he writes, moving around 

„freely like the commandant once did, or his political master, poking into this or that, 

knowing the way out, in the full certainty of our next meal‟ (88). However, the 

flexibility of Jeremy‟s imagination, the poetic license he takes in imaginatively 

approaching the worlds of both victims and perpetrators, should nevertheless be seen 

as a defiance of the closed frameworks and blinkered visions that allow such atrocities 

to take place.
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 We can see him affirming, indirectly, the ethical structure of 

imagination and of narrative. In the case of the victims, he does what they can no 

longer do, what they have unjustifiably been denied. And, in the case of those 

responsible, he does what they have unjustifiably refused to do. Rather than try to 

exorcise these demons, he does the opposite, and exercises his ability to re-imagine. 
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 McEwan has said as much, arguing that imagination is the source of our moral commitments (cf. 

“From Love to Oblivion,” The Guardian, 11/10/01, as well as the following chapter here).  
44

 The fact that McEwan chooses to set this scene in Majdanek as opposed to any of the more 

infamous—and more secluded—death camps, seems to bear this out. The houses of Lublin are indeed 

viewable from the Majdanek crematorium, and vice versa.   



He extends himself imaginatively towards otherness and thereby plumbs the depths of 

a milieu in which imagination itself was nullified, turned against itself.
45

  

  Having borne witness to such a void, it is logical that Jeremy and Jenny 

should feel upon leaving the compound a sense of rapturous liberation. As though 

„released from a long captivity,‟ they are „excited to be part of the world again,‟ and 

McEwan has them commence their love affair almost immediately (90). Though there 

is an element of perversity in this—perhaps even a fetishistic conflation of death-wish 

and sexual release (a la Sophie’s Choice)—it is rather more striking to acknowledge 

the role of imagination still present in Jeremy‟s and Jenny‟s actions. To be sure, their 

holing up in a Lublin hotel for three days is, in a sense, a retreat from the horrific 

possibilities of the world-at-large, but it can also be seen as a way of coping with that 

world, through a fundamentally imaginative intimacy with others. Having painfully 

extended his imagination into the void of inhumanity, Jeremy is said to feel „liberated 

from the usual constraints of selfhood‟ (90). He is still holding fast, and defiantly so, 

to the livelihood that the death camp once served to eradicate. Again, he refuses to 

disengage from otherness or to retreat inwards. Liberation has led to playfulness: just 

as in those make-believe games with his niece, Sally, Jeremy‟s collusion with Jenny 

should, in this light, be seen as a stand against depravity, rather than a succumbing to 

it. In contrast with the horrific creativity of the camp, so perversely imaginative, 

Jeremy and Jenny‟s creative intimacy draws them—in its adult form of play—into 

each other‟s worlds to share in a common narrative; just „ten months later,‟ Jeremy 

admits, they are married (90). Much as Jeremy boldly claims in his introduction, the 

possibility of love‟s „transforming and redeeming a life,‟ here, offers some 
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 The memory of this trip to Majdanek is (according to Jeremy‟s re-telling of it) instigated by a 

reflection of Bernard‟s in which he has tried to explain why June‟s black dogs are symbolic of society‟s 

occasional alienation (82). Re-interpreting June‟s story, he remarks 

  

 „You can forget all that nonsense about “face to face with evil.” Religious cant. But you know,  

I was the one who told her about Churchill‟s black dog. You remember? The name he gave to  

[his] depressions […] So June‟s idea [or, rather, we might say, Bernard‟s reading of June‟s 

story] was that if one dog was a personal depression, two dogs were a kind of cultural 

depression, civilisation‟s worst moods.‟ [82] 

 

Bernard then admits to his having „made use‟ of this idea himself, explaining how he was reminded of 

it beside the Berlin Wall as the crowd began braying „foreigners out‟ at the Turkish protestor (82). 

Indeed it is this theory of „cultural depression,‟ that has, we are told, „prompted‟ Jeremy to remember 

Majdanek (83).             



consolation for—if not a defiance of—those places in which love has been obstructed 

(xxiv).
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 An equivalent narrative openness and hermeneutic flexibility can be found in 

