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ABSTRACT

Murdoch considers herself a ‘Christian fellow-traveller’, ‘a kind of Platonist’ and a ‘sort of
Buddhist’, all of which summarise her spirit of writing very well. Iris Murdoch places a very serious
obligation on the artist to present reality to his’/her observers/readers. In almost all her philosophical articles,
books, and interviews, she expresses with great emphasis the task of art, especially prose literature, as a form
of education for moral development. In that sense, we can call her a moralist and a ‘philosophical’ novelist.
With her ‘Novels of the Good’ Iris Murdoch is inviting the reader for a ‘journey into the iris’, saying:

‘I am the Iris; come into me and see.’

The message of her novels is not of ‘philosophy’ but of everyday moral reality. In other words, reading
Murdochian novels is reading morals. This is the main argument in this study. The moral education
(preception) of the reader by Iris Murdoch is to ‘realise’ (receive) the ‘perception’ of the other--hence the
title of the thesis--through her ‘novels of character’. For Murdoch, appreciating a work of art is no different
than knowing another person(s). The good artist and the good person have, in that respect, the same moral
discipline. And this disciplined attention brings with it the true perception and clarity and morally right
behaviour. The reader has to attend with moral responsibility to the work of art because it is through
literature that s/he can enlarge his/her vision and inner space.

The thesis 1s divided into two main sections: the moral precepts and their exemplification as
concrete everyday examples in her novels themselves. The Introduction provides the ‘philosophical’ and
theoretical background for Murdoch’s ‘“Novels of the Good’. Included here i1s a dictionary of some of the
major ‘concepts’, or rather ‘precepts’ that Murdoch uses both in her novels and her philosophical articles and
books, in order to train her reader to gain ethical vision. Also included 1n this chapter 1s a section on reading
and readers through structuralist and reader-oriented theories in contrast to or comparison with Murdoch’s
conception/perception of the ‘reader’ mn her novels. Chapter I switches on the ‘machine’, Murdoch’s
‘camera-eye’ on the egoistic human ‘psyche’, which Murdoch likens to a machine. Chapter II discusses this
‘machine’ in close-up, that is through first-person narrative novels. Chapter III, which includes novels that
have philosophers at the centre, throws a ‘light’ on philosophy and everyday reality. Chapter IV explores the
importance of death in everyday life. However, although the chapters are divided under difterent titles, the
novels discussed in each chapter can be related to the rest as Murdoch discusses the same precepts
recurrently in different contexts which gives her novels the ‘serial’ characteristic. Each novel is part of the
reader’s pilgrimage to the Good to understand his/her limitations in the face of the contingent reality
represented in her fiction through free individual characters. To enter the Murdochland is to enter the cycle

of ‘arriving at not arriving’.
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PREFACE

In his dream the narrator in Lowes Dickinson’s book called The Meaning of Good

enters 1into a strange land. He says:

As I went , I presently became aware of what looked like high towers standing
along the margin of the stream. I say they looked like towers, but I should rather
have said they symbolized them; for they had no specific shape, round or square,
nor any definite substance or dimensions. They suggested rather, 1f I may say so,
the 1dea of verticality; and otherwise were as blank and void of form or colour as
everything else 1n this strange land. I made my way towards them along the bank;
and when I had come close under the first, I saw that there was a door 1n it, and
written over the door, in a language I cannot now recall, but which then I knew
that I had always known, an inscription whose sense was:

. 1
‘I am the Eye; come into me and see.’

A similar invitation 1s given to the reader to enter the Murdochland, where s/he will gain

anamnesis, that is ‘memory of what we did not know we knew.’> With her ‘Novels of the

Good’ Iris Murdoch is inviting the reader for a ‘journey into the ir1s’, saying:
‘I am the Iris; come into me and see.’

We all know Iris Murdoch’s Anglo-Irish origin; her boarding-school education in
Badminton School, Bristol; her university degree in Somerville College, Oxford; her two-
year civil service in the treasury during the Second World War; another two-year
humanitarian work in camps mainly in Belgium and Austria; her meeting with Jean Paul-
Sartre in Belgium; her philosophy teaching for many years at St. Anne’s College, Oxford,
her love of stones--as indeed any other animate and/or inanimate thing--, her dislike of TV,
which she likens to Plato’s cave, and so on. Murdoch considers herself a ‘Christian tellow-

traveller’, ‘a kind of Platonist’ and a ‘sort of Buddhist’, all of which summarise very well

' G. Lowes Dickinson, The Meaning of Good: A Dialogue, London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1921, p. 213.
* Bryan Magee, “Philosophy and Literature: Dialogue with Iris Murdoch,” Men of Ideas. Some Creators of
Contemporary Philosophy, London: BBC, 1978, p. 271. Hereafter cited as Magee.



her spirit of writing. Iris Murdoch places a very serious obligation on the artist to present
reality to his/her observers/readers. In almost all her philosophical articles, books, and
Interviews, she expresses with great emphasis the task of art, especially prose literature, as
a form of education for moral development. In that sense we can call her a moralist and a
‘philosophical’ novelist. We have to be careful, however, with the term ‘philosophical’
novelist. First of all, Murdoch is not a philosopher in the scientific sense of the word. In
fact, Murdoch rejects such scientific approaches to philosophy because, for her, philosophy
or metaphysics should be tied to morality and everyday life, that is, how to be moral and
good and see the world, whether it be a world of people, or of things, nature, ideas, or even
works of art. Secondly, Murdoch is against such categorisations as ‘philosophical’ or
‘feminist’, which narrows down the scope of criticism and interpretation as the reader/critic
would attempt to look at her work in search of such related issues. The message of her
novels 1s not “philosophy’ but everyday reality. She wants ‘nothing in fiction to be reduced
to or explained by anything else’, says Brian Appleyard, ‘Fiction needs to be as big and
messy as the human soul.””