Jeremy‟s use of the black dogs themselves. In the fourth and final chapter of the 

novel, he recounts June and Bernard‟s fateful excursion through France in 1946. And 

central to this testimony—as to the rest of the novel—is June‟s encounter with the 

black dogs. Remarkable, however, is the fact that, here, in his final summation of the 

story‟s motivating puzzle, Jeremy still refuses to pin the dogs down with any one 

interpretation. Instead, he regains the central hermeneutic drive he misplaced on his 

hike up to the dolmen. Through this approach, the black dogs take on the manifold 

symbolism of something akin to Melville‟s white whale, providing Jeremy with 

multiple avenues for inquiry. In re-imagining the dogs, he is also detailing where and 

how various meanings apply. Through them, he finds a means for both poetic 

expression and exploration as opposed to any reductive explanation. Unlike Bernard 

and June, whose respective interpretations of this episode incline towards the stodgily 

singular, Jeremy re-invokes the event‟s multifaceted significance. He does not try to 

unlock some hidden allegory. Nor does he solve for himself some provisionally 

suitable meaning and then come contemplatively to rest (as he seems to have done on 

that overgrown path beyond the dolmen). In accordance with Ricoeur‟s hermeneutic 

maxim that „the symbol invites thought,‟ he strives to think through such mediations, 

viewing them ultimately as a means for imaginative reflection (quoted in Kearney 

2004, 15).  

 

A symbol works by enigmatic suggestion or evocation—it designates a 

surplus of meaning which exceeds the obvious one…[It] says something more 

than what it appears to say. It opens up an indirect or oblique meaning on the 

basis of a direct one—thus provoking the hermeneutic activity of 

interpretation. [Kearney 2004, 45n, 47n, emphasis mine]  
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 It is here, we are to assume, that Jeremy‟s habit of „leaving…addresses, jobs, friends, lovers‟—what 

he calls his „sorry madness‟—came to an end and his „existence began‟ (xxi). This re-discovery of 

loving, imaginative collusion is essential to his narrative self and his being-in-the-world.    



The symbol—in this case, of the black dogs—offers more than one way of thinking. 

And Jeremy finds he needs to retain that scope, that imaginative potentiality, in order 

to remain ethically aware. Having already shown the manner in which an 

authoritarian singularity of vision can (both politically and personally) lead to violent 

disengagements from otherness, Jeremy now invests fully in the creative and 

imaginative opportunities that the black dogs symbolically provide. Once again, he 

takes a readerly stance—meta-mimetically analogous to the readers of Black Dogs—

in relation to the „texts‟ of Bernard and June‟s lives. According to Ricoeur, „[this] 

work of reading reveals…not only a lack of indeterminacy but also an excess of 

meaning‟ (1991, 401). Therefore, a text must be imaginatively „taken in hand‟ by the 

reader, someone who can imaginatively complete the mimetic process and refigure 

the meanings therein (Ricoeur 1991, 400). By „preserving the open nature of reading‟ 

in his meta-mimetic narrative, Jeremy affirms the imaginative/creative work of a 

reader put in the position of refiguring narrative—in other words, of having to take 

imaginative responsibility for a story (Ricoeur 1991, 494). For what is the act of 

reading but an embodiment of that „dialectical attention to otherness‟ necessary for 

ethical insight, and for the creation of a narrative sense of self (Wall, 337)? Jeremy‟s 

readerly stance—his desire to re-imagine stories and pay them proper imaginative 

respect—helps to illustrate the key ethical imperative of McEwan‟s work. Do this, he 

seems to suggest, because anything less would be an affront—not only to the moral 

responsibility we owe to otherness, but to ourselves as narratologically-defined 

agents, as narrative selves. Ignoring the perpetually inquisitive stance of narrative is 

to ignore the ways in which narrative selfhood is instantiated, that is, via an 

imaginative interaction with otherness. Without an empathetic role for imagination—

which narrative can nurture and promote—the self risks monologic and homogenous 

stasis, and a morally dubious stasis at that. In effect, the forsaking of otherness is a 

rejection of everything narrative stands for: it allows others to appear less than 

remarkable, less than real, unworthy of empathy. And, as McEwan never tires of 

reminding us, disowning this capacity to imagine otherness, to suspend our authority, 

means entering the dangerously superficial state in which cruelty and injustice 

become possible, if not downright inevitable.       

 Jeremy‟s narrative surrogacy in the final chapter of Black Dogs is all about re-

engaging with otherness. Not only does he self-consciously re-imagine the lives of 

others, he does so democratically, pluralistically. As in Jeremy‟s romance with Jenny, 



we again find imagination functioning, here, as a form of intimacy; „it is always 

through some transfer from Same to Other, in empathy and imagination, that the 

Other that is foreign is brought closer‟ (Ricoeur 1988, 185-186). We could also say 

that, led by narrative, the imagination becomes a means of bringing new and creative 

possibilities-of-being closer to being actualised. Alternative ways of seeing are always 

needed in order to reckon with our own—especially when it is through narratives that 

we seek to define ourselves. As Jeremy seems to trace via June and Bernard‟s doomed 

love story: singular ways of interpreting meaning, no matter how stringently they may 

be clung to, are only ever provisional. Interpreting experience through one vision, one 

preconceived approach, can only bring the self so close to the world around it. But 

attending to other ways of seeing, and thereby broadening our interpretive repertoire, 

allows for a greater intimacy with the world. If we are to avoid a self-serving 

organisation of experience, it becomes necessary to bring divergent ways of 

explaining things into exploratory dialogue—into Gadamerian „play‟—with one 

another. And this is precisely the hermeneutic work that Jeremy ultimately initiates as 

a narrator.
47

  

 His final chapter can neither be called June‟s version, nor Bernard‟s, but 

plainly his own retelling. Were it not, there would be nothing for Jeremy to do but 

apply one of the Tremaine‟s interpretive frameworks at the expense of the other, or to 

try to prove which one is actually the more „true‟. Instead, he approaches the material 

with an imaginative openness, a casual relaxing of his own authority. His healthy 
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 This, however, is not meant to insinuate a postmodern or arbitrary „free play‟ of meaning. Gadamer, 

in his Philosophical Hermeneutics (1977) relates „play‟ to dialogue like so: 

  

Now I contend that the basic constitution of the game, to be filled with its spirit—the spirit of 

buoyancy, freedom and the joy of success—and to fulfil him who is playing, is structurally 

related to the constitution of dialogue […] When one enters into a dialogue with another 

person and then is carried along further by the dialogue, it is no longer the will of the 

individual person […] that is determinative. Rather, the law of the subject matter is at issue 

[between the two parties] and elicits statement and counterstatement and in the end plays them 

into each other. [66, emphasis mine]  

 

Gadamer then relates this playfulness to all forms of mediation. Play becomes the interactive process 

through which our understanding changes. As Robert J. Bernstein explains,  

 

We must learn the art of being responsive to works of art, texts, traditions (and, we can now 

add, other persons or forms of life) that we are trying to understand. We must participate and 

share in them, listen to them, open ourselves to what they are saying  and to the claims of truth 

that they make upon us […] [But this] process of understanding can never (ontologically) 

achieve finality […] We are always understanding and interpreting in light of our…prejudices, 

which are themselves changing [through play] […] This is why Gadamer tells us that to 

understand is always to understand differently. [137, 139]   



scepticism now becomes secondary to fixing in narrative the stories of Bernard and 

June, imagining them as they once were and as they once experienced the world. He 

diffuses their tired rationalist/spiritualist debate, working his way past their so-called 

incommensurable differences. Foundational beliefs may fall away in the process but 

this does not mean he cannot utilise the disparity in the Tremaines‟ points of view—

the different meanings they have drawn from their relative circumstances—to give 

himself a greater sense not only of the world, but of his place in it.  

 In this final chapter, we first learn of Bernard and June‟s „small atonement for 

their comfortable war‟ (113). Shocked out of their honeymoon by „the chaos and 

devastation of post war Europe,‟ they volunteer for six weeks‟ hard labour at a Red 

Cross packing station in Italy, putting action to their shared idealism (113). It is on 

their return journey that they decide to take a walking tour of the Causses, through 

one of „the emptiest spaces in France‟ (114). There, they come across the Dolmen de 

la Prunarède and share an idyllic lunch at the site. An „excited discussion‟ emerges 

between the two of them, „in which their route the next day across this glorious alien 

countryside became one with their sense of their lives before them‟ (115). The 

conversation is as conspiratorial as it is future-oriented, the two of them setting 

themselves, together, against the worldly landscape.  

     

Bernard and June were members of the Communist party, and were talking 

about the way ahead. For hours, intricate domestic details, the baby, distances 

between villages, choices of footpaths, the routing of fascism, class struggle, 

and the great engine of history, whose direction was now known to science 

and which had granted the party its inalienable right to govern, all merged into 

one spectacular view. [115]   

 

But already June registers doubts, „blasphemous uncertainties‟ (116). Bernard‟s 

innocent surety about the inevitability of socialism causes in her an embarrassing 

uncertainty she has to hide. Her nascent desire for spiritual cultivation, in relation to 

her politics and Bernard‟s rationalist views, could only ever amount to a disappointing 

„loss of faith‟ (115). As readers, we are once again moved to remember the naïve 

inability of this couple to retract their egos, just a little, in order to share imaginatively 

in their differences. But we can also see Jeremy stepping in where they have failed 

and using June‟s language to help properly frame her state of mind: „an ageless 



silence was tempting her, drawing her in, but whenever she ceased her own optimistic 

prattle to attend to it, the void was filled with Bernard‟s sonorous platitudes, the 

militarised vacuities, the “front,” the “attack,” the “enemies” of Marxist-Leninist 

thought‟ (115-116). Furthermore, we can see that, unlike Jeremy, June has no one 

with whom, or through whom, to imaginatively stave off the void; she has married a 

man who—her later prejudices will confirm—was „unreflective, ignorant of the subtle 

currents that composed the reality he insisted he understood and controlled‟ (25). The 

perceived inflexibility of her situation—the political script with its regulations against 

free-thought—ultimately leads her to make the reactionary presumption that she must 

withdraw if she wants to seek something as esoteric as spirituality. „The next day,‟ we 

are told, she and Bernard „began their separate journeys‟ (116). That private utopia, 

that imagined map of their lives together is left unrealised, never to be explored.  