Similarly, like Margaret Drabble® and A. S. Byatt, Murdoch does not want to be
categorised as a woman writer since ‘to separate women’s writing from the rest of literature
1S to invite marginalisation.’” In that sense, the reason Murdoch writes ‘like a man’ is, then,
because man’s perception signifies the “human condition’, whereas the feminist perception
1s just the female perspective. As a novelist, she belongs to the late eighteen-and nineteenth
century tradition, with no interest in the plotless stream of consciousness technique. This 1s
quite unlike Rebecca West, Katherine Mansfield, Virginia Woolf, Dorothy Richardson,
Gertrude Stein and Jean Rhys, who tried to voice the female consciousness, female
perspective and female experience. Murdoch’s philosophical stance and her traditional
approach to literature also separate her from her contemporary ‘women’ novelists, like Fay
Weldon, who has a psychoanalytical feminist approach or Angela Carter, who use fantasy,

myth, fairy-tale, magic and supernatural elements in her fiction. The main emphasis 1n their

* Brian Appleyard, “Paradox of All the Virtues,” The Times Saturday Review, 3 October 1992, p. 4.

Hereafter cited as Appleyard.
) Margaret Drabble says 1n an interview that the problem with being called a ‘woman’ or ‘feminist’ writer is

that ‘people tend not to notice anything else in one’s work at all. They seize only on the feminist issues’.
(Flora Alexander, Contemporary Women Novelists, London: Edward Amold, 1989, p. 25. Hereafter cited

as Alexander)
> Alexander, p. 34.



fiction is female sexuality. In Iris Murdoch, however, the focus 1s mainly moral/ethical
rather than psychological, magical, supernatural, or feminist. In her most comprehensive
book Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals Murdoch says, ‘Teaching art is teaching morals.’®
So 1s reading. In other words, reading literature, here Murdochian novels, is reading
morals. This 1s the main argument in this study. The moral education (preception) of the
reader by Iris Murdoch 1s to ‘realise’ (receive) the ‘perception’ of the other--hence the title
of this thesis--through her ‘novels of character’. For Murdoch, appreciating a work of art is
no difterent than knowing another person/persons. The good artist and the good man have,
in that respect, the same moral discipline. And this disciplined attention brings with it the
true perception and clarity and morally right behaviour. The reader has to attend with
moral responsibility to the work of art because 1t 1s through literature that s/he can enlarge
his/her vision and inner space. At this point, I should point out that Murdoch 1s not a high-
minded, grave or dogmatic moralist; on the contrary, she is a playful and quite funny
novelist who likes to play games and jokes on her readers as well as characters. And 1t 1s
this comic aspect 1n her novels--which Murdoch finds lacking i1n Sartre--that relates her
philosophical concerns to everyday life. In her philosophical article, “The Novelist as
Metaphysician’ she describes Sartre’s literary works as having a ‘strictly didactic
purpose,”’ meaning that his sole concern is to present his philosophical ideas (Emphasis
Added).

This thesis is divided into two main sections: the moral precepts’ and their
exemplification as concrete everyday examples in her novels themselves. The Introduction
part provides the ‘philosophical’ and theoretical background for Murdoch’s “Novels of the
Good’. Included here 1s a dictionary of some of the major ‘concepts’, or rather “precepts’
that Murdoch uses both in her novels and her philosophical articles and books, such as
Sartre, Romantic Rationalist (1953), The Sovereignty of Good (1970), The Fire and the
Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists (1977) and Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (1992),
1in order to train her reader to gain ethical vision. For reasons of clarity, I will discuss the

precepts in the form of a dictionary which is prepared not in an alphabetical order but 1n

® Iris Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, London: Penguin, 1993. p. 322. Hereafter cited as
Metaphysics.

" The Listener, Volume 43, No 1103, 16 March 1950, p. 473.

* In ‘Against Dryness’ (Encounter, Volume 16, No 1, January 1961, p. 16), Murdoch says, ‘We live in a
scientific and anti-metaphysical age in which the dogmas, images, and precepts of religion have lost much of
their power’ (Emphasis Added).



points of relatedness. Also included in this chapter is a section on reading and readers
through structuralist and reader-oriented theories in contrast to or comparison with
Murdoch’s conception/perception of the ‘reader’ in her novels. As a reader, I will start my
‘pilgrimage’ from Bruno’s Dream (1969) and finish it with Jackson’s Dilemma (1995).
The reason I begin from where 1 do is that first of all, the publication date of Bruno'’s
Dream, 1969, coincides quite meaningfully for me with the year I was born and hence the
start of my own pilgrimage. Secondly, the earlier novels are studied more thoroughly than
the later ones. Most important of all is that, the later ones are more open and loose.
Murdoch calls her earlier novels ‘crystalline’ novels, in which myth presides over the
character. Her later novels are greater in length and also abound in many different
characters. In an interview with Jeffrey Meyers, she says, ¢ I think my later books are better
than my earlier books. Of course every writer wants to think this, nobody wants to think
it’s all been downhill! I think the later books are better, and I think they started getting
better round about the stage of The Nice and the Good and A Word Child’.’ Chapter I ,
Bruno's Dream and A Fairly Honourable Defeat (1970), switches on the ‘machine’,
Murdoch’s ‘camera-eye’ on the egoistic human ‘psyche’, which Murdoch likens to a
machine. Chapter II discusses this ‘machine’ in close-up, that is through first-person
narrative novels, The Black Prince (1973), A Word Child (1975) and The Sea, The Sea
(1978). Chapter III, which includes novels that have philosophers at the centre--The
Philosopher’s Pupil (1983), The Good Apprentice (1985) and The Message to the Planet
(1989), throws a light on philosophy and everyday reality. Chapter IV explores the
importance of death in everyday life with The Green Knight (1993) and sadly her latest
novel Jackson’s Dilemma' (1995). However, although the chapters are divided under
different titles, the novels discussed in each chapter can be related to the rest as Murdoch
discusses the same precepts recurrently in different contexts which gives her novels the
‘serial’ characteristic. Each novel 1s part of the reader’s pilgrimage to the Good to