The following day, on their hike through the gorge, the abyss June perceived 

is even more in evidence. Looking out on her surroundings, „she half remember[s] 

reading accounts of eighteenth-century travellers…Mountain peaks were terrifying, 

plummeting gorges were horrible, untamed nature was chaos, a post-lapsarian rebuke, 

a dread reminder‟ (118). They signify a vacuum of meaning, a primordial „darkness‟ 

out of which all humanity is forced to climb (117). She is struck, while looking at 

plants forced to cling with „a mad vigour‟ to life amid the rough terrain, by „a deep 

nausea‟ (117). Though she tries to mask this dread—overemphasising her „jolliness,‟ 

her attempts to seize these „last days of carefree holiday before England, 

responsibility, winter,‟ and „[push] aside her fear‟—she still ends up hiking ahead of 

Bernard, leaving him behind, even ignoring him when he calls after her (118).   

It is in this distance that June, soon afterwards, encounters the black dogs. 

Coming around a turn, she spies them ahead of her, near the next curve in the road, 

and mistakes them at first for two donkeys. Then she realises that they are in fact 

„dogs of an unnatural size‟ (119).  

 

But the creatures that blocked the path seventy yards ahead were dogs only in 

outline. In size they resembled mythical beasts. The suddenness of them, the 

anomaly, prompted the thought of a message in dumb show, an allegory for 

her decipherment alone. She had a confusing thought of something medieval, 

of a tableau both formal and terrifying […] They emanated meaning […] 

Their blackness, that they should both be black, that they belonged together 



and were without an owner, made her think of apparitions…They were 

emblems of the menace she had felt, they were the embodiment of the 

nameless, unreasonable, unmentionable disquiet she had felt that morning. 

[120]
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And just as June watches these dogs, seemingly „working together to some purpose,‟ 

Bernard, meanwhile, is further up the trail, engrossed by a line of caterpillars whose 

„procession along the path looked purposeful‟ (120, 122). The repetition in Jeremy‟s 

language, here, seems to suggest, once again, that June and Bernard‟s epistemological 

differences are not quite as counter-intuitive as they would come to believe in later 

years. In fact, both points-of-view attest to significance in the world around them, 

designating not just purpose but meaning as well. Here, the scientific and (what might 

roughly be called) the poetic view similarly enact a drawing closer to the world as a 

means of creative evaluation and expression. Indeed, Jeremy‟s description of 

Bernard‟s impulse to sketch the caterpillars can apply equally well to June‟s 

deciphering of these extraordinary black dogs: „[He] did not derive pleasure from 

sketching, nor did his drawings resemble what he saw. They represented what he 

knew, or wanted to know. They were diagrams, or maps, onto which he would later 

transcribe missing names‟ (emphasis mine, 124).  

 It is June, however, who is left to confront the void that lies beyond, or 

constantly beneath, such meaning-making endeavours. She enters a realm in which 

„human intelligence‟ has no purchase on „dog stupidity,‟ a vacuous space in which 

there is „no institution‟ to assert „human ascendancy‟ (122, 123). She is slowly 

hemmed in by the two dogs, literally pinned against a small oak tree. She attempts 

calling them off with cries of Ça suffit!, but reason is a non-starter: it implies a level 

of understanding that is no longer available. After some agonizing moments in which, 

detached from herself, she prepares „to watch with indifference—worse, acceptance—

a young woman being eaten alive,‟ June suddenly whispers, „Oh God!‟ (123, 125).  
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 There is definitely some suggestion of self-mirroring, self-revealing projection here in the language. 

McEwan even has Jeremy phrasing things in much the way he previously narrated his experience in the 

restaurant—seeing the event as a „drama enacted for [himself] alone…an embodiment…of [his] 

preoccupations‟ (101). Interestingly, the narration, here, also echoes that of Briony Tallis when 

describing her state of mind after watching her sister jump into a fountain in Atonement: „it was a 

temptation for her to be magical and dramatic, and to regard what she had witnessed as a tableau 

mounted for her alone, a special moral for her wrapped in a mystery‟ (39, emphasis mine). 



The expletive brought her to the conventional thought of her last and best 

chance. She tried to find the space within her for the presence of God and 

thought she discerned the faintest of outlines, a significant emptiness she had 

never noticed before, at the back of her skull. It seemed to lift and flow 

upward and outward, streaming suddenly into an oval penumbra many feet 

high, an envelope of rippling energy, or as she tried to explain it later, of 

„coloured invisible light‟ that surrounded her and contained her. If this was 

God, it was also, incontestably herself […] Even in this moment of extremity 

she knew she had discovered something extraordinary, and she was 

determined to survive and investigate it. [125]   

 

Fighting in the name of this feeling, this claim on meaningful reality she has suddenly 

staked out for herself, June manages—with the penknife she earlier borrowed from 

Bernard—to fend off the two vicious dogs. Where Bernard is absent to her, God has 

become present.  

Now there are a number of significant things happening in this passage (for 

example, its epiphanic character, its respect for foundational belief as a self-

preserving force, its relation to self-projections seen earlier in the novel, and its 

implicit comment upon the status of God). It is equally important, however, to note 

the way in which June‟s deference to God in this scene parallels Bernard‟s 

simultaneous deference to science, and also the way in which Jeremy, as a narrator, 

navigates hermeneutically between these two stances. While Bernard holds out for the 

explanatory framework of science to help him decipher his world, June can also be 

seen looking to God for similar purposes. Both of them seek paradigms that can stand, 

programmatically, against an indifferent void in which nothing matters, nothing is 

significant, and fill it with knowledge. The problem is that both Tremaines also reject 

any new ways of experiencing the world as being antithetical to their own. 

Knowledge for them is already preconceived—they need only defer to the rubric of 

their respective belief systems in order to understand.
49

 In turn, they renounce the 

imaginative flexibility, the openness, necessary to trust—as Jeremy trusts within the 
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 In this way, they perhaps enact what Thomas Kuhn, in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

(1970), approvingly calls „puzzle-solving‟ (35-42). In other words, they aim to discover what they 

already believe in advance, thereby reinforcing their explanatory paradigm. This, in turn, would be 

contradictory to hermeneutic enterprises including Gadamer‟s exploratory play, Ricoeur‟s synthesis of 

the heterogeneous, and, quite possibly, of narrative selfhood too.    



scope of his narration—alternative points of view. In this way, narrative can be seen 

to step in for the love that is shunned by both Tremaines. Jeremy, as the surrogate 

narrator, makes amends for their inability to extend their imaginative senses-of-being 

empathetically towards one another. His narrative, in its open intimacy with other 

minds and different ways of perceiving, works to impart a conciliatory and 

unconditional love. Where the Tremaines have only allowed themselves to see debate, 

challenges to their explanatory frameworks, Jeremy creatively traces their differences, 

paying imaginative respect to both their subjective worlds. He implicitly and 

ironically illustrates their avoidance of intersubjective love by giving that love back to 

them through narrative.    

 Shortly after June manages to fight the dogs off, Bernard catches up with her 

on the trail. However, neither of them is prepared to share or examine the brevity of 

what has occurred just fifteen minutes earlier. Bernard, hearing that June „had been 

frightened by two dogs,‟ is more concerned about continuing with their hike and 

begins scolding his wife for not wanting to proceed as planned (128). June meanwhile 

is thoroughly unwilling to express her feelings directly to Bernard and merely starts 

walking in the opposite direction, unwilling to forgive him „for his absence at a 

critical time‟ (130). Bernard, catching up, says to her: 

 

 „Something‟s happened.‟ 

 Her silence was assent.  

 „For God‟s sake tell me what it is.‟ 

 „I can‟t.‟ She was still walking on. 

 Bernard shouted, „June! This is outrageous!‟ 

 „Don‟t ask me to talk. Help me get to St. Maurice, Bernard. Please.‟ 

She did not wait for a reply. She was not going to argue. He had never  

known her like this. He suddenly decided to do as she asked. [128]    

 

So the gap between Bernard and June‟s subjective worlds becomes mutually un-

traversable. Both are now alien to one another. Bernard watching his wife breakdown 

upon reaching the hotel, is „appalled, thinking he was about to witness a birth, a 

miscarriage, some spectacular feminine disaster‟ (129). He can only view her, 

unimaginatively, from the outside—as was made evident at the train station a few 

days earlier. She no longer fits the order of things as he know them.  



When the Maire of the town is brought in to hear June‟s story, he informs the 

couple of a previous attack, before adding ambiguously, „It was [only] one dog last 

time. But the same thing, same reason‟ (131). Asked to elaborate on this „reason,‟ he 

tells Bernard and June a story, „une histoire,‟ about an incident that occurred when a 

young, independent woman came to live in the village during the war  (131). The 

Gestapo had, by that time, already arrived in the area with „dogs, huge ugly animals,‟ 

that the Maire himself never believed were „tracker dogs,‟ but „guard dogs‟ (133). 

One day, while the Maire and his associates were, he says, sitting at „[the] very table‟ 

Bernard and June are seated round, the young woman—this „stranger‟—Mme. 