understand his/her limitations in the face of the contingent reality represented in her fiction

through free individual characters.

? Jeffrey Meyers, ‘An Interview with Iris Murdoch’, Denver Quarterly, Volume 26/1, Summer 1991, pp.
108-109. Hereafter cited as Meyers.
'® For the last year Iris Murdoch has been suffering from Alzheimer disease, which has unfortunately caused

her to stop writing.



John Bunyan’s introductory comment in the Apology to The Pilgrim’s Progress
can also be applied to what is expected of the reader in Murdoch’s novels. It i1s quite

significant that each of the questions asked in the second passage retfers to the chapters that

will discuss her novels in the following pages. Bunyan says:

This Book will make a Traveller of thee,
[f by its Counsel thou wilt rule be;
It will direct thee to the Holy Land,

If thou wilt 1ts directions understand:

This Book 1s writ in such a Dialect
As may the minds of listless men aftect:
[t seems a Novelty, and yet contains

Nothing but sound and honest Gospel-strains.

Would'st thou be in a Dream, and yet not sleep? [Bruno’s Dream]

Or would'st thou in a moment Laugh and Weep?

Wouldest thou loose thy self, and catch no harm, [Death in Life]

And find thy self again without a charm?

Would'st read thy self, and read thou know'st not what; [His Majesty the Ego]
And yet know whether thou art blest or not,

By reading the same lines? O then come hither,

And lay my Book, thy Head and Heart together.lI [The Metaphysics of Life}
(Emphasis Added)

' John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, Oxford: Oxford UP, 1984, pp. 6-7.



INTRODUCTION

A MURDOCHIAN DICTIONARY OF GOOD AS A GUIDE TO MORALS AND
HER NOVELS

What Murdoch would like to see done both in philosophy and literature is what she
calls a "general loss of concepts, the loss of a moral and political vocabulary.” Murdoch
feels 1t obligatory to reintroduce certain concepts which today are either regarded

metaphysical or totally ignored, like ‘love’. In ‘Vision and Choice in Morality,’ she says,

It may be said, that a moral attitude which lays emphasis on ambiguity and
paradox 1s not for everyday consumption. There are, however, moments when
situations are unclear and what is needed is not a renewed attempt to specify the
facts, but a fresh vision which may be derived from a ‘story’ or from some
sustaining concept which is able to deal with what is obstinately obscure, and
represents a “‘mode of understanding’ of an alternative type. Such concepts are, of
course, not necessarily recondite or sophisticated; “hope’ and ‘love’ are the names

of two of them.’

This 1s, 1n other words, a dictionary of art and ethics because contemplation of art and
nature 1s a sort of spiritual training in morals. Murdoch in her article “On ‘God’ and
‘Good’” says, ‘it 1s from these two areas, art and ethics, that we must hope to generate
concepts worthy, and also able to guide and check the increasing power of science’.” The
explanation of the ‘concepts’ that we will come across frequently in Murdoch will be quite
simple and repetitive because life 1s simple and repetitive. Murdoch teels that some simple
and obvious facts/concepts--like love, good, freedom, morality, philosophy, metaphysics,
and so on--, because they have been ‘theorized away’ by scientist philosophers, need new
and simple moral vocabularies. In this dictionary we will see that sometimes she totally
changes the meaning and creates a new vocabulary and sometimes she keeps some
concepts like duty and will nearer to their original sense. These conceptual problems are

necessary to clarify at the outset because they help the building of a picture, a character,

everyday life and morality in the reader's eyes.

' Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volume 30, 1956, p. 51.
* The Sovereignty of Good, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970, p. 76.



Metaphysics

For Murdoch, metaphysics is a combination of ‘ordinary observation with an
appeal to moral attitude’® (Emphasis Added). However, generally people consider
metaphysics as an intellectual thought that deals with ‘higher truths’ and abstractions. The
ideal traditional metaphysician is considered more like a scientist, who 1s anxious to show
that things that we see are absolutely not what they seem. He is keen on raising dust in
order to obscure and confuse the ordinary man. For him metaphysics can explain the main
questions about the world by analysing the concepts in solitude, i.e. in their minds rather
than with empirical evidence or everyday experiences. Murdoch rejects such scientific
approaches to philosophy and, like Plato, tries to bring metaphysics down to earth from
those high abstractions and apply it to the life around us. She 1s 1nterested in ‘[hjow do the
generalisations of philosophers connect with what I am doing in my day-to-day and
moment-to-moment pilgrimage, [in short] how can metaphysics be a guide to morals?’* or
to life as such and make us see what 1s already there but which has remained unseen. In
short, she believes that it is the concern of metaphysics to clarify rather than justify, as for
instance, one cannot ask ‘Ought we to sympathise?’” Sympathy, which is a virtue, comes

with just perception and the feeling of love not with logical argument.

Philosophy

Etymologically, the word philosophy means ‘the love of wisdom’. However,
according to Murdoch, in contemporary philosophy and in everyday life the term ° love’ 1s
rarely mentioned now by philosophers. Philosophy, which 1s a love of learning and seeing
truth® and virtue, brings goodness in the face of contingency, the beauty of formlessness
and the individuality of things in life. In that sense, the term ‘philosophy’ 1s not something
to be scared of by the common reader because by ‘philosophy’ Murdoch means simply
the love of life itself, to be aware of the ordinary details of reality and to respect them as

such. In short, what philosophy does 1s to open our eyes and see. Philosophy, tor Murdoch,

? Metaphysics, p.511.

* Metaphysics, p. 146.

> Metaphysics, p. 64.

° Socrates in Plato’s Republic describes the term ‘true philosophers’ as ‘Those who love to see the truth’.
These three words, ‘love’, ‘see’, and ‘truth’ also form the germs of Murdoch’s moral philosophy and fiction.
(The Republic, A.D. Lindsay, trans., London: J. M. Dent, 1976, p. 169.)



1s moral philosophy because it is a ‘work for the human spirit’, to awaken the ordinary
person 1nto an attentive, joyful and just observation of even the minutest details that have
remained hidden behind all sorts of nets that we build over them i1n our everyday lives.
Philosophy is not a search for grand and abstract wisdom in a ‘metaphysically cut-off,
never-never land’. The following story about Thales told by Socrates 1n Plato's Theaetetus

explains this clearly:

[Thales] was looking upwards 1n the course of his astronomical
investigations, and fell into a pothole, and a Thracian serving-girl with a nice
sense of humour teased him for being concerned with knowing about what was up
in the sky and not noticing what was right in front of him at his feet....You see, it
really 1s the case that he doesn't notice his next-door neighbour: it's not just that
he doesn't notice what his neighbour up to; he almost isn't aware whether his
neighbour 1s a human being or some other creature.’

For Murdoch also this 1s the problem with present-day philosophers, who are supposed to
clarify and write about what 1s obvious in human life in non-theorised, non-jargonised and
just ordinary language.

[f we look at Ludwig Wittgenstein, who has also influenced Murdoch’s ideas on
philosophy, he believes that philosophical investigations have become deep, conceptual
investigations and linguistic analysis rather than description of lucid and simple everyday
reality. Wittgenstein does not relate philosophy to thinking ‘with our heads or in our
heads’®--which leads to solipsism and darkness--but to lucidity, perceptiveness, clear vision
and contingency. Hence, rather than ‘knowing his way about’, the philosopher should first

‘see and walk his way about’, as the above story illustrates very well. Wittgenstein defines

today's philosophy as a process of thinking ‘chewed and digested’” inside the completely
enclosed space of the head. This conceptualisation and theorising, which though they may
seem quite necessary, in fact divide people from the real object of theoretical attention. In
other words, the reality is concealed by such ‘metaphysical ladders of the philosophers’"
that climb up the misty mountains. This type of ladder is very unlike Wittgenstein's 1dea ot

a ‘ladder’, which 1s intended to be thrown away after the reader has ‘climbed out through

" Theaetetus, Robin A. H. Waterfield, trans., Middlesex: Penguin, 1987, 174a-b.
8 Zettel. G. E. M. Anscombe, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1967. 605.

> Ibid., 606-607.

'Y The Sovereignty of Good, p. 69.



them, on them, over them’!! to the Good because it is over there, above the net that he sees
the world rightly. That explains also why for Wittgenstein, philosophy 1s an activity
because to see the world rightly needs the ‘activity’ of the philosopher as well as the
reader, as s/he himself should do the ‘climbing’ over the ladder and see. And since
everything there upon the ladder lies open to view under the light of the sun, there is
nothing to explain but to ‘see’. In that sense, the scope of philosophy i1s everything in life:
love, reality, vision, consciousness, perception, freedom, contingency and so forth.

s12

Philosophy 1s ‘an opticised thought’ “, says Martin Buber, who i1s also influenced by Plato.

Buber argues that ‘European philosophy has tended to picture spirituality as a looking
upward, rather than as a movement or making of contact here below.”"”

As opposed to the Zen Buddhist who begins his journey of philosophy with rivers
and mountains and then doubts rivers and mountains only to return back to rivers and
mountains'© again in the end, modern philosophers are still at the stage of doubting the
rivers and mountains because of the dust in their eyes, metaphorically speaking. As Bishop
Berkeley says, ‘we have first raised a dust and then complain we cannot see’'> what is right
in front of our eyes. We have come to take ‘simple’ ordinary things in our lives so much
for granted and are inclined to think of them as something which are just ‘there’, like the
facts of nature which are given and there. In short, we have been habitualized, which has
blinded and blunted our sights. Now we have to develop ‘virtuous habits.’'® For example,

we have to try to unlearn the habit of not perceiving the ordinary things in the world and

go back to the rivers and mountains--to that which 1s original and crystal clear.

Buddhism/Zen Buddhism

Murdoch has called herself a ‘sort of Buddhist’'’, or rather a ‘Christian Buddhist’.
She combines Buddhism with Christianity because she believes that Buddhism can save
the traditional dogmatic religion from its myths and dogmas and brings it more to the

everyday life of the believer. In an interview with Jeffrey Meyers, she says, ‘I thought of

"" Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1922, 6.54.
12 Metaphysics, p. 146.