Bertrand, came in, apparently having been „raped by the Gestapo‟ (135). And 

according to the Maire, who heard it second-hand from two witnesses, it was the dogs 

who had been trained to commit the rape. The hotel manageress, Mme. Auriac, 

infuriated by the Maire telling of this story, upbraids him: „The simple truth is that the 

[two witnesses were] a couple of drunks, and that you and your cronies despised 

Danielle Bertrand because she was pretty and she lived alone and she didn’t think she 

owed you or anyone else an explanation [for her self-sufficiency]‟ (136, emphasis 

mine). According to Mme. Auriac, it was this double humiliation—rape by the 

Gestapo, lurid gossip from the locals—that eventually „drove the poor woman out of 

the village‟ (137).  

June later finds she wants to voice to Bernard the way in which these events 

seem thematically of-a-piece to her—her own personal mythos, still nascent in its 

connections—but she can not.  

 

She wanted to talk about the coloured light she had seen or sensed, but she 

was certain that Bernard would be dismissive. She also wanted to discuss the 

Maire‟s story, but Bernard had already made it clear that he did not believe a 

word of it. A verbal contest was not what she wanted, but silence was inducing 

a resentment that would grow in the succeeding weeks. [139] 

 

Prefiguring a situation McEwan would later dramatise in On Chesil Beach, the 

honeymooning couple, here, hurt each other in their lack of sympathy—their inability 

to imagine one another‟s feelings—while also resenting each other for not intuiting an 

emotional state that they themselves keep hidden, or disguised. It is a double bind: 

you might hurt me by not understanding deeply enough my point-of-view, so I must 



therefore hold my cards more closely and resent you for the misunderstanding I 

presume you might make. Perhaps that is a little too rationalistically put, but it shows 

just how self-limiting and self-dispiriting, either party has become in their respective 

existential corners. Neither Bernard nor June are going to be as imaginatively 

expressive as their eventual narrator in order to relieve this dilemma. Nor are they 

going to be as imaginatively open as we, the readers of this narrative are, in order to 

empathise with other ways of experiencing the world. Talk to one another, we want to 

say to them; read into this situation as we—following the narrator, Jeremy—read into 

it. We want them to tell their stories to each other as Jeremy (as McEwan) tells them 

to us. And because of these discrepancies between narrator and subject, character and 

audience, the Tremaines‟ situation is naturally bounded in dramatic tension. They 

have the ability, and yet they are unwilling.  

As if both to underline this central irony and also to give Bernard some credit, 

Jeremy takes the time to show his father-in-law‟s admirable capacity for imaginative 

empathy, if on a more political scale. After having seen a mason chiselling names into 

the war memorial at La Vacquerie, Bernard is „struck by the recently concluded war 

not as historical, geopolitical fact but as a multiplicity‟ (140).
50

 Much like the snow 

Gabriel Conroy envisions falling „upon all the living and the dead,‟ in James Joyce‟s 

short story „The Dead,‟ Bernard is said to imagine, „a near infinity of private sorrows 

[…] a boundless grief minutely subdivided without diminishment among individuals 

who covered the continent like dust, like spores whose separate identities would 

remain unknown, and whose totality showed more sadness than any one could ever 

begin to comprehend‟ (140)  

 

It seemed as though he had never thought about the war before, not about its 

cost. He had been so busy with the details of his work, of doing it well, and his 
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 Interestingly, Jeremy interjects with an explanation of how, on his own visit to La Vacquerie in 1989, 

he „found that the base of the monument was inscribed with Latin quotations…no names of the dead‟ 

(140-141). Such refigurative shading leads Dominic Head to argue that Jeremy provides a „context of 

radical unreliability‟ that, in Head‟s case, informs a more comprehensive distrust of Jeremy‟s narration 

(113). But, that being the case, it then begs the question—why give Bernard‟s side of the story, at all? 

Why carry forth its apparently personal and emotional weight through narrative? The fact is that, for 

Jeremy, the truth or falsity of the details have, in the end, less importance than remaining true to his 

subjects‟ felt experience and appraising the meaning they have drawn from said experience. Like a 

reader, he can be seen imaginatively investing himself in the possibility of seeing as others have seen, 

regardless of his divergent experience. Regardless of whether or not this scene is just a story that 

Bernard has cultivated over the years, it still reflects (and expresses) the man‟s experience, his vision of 

the world.  



widest view had been of war aims, of winning, of statistical deaths, statistical 

destruction, and of post war reconstruction. For the first time he sensed the 

scale of the catastrophe in terms of feeling—all those unique and solitary 

deaths, all that consequent sorrow, unique and solitary too, which had no place 

in conferences, headlines, history, and which had quietly retired to houses, 

kitchens, unshared beds, and anguished memories. [140] 

 