° Ibid,, p. 461.

" Ibid., p.189.

> E. R. Emmet, Learning to Philosophise, London: Longmans, 1964. p. 38.

'° Ibid., p.218.

'"" Michael Bellamy, ‘An Interview with Iris Murdoch’, Contemporary Literature, Volume 18, 1977, p.
134. Hereafter cited as Bellamy.
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becoming a Buddhist, but I'm really a Christian Buddhist. I see no reason to lose my
Christianity ...."'* Murdoch uses Buddhism, particularly Zen Buddhism, as another means
to get at the Good in her works and in real life. The following Zen koan illustrates this

stmilarity between Zen and Plato’s emphasis on vision as knowledge:

The servant asks me
1ts deepest
meaning:
Smiling, I point outside
the silk-curtained window
---the autumn moon."”

Here the silk curtain symbolizes the elaborate concepts and fantasies that hide the autumn
moon, the reality--Plato's Sun. Zen is not a philosophy or a religion; it is simply ‘a way of
life’, rather than a philosophy about life. The aim is to supply the person with ‘a third

e’®’, to awaken us from our habitual, passive, illusory and concept-ridden everyday life.

Cy
We need to change the way we look at things with our third eye, which is not, as Christmas
Humphreys puts it, ‘between or above the two eyes--the two eyes are the third eye.’*' In
that sense, with Zen we do not see something different, but that we see it differently, in a
seltless awareness and consciousness. This i1s the enlightenment, the ‘satori’ to be gained in
Zen. Sator1 means discovering the suchness, the ‘thereness’ of life and the natural world in
every tiny moment of our personal experience. Zen thinkers believe that Zen i1s not an
escape from but a joyful and voluntary escape info the ordinary life itself.

To gain this enlightenment some of the practical methods used in Zen are the
koans and za-zen. A koan 1s a word or a phrase which is impossible to so/ve by the intellect
or logic but by ‘directly appealing to the facts of personal experience.’* It is to think with
the lower part of the body rather than the upper part , that 1s the head. The purpose of

koan, Murdoch describes, 1s “to break the networks not only of causal thinking and feeling

but also of accustomed intellectual thinking, to break the 'natural standpoint' and the

'8 Meyers, p. 110.
" Soiku Shigematsu, A Zen Forest: Sayings of the Masters, Tokyo: Weatherhill, 1981, p. 44. Hereafter

cited as Shigematsu.
**D. T. Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism, London: Rider, 1970, p. 269. Hereafter cited as Suzuki.

*! Christmas Humphreys, Zen Buddhism, London: George Allen and Unwin, 1976, p. 100. Hereafter cited

as Humphreys.
** Suzuki, p. 18.
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natural ego-producing thereby a selfless (pure, good) consciousness’*> (Emphasis Added).
And to this end, the Zen masters ask unanswerable questions which make “fun of logic and
metaphysics ... [turning] orthodox philosophy upside down 1n order to make 1t look
absurd.”** The answer lies in the daily practice of life, not in logic or philosophy or

language. As a Zen koan says:

Ordinary mind

is the way.”

Zen also sees life as a spiritual pilgrimage from appearance to reality, from the
‘mind-moon’ to the autumn moon. And according to Zen, in one's spiritual pilgrimage
everything is ‘finger that points to the moon.’*® Here the use of finger indicates silent
awakening. One has to be very careful, however; because although a finger (words) is

needed to point to the moon/sun, one should not take the finger tor the moon like the fire

for the sun. Otherwise, as the koan says:

A piece of dust
1n the eye:

[1lusory tlowers
dance wildly*’

The fingers pointing to the moon/sun can be compared to a ladder, in that sense. That 1s,
they could be used as a ladder to be climbed with naked hands--by personal direct
experience or at first-hand--from the abstract to the concrete, from oppression to freedom,
from blindness to sight, from illusion to reality, or from habitualization to rediscovery.
This ladder is also similar to Wittgenstein's ladder mentioned above that leads to the re-
discovery of a ‘new’ world hitherto concealed and thus unperceived in the confusion of
conceptual, egotistical, selt-consoling fantasies.

One other ‘silent’ technique to gain enlightenment is Za-zen or ‘sitting zen’, which

is simply meditation. Murdoch explains this as ‘A discipline of meditation wherein the

* Metaphysics, p. 244.
* Humpbhreys, p. 15.
2 Shigematsu, p. 109.
** Ibid., p. 3.

?7 Ibid., p. 36.
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mind is alert but emptied of self enables this form of awareness.”*® It is, in other words,
attention without thinking about seeing it. It is not, as mistakenly believed, meditation with
one's eyes closed, metaphorically speaking, to the world but with eyes open and attentive.
The fact that both Plato and the Zen thinkers chose to enlighten the way by either the sun
or the moon emphasizes the predominance of sight in attaining moral goodness because
both find a kind of relation between goodness and a desire for just and true understanding.
Another major form of instruction in Zen 1s through art. Zen art 1s simple and often
deliberately incomplete. It 1s not grand because it tries to portray the ‘small contingent
details of ordinary life and the natural world,”” such as leaves, pieces of paper, tiny
gestures, tiny stones, pebbles and so on. This requires, naturally, not only tremendous
patience and discipline but also love and care as well both on the part of the Zen painter
and of the spectator/student. Zen art 1s seemingly unfinished because it tries to catch the
moment still in progress. In short, Zen 1s a ‘new vision’ with the old eyes devoid of their
habitual consciousness; it 1s to sit quietly in everyday life just for a while and hence to
orient ourselves once again to the present moment, here and now, rather than there and

then.

Morality

Murdoch, being a Platonist, considers morality central and fundamental in human
life because it confers the everyday daily relationship between people. As with all the other
concepts that Murdoch relates to the Good, morality 1s also ‘perception’. This 1s quite
unlike some of the moral philosophers like Kant and Hegel, who define morality as action.
For them, morality is related to the will of the doer who becomes the centre that imposes
order and his own ‘sincere’ values upon the other people around him. According to Kant's
moral philosophy, a moral person 1s ‘free’ and rational in the sense that he has the power
and the will to act and to choose . Not very different from Kant, Hegel also sees virtue as
freedom, by which he means °“selt-knowledge’. For Murdoch, virtue/morality 1s knowledge
but not self-knowledge. It 1s the knowledge of the other that expands the space and air and

light in the consciousness of the person. She says in ‘The Sublime and the Beautiful

Revisited’:

*® Metaphysics, p.245.
* Ibid., p.244.
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Virtue is not essentially or immediately concerned with choosing between
actions or rules or reasons, nor with stripping the personality for a leap. It is
concerned with really apprehending that other people exist. This too is what
freedom really is....Virtue is in this sense to be construed as knowledge, and
connects us so with reality. The Kantians were wrong to exclude knowledge from
virtue and the Hegelians were wrong to make virtue into a self-knowledge which
exclude others.”

Hence what a moral person needs to have 1s not a narrow and dark ‘logical space’ that
suffocates the others but an ‘inner space’ that is large and varied enough to make the others
feel calm and free by his/her presence.

The desire to see truly and justly the others with patience and tolerance is an
exercise of virtue because clear vision brings with 1t insight, lucidity, clarity,
enlightenment, truth, knowledge, love and moral goodness. In short, Murdoch, influenced
by Simone Welil, sees morality as a matter of “attention’ and not of will. However, it is
important not to confuse the attention to celestial, metaphysically cut-off things with real
attention to the minute everyday ordinary simple details in life. Morality 1s a matter of

attention to the ditficulty and complexity of the moral life and the contingency of persons

as separate and odd individuals. In that sense, morality teaches us how to live with others

now 1n our immediate present.
Murdoch places attention rather than action primarily at the initial stage because

true vision will automatically bring with it right action without the obligation of making a

choice. She says:

Of course morality is action, not just looking (admiring), but the light of truth and
knowledge should be falling upon theBPath of the agent. For better or worse we

look, we see something, before we act.

In that sense, morality cannot be a matter of ethics because 1t does not involve a set of
duties to be performed not by heart, but by mind. Morality originates first in love, as does
everything in the Murdochian Dictionary. Because of the loss of religion in the
scientifically-minded age, Murdoch thinks that the loss of morality would be unthinkable

for humanity. In other words, she maintains that metaphysics and not religion can be a

*% Iris Murdoch, ‘The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited’, Yale Review, Volume 49, December 1960, p.

269-270.
% Metaphysics, p. 461.
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guide to a good moral life, as it is, first of all, love, a loving gaze, respect, tolerance,
knowledge, reality, freedom that comes with them all, detachment but not in the sense of
indifference but a detachment from the self, a desire for just and true understanding,
consciousness of the multiplicity and individuality and contingency of the whole creation

including the human beings, plants, animals, trees, stones, and so forth.

Reality

For Murdoch, reality 1s incomplete, accidental, messy, formless, and mysterious. It
1s to be outside the seltf so as to realize the inexhaustibility and incomprehensibility of
every little thing in life. She says in “On ‘God’ and ‘Good’”, ‘Reality 1s the great surprising
variety of the world.”>* But the common mistake of people, including the philosophers, the
ordinary people and the artists, 1s to have a tendency to dig down or to look above the
surface to see some deeper or higher truth. Reality 1s here and now 1n the present, not in
‘some metaphysically cut-off never never land.’”> What people need to perceive reality is
‘“freedom’. This 1s not freedom as ‘self-independence’ or the power to will. It 1s freedom as
detachment from the self and the domination of science, and attend to the mysterious,
incomprehensible present with love, delight and surprise. Human beings have a desire, a
temptation to escape from the vast, formless, varied, accidental and hence threatening
world into their self-consoling, self-deifying caves, into the order of form, 1solation and
mediocre art. Murdoch tries to show in her works the beauty, the love, freedom, and the
experience of morality in touch with this vast richness, this multiplicity, this chaos and the
contingency of reality. Even a very good man, for Murdoch, may be “infinitely eccentric,
but he must know certain things about his surroundings, most obviously the existence of

234

other people and their claims.’” Seeking and finding this reality 1s a moral virtue.