Imagination has, here, allowed Bernard to register the feelings of others. He feels, as 

they might feel in their individual circumstances, history laying over them like an 

oppressive blanket. He digs deeper, trying to inhabit anonymous subjective worlds 

(those kitchens, those unshared beds). He registers the human cost of the war, his 

imagination leading him far enough to recognise its own historical obliteration.
51
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 Here, Bernard can be seen to imagine his way into the sense of „deep apprehension‟ that Jeremy 

likewise felt when visiting the Majdanek camp: he is confronted by such a multitude of death and 

suffering that his capability to empathise balks, registering only an unjust void or absence (140). „What 

good could come of a Europe,‟ he wonders, „covered in this dust, these spores, when forgetting would 

be inhuman and dangerous, and remembering a constant torture?‟ (140). Richard Kearney tries to 

answer this dilemma of the historical imagination by turning prescriptively to narrative. 

   

[T]he refigurative power of narrative prevents historians from neutralizing injustice. It 

prevents historiography from explaining history away. And [this is an] ethical task of 

preserving the specificity of past suffering from sanitizing homogenization…The refigurative 

act of standing for the past provides us with a „figure‟ to experience and think about, to both 

feel and reflect upon. [2004 101-102, 103, see also Kearney‟s chapter „The Paradox of 

Testimony‟ in On Stories (2002)]  

 

Narrative becomes necessary to make the past, in a sense, palpable and thereby capable of being 

attended to. As Paul Ricoeur puts it, „one counts the cadavers or one tells the story of the victims‟ 

(1988, 188). 

In his lengthy study, History, Memory, Forgetting (2004), Ricoeur promotes a catharsis 

through historical narrative which can still function as a „coming to terms with‟ history, a moving-

beyond that can at the same time safe-guard against perverse distortions, effacements, and, perhaps 

most importantly, the recurrence of past injustices (cf. Ricoeur‟s example of the South African Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission, 485-486).  

 

The historian of the present day, then, cannot escape the major question regarding the 

transmission of the past: Must one speak it? How should one speak it? The question is 

addressed to the citizen as much as to the historian; at least the latter, in the troubled waters of 

collective memory divided against itself, contributes the rigorousness of a distanced gaze […] 

The limit facing the historian—just as for the filmmaker, the narrator, and the judge—[is] in 

the untransmissable part of extreme experiences. However […] untransmissable is not to say 

inexpressible. [Ricoeur 2004, 452] 

 

In regards to Black Dogs, this means identifying where the very expression of Bernard‟s anguished 

epiphany can itself have a palliative effect. According to Kearney, „the need to retell is,‟ in the case of 

extreme limit-experiences, „as unavoidable as the impossibility of doing so‟ (2002, 65). One must 

narrate in order to deal with indescribable memory. Putting it plainly in the third volume of Time and 

Narrative, Ricoeur writes: „There are crimes that must not be forgotten, victims whose suffering cries 



Taking an imaginative detour into otherness, Bernard suddenly tempers the 

received statistics, information and news items, with a felt meaning. It is such a 

revelatory moment, we are told, that he would remember it „for the rest of his life‟ 

(139-40). And yet, somehow, we still find him unable to use this same feat of 

imagination on a more domestic, person-to-person scale. The epiphany, which „came 

upon Bernard by a pine tree in the Languedoc in 1946,‟ is, we are told, „not…an 

observation he could share with June‟ (140).  

 The couple‟s emotional distance, their segregationism of the heart, remains in 

the background, an unspoken conflict, as their honeymoon progresses. June, perhaps 

feeling some solidarity with the story of Mme. Bertrand—so independently-minded, 

so alone against the world—decides impulsively to purchase a bergerie that she and 

Bernard happen upon in the Languedoc. Sitting silently outside this cottage, waiting 

calmly for a moment in which to ask the stoical berger for his price, June regains the 

quietude which she had earlier idealised beside the dolmen.  

 

Her contentment had a depth and tranquillity that made her think she had 

never really known happiness before. What she had experienced at the 

Dolmen de la Prunaréde had been a premonition of this…What lay between 

that time and this were the black dogs and the oval of light, which she could 

no longer see but whose existence underpinned her joy… 

 She was safe on this little piece of land that crouched under the high 

cliff of the plateau. She was delivered into herself, she was changed. [144, 

emphasis mine] 

 

Unfortunately, she has no one with whom she feels she can share this feeling, no 

receptive empathy to which she can turn—such as the empathy presently provided, 

we might say, by Jeremy, for the readers of his narrative.  

Five years later, June separates from Bernard and goes to live at the bergerie 

with their three children. And she and her husband thereafter become obsessive rivals, 

                                                                                                                                            
less for vengeance than for narration…The will not to forget alone can prevent these crimes from ever 

happening again‟ (1988, 188, 189, emphasis mine).   

 Wendy Lesser, in her remarkably sensitive review of the Black Dogs, sums up this sentiment, 

stating: „[W]e can only by a great effort and under special circumstances be made to fear a past that is 

over and done with…[And] we are doomed—as individuals, and as individuals in history—unless we 

can fear the past. We need to think about history, but we also need to feel it. Neither June‟s mysticism 

nor Bernard‟s rationalism will alone be enough to save us‟ (44).     



unable to live together, mutually presuming a diametrical opposition between their 

world views: „For June, convinced of the existence of evil and of God, and certain 

that both were incompatible with communism, found she could neither persuade 

Bernard, nor let him go. And he in his turn loved her and was infuriated by her self-

enclosed life devoid of social responsibility‟ (146). Which brings Jeremy to the 

situation, as it stood, when he first met the couple.  

 This is where Jeremy‟s retelling effectively ends, with his having inherited the 

bergerie along with Jenny, spending all his family holidays there, and with his 

narratological appreciation for „all the world historical and personal forces, the huge 

and tiny currents, that had to align and combine to bring this place into [his family‟s] 

possession‟ (148). He is conscious, and finally accepting, of the old dialectic between 

Bernard and June‟s ghosts. And, here at his story‟s close, he still hears them „squaring 

up,‟ in his mind (148). They, and the narratives they have entrusted to him and his 

brood, have taken on, we are to assume, an essential part of his being. He is not so 

much „delivered into himself‟ as June was, when feeling a similar contentment, but 

delivered unto an inclusive narrative, a mythos. Be that as it may, he admits it is the 

„black dogs [he] returns to most often‟ (148). Fringing his new feelings of wholesome 

belonging, he still discerns the opposite—a primal contingency—and therefore the 

frailty of his interconnectedness, those personal and historical narratives he finds 

himself a part of and a party to. Ambiguously, he explains how the black dogs trouble 

him most when he considers „what happiness‟ he, in the scheme of things, „owes [to] 

them,‟ and especially when allowing himself to think of them symbolically, „not as 

animals but as spirit hounds, incarnations‟ (148). In these moments, he sees them as 

June used to, „on the retina in the giddy seconds before sleep,‟ prowling bloodthirstily 

round the Gorge de Vis (148). They may be antithetical to the narrative processes he 

has just described, but they are also an ineradicable, unignorable matters of fact, 

signifying an inhuman urge at the heart of all humanity, something to be withstood 

but not entirely forgotten. Ignoring these black dogs or banalising them, his 

divagation suggests, is to give them free reign, to cede imaginative territory on which 

they may attack again. Indeed, he pictures these dogs—in one final melding of June‟s 

mytho-poetics with Bernard‟s political awareness—„fading as they move into the 

foothills of the mountains from where they will return to haunt us, somewhere in 

Europe, in another time‟ (149).         



  Ultimately, the final part of the novel reveals, once again, the way in which 

Jeremy‟s refiguration of the Tremaines‟ story illustrates a self-conscious mimesis 

while at the same time affirming the ethical drive at the heart of such an endeavour. 

He pays testimony to these others, his in-laws, and thereby bears them witness, 

through an imaginative engagement in their respective stories.
52

 In so doing, he not 

only reveals the intersubjective capacity of narrative, but also the necessity of the 

empathetic imagination that narrativity inspires. In the end, Jeremy‟s wish to re-

imagine the subjective worlds of others allows him, as we have seen, both to 

formulate his own identity and to engage ethically with the world-at-large. In other 

words, his meta-mimetic narration exemplifies a particular sort of selfhood—a 

narrative identity that takes as its foundation the ethical, intersubjective complex of 

storytelling, of envisioning oneself-as-another through narrative. A character who 

once admitted to having „no attachments‟ and to having „believed in nothing,‟ Jeremy 

can now be seen to have taken, in fact, a significant, hermeneutic stand. In a naturally 

self-justifying manner, his narrative embodies both the configurative task of 

authorship and the refigurative task of a reader; implicitly, the narration in Black Dogs 

show us what narrative does, mimetically speaking, and also what it is for. That is to 

say, Jeremy‟s story usefully illustrates the mimetic processes by which we broaden 

the horizon of our subjective worlds, through narratives and through the eyes of 

others. It is, in the end, through such meta-mimetic practices, that Ian McEwan, as 

author, steadfastly asserts a primacy of imagination in the engagement between self 

and Other. By way of meta-mimetic illustration, he shows how such  „narrative 

understanding,‟ works to „liberate us from narcissistic interests without liquidating 

our identity,‟ and might also help to keep the black dogs at bay (Kearney 2002, 174).  
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 And this engagement, we can say is a transformative one. Through the process of mimesis—be it in 

the configurative work of the artist or in the refigurative work of reader—we are able to instantiate new 

awareness.  
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