Contingency/Accident

Contingency 1s to see and accept what is here and there as separate beings. It 1s
acceptance and showing tolerance to the messy, endless, complex, vast, free, formless,
separate, ambiguous, varied and incomprehensible reality as such. Murdoch argues that

32

The Sovereignty of Good, p. 66.
> Magee, p.284.
" The Sovereignty of Good, p. 59.
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there is a tendency in man to fear the contingency of other people and things 1n life, which
brings with it a desire to wear a veil of fantasies in order to protect the self from that other.
But as Murdoch says: ‘What is feared is history, real beings, and real change, whatever is
contingent, messy, boundless, infinitely particular, and endlessly still to be explained.””
Instead of fear, one ought to feel pleasure, admiration and respect in seeing all this
formlessness, particularity and incomprehensibility towards things other than oneself. The
recognition of the differences of the other 1s a sign of moral virtue and goodness.
Contingency 1s destructive of myth and fantasy and opens the way to the Good. Life 1s
accidental, chancy. Life has 1ts own way of confusing us. This 1s where 1ts beauty and
mystery lies. According to Murdoch, the literary work, especially the novel, 1s the best
place to show the contingency and accidentalness™ of people and life to the reader. In that
sense, she believes that Shakespeare 1s one of the few artists who manage to present his
characters as free and eccentric individuals. In a good novel the reader can see many
individual characters and situations depicted as opaque, messy, eccentric, different,
incomprehensible, contingent, formless and separate from him/her. And contingency 1s the

acceptance of such degrees of freedom.

Love

Love, for Murdoch, 1s a central concept/precept in morals. All the other concepts in
her dictionary depend on love. However, she argues that love 1n today's philosophy as well
as in real life 1s either forgotten or considered too banal to talk about. Now freedom,
mainly the free will is the concern of philosophy. For Murdoch, ‘love’” should be once
again brought back to the concern of moral philosophy, as she herself does in her
philosophical writings and novels. One can see love 1n all the details of creation. True
love 1s in a way the base over which all the other concepts in the dictionary pile up one
after another, like Love = Real = Good. The reader shouldn't, however, confuse true love
with romantic love because generally human love is very selfish and possessive and

violent. True love, however, 1s attention, which is the key word in Murdoch's philosophy.

> *The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited’, p. 260.

*® In fact, we can say that accident is one of the major characters in her novels. A good example is An
Accidental Man. A lot of accidents befall around Austin Gibson Grey; his first wife accidentally dies falling
off a rock; he accidentally runs over a little girl and kills her; he then quite accidentally damages the head of
the girl’s step-father by hitting him with the metal side of a file and his second wife accidentally gets
electrocuted while having a bath.
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Love is the respect, pleasure and desire to attend to the other. It is to set free, to love in the
open air with light and a lot of sunshine and beauty. To be able to love is a virtue because
it brings good spiritual change and consciousness. It 1s also freedom and thus the highest
morality because it liberates us from our selfish, egotistic personal tantasies. With the help

of true love which is justice, tolerance, and really looking, one can find the right answer to

his/her moral dilemmas, such as:

Should a retarded child be kept at home or sent to an institution? Should an
elderly-relation who is a trouble-maker be cared for or asked to go away? Should
an unhappy marriage be continued for the sake of children?”’

In fact, these are more or less some of the moral questions that Murdoch tries to address in
her fiction.

Love 1s also the essence of art because the writer 1s required to create all his/her
characters of love equally with freedom, justice, contingency and detail. In this way, s/he
can make the reader also look at his/her characters with love and respect for their different
personalities. Love 1n art brings moral improvement 1n the reader. What Henry James says
of Balzac and his characters explains Murdoch's own argument clearly: ‘Balzac did not
love these people because he knew them, he knew them because he loved them.’”
Imagination 1s the word that comes with true love because love, for Murdoch, is the

‘imaginative recognition of, that is respect for, the otherness.””” Love, in other words, is an

exercise of the imagination to understand the other.

Imagination

Imagination is very important in Murdoch because 1t 1s “gap-filling’. In that sense,
‘truth-seeking creative imagination’ as opposed to the egoistic fantasy imagination 1s a
virtue to be attained. The former 1s a spontaneous and free movement of the human soul to
‘visualise’ the beauty, truth, strangeness, formlessness and eternity of things and people.

Murdoch says in Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals:

" The Sovereignty of Good, p. 91.
3 “The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited’, p. 270.

*> The Sovereignty of Good, p. 52.
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The imagination is an exercise of freedom. We look at clouds and stoves, we
construct pictures in our minds. In our experience of beauty in art or nature
imagination is free to discern conceptless forms, it plays or frolics with the
understanding without being governed by empirical concepts.‘40

Murdoch here moves from the free play of imagination in nature to the free play of
imagination in art both on the part of the artist and the spectator/reader. Imagination 1is
truthful vision. Fancy or fantasy, on the other hand, 1s a danger to reality, freedom and
love; 1t 1s delusion, self-consolation, a veil wrapped around the soul and the eye to shut oft
any understanding. George Eliot, for instance, defines fantasies in Daniel Deronda as ‘dark
rays doing their work invisibly in the broad light.”*' In short, the moral effort involved

when using one's imagination to understand the other is nothing but love itself.

Knowledge

Murdoch argues that the fundamental ‘moral teaching concerns knowledge and
truth.’** Knowledge is pure consciousness of the present moment of the individual rather
than the knowledge of grand or abstract concepts defined in books that leads to solitary
thinking rather than a face-to-face interaction with life itself, an experience. Experience 1s
consciousness. For Murdoch, we have enough definitions and theories already; the
practice or the exercise itself 1s missing. By knowledge, she does not mean a quasi-
scientific, book™ knowledge of the ordinary world. It is, rather, a knowledge of life,
ordinary life, as it is. Knowledge is not direct explanation. Plato in Theaetetus defines

knowledge as ‘perception’* but not just perception. It involves just and truthful seeing.

* Metaphysics, pp. 310-311.

*I Laurence Lerner, The Truth-Tellers: Jane Austen, George Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, London: Chatto and
Windus, 1967, p. 75.

> Metaphysics, p. 462.

* In The Book and the Brotherhood Murdoch expresses explicitly this idea of animate or inanimate things
from nature representing in reality the ‘book of knowledge’. There Gerard Hernshaw decides to write a
review of David Crimmond’s philosophical book. However, in his dream towards the end of the novel, he
sees an angel in the form of a ‘great grey parrot with loving clever eyes and the parrot perched upon the book
and spread out its grey and scarlet wings and the parrot was the book’ (London: Chatto and Windus, 1987, p.
585). This image symbolizes first of all the ‘parrot knowledge’ that people obtain from other philosophical or
scientific books. Secondly, it once again proves that instead of intellectual, high-minded and scientific
knowledge, Murdoch advocates concrete everyday reality or scenes from nature. In other words, the word
itself is not just the book, but the parrot, the snail, the fly, the spider, the mouse, the dog, everything and
anything around us that demand our loving attention is the book.

* Theaetetus, 151e.
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Knowledge then becomes a moral concept because knowledge, clear perception, truth,
justice, love and moral development/moral goodness are internally bound together.
Knowledge is attention not to one's inner feelings and desires. For selt-knowledge is a false
virtue; 1t 1s delusive because it 1s egoism. Knowledge 1s a desire to learn the daily living,
the minute details, the contingency of others. Knowledge, in short, 1s both vision and

action together because a good desire to learn and see truly brings with it the right action.

Freedom/Will

Freedom, contrary to what some modern philosophers, such as Kant and Hegel,
think 1s "not strictly the exercise of the will, but rather the experience of accurate vision
which, when this becomes appropriate, occasions right action.’* Freedom is thus very
much related to love because it involves seeing, understanding and respecting things other
than ourselves. Like Simone Weil, Murdoch also believes that freedom i1s humility and

4 rather than resolution to choose and act. Human beings want to

‘obedience to reality
enforce their will and self-consolatory forms upon other individuals, animals and the world
and then mistakenly believe that ‘what resists our apprehension...[1s] what resists our
will.”*"  For Murdoch, freedom comes with responsibility rather than imposing power,
which 1s what her mediocre characters are trying to do in her novels. Freedom 1s
detachment from the selt and the will; that means, 1t 1s freedom from fantasy. Freedom 1s
attention to What is other than the self. It is not just to be ‘independent-minded.”*® Freedom
1s not choice because together with love, freedom as detachment, obedience and attention
to truth with moral discipline, when the moment of choice and action comes, Murdoch

+49

argues, ‘the quality of attention has probably determined the nature of the act.”” Freedom

as obedience 1s, 1n short, a virtue , a moral improvement towards the good.

Good

All the concepts 1in the Murdochian Dictionary are interrelated and they lead to the

Good. In other words, Good as the sovereign concept, as the ultimate light that illuminates

Y The Sovereignty of Good, p. 67.

‘® The Sovereignty of Good, p. 41.

" Metaphysics. p. 59.

** “The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited’, p. 262.
¥ The Sovereignty of Good, p. 67.
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the world gathers all the other concepts under its light. To be good 1s then to have all these
virtues. And as Murdoch says in The Fire and the Sun, “The light of the Good makes
knowledge possible and also life.””" Like art, morality, freedom, love, and so on, Good is
also 1nsight mainly because i1t symbolizes Plato's Sun that illuminates and throws light
upon the dark. However, there are false easy-to-look-at suns that people create , such as the
fire. Fire 1s an enemy to the sun because 1t distorts reality and mesmerizes people by its
intense heat and the total darkness, just 1lluminating the small circle of the sitter-by and
hence leading to the deification of the ego. For Murdoch, the self illuminated by the fire 1s
a cosy place of illusion. The sun 1s a form of Good as 1t 1lluminates everything around and
makes the person see and respond to the unself, to the real world 1n the light of the Good.
It 1s very difficult to look at the sun, especially the center of the sun. This can mean that 1t
is difficult to reach the good and to be totally good because human nature is naturally
selfish. However, for Murdoch this should not put us off or scare us. Our efforts are moral
endeavour. It may look difficult but it is not impossible. It may even take a life long. But
we should not forget that good is also in these endeavours. The effort shown i1s a virtue.

Murdoch explains the Good using the Ontological Argument. According to this
argument , God exists necessarily. And we can see God's existence in all the details 1n the
world and in ourselves. And for Murdoch Good can also be explained 1n a similar way:
Good exists necessarily and as such. And we are to love and do Good for nothing in return
because the thing is to be good for nothing. That 1s what purifies, clarifies and liberates the
self. Good in that sense is not duty in the ordinary sense of the word, which 1s a “formal
obligation’ like trying to smile because one feels that s’/he ought to smile out of politeness
or because s/he promised to help someone rather than doing this ‘by heart’. About this
difference between duty and good Murdoch says, ‘I would rather keep the concept of duty
nearer to its ordinary sense as something fairly strict, recognisable, intermittent, so that we
can say that there may be time off from the call of duty, but no time oft trom the demand
of good.”' In a good man, Murdoch says, duties are more like virtuous habits.

Although, good is non-representable and undefinable, people can sense where the
good lies because good has a purifying magnetic force. For Murdoch, we do not need any

theories to explain to us what good 1s because all those theories that we have created so far

> The Fire and the Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977, p. 3.
>! Metaphysics, p. 482.
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are enough for the practice now. Now is the time of perception, awareness, consclousness
and experience. Now is the time to be good and to do good rather than to read about good--
which 1s what her philosopher characters are doing in her novels. And to be good is to be
liberated from the selfish fantasies, imagine the need and suffering of other people, love

unselfishly, and have a lucid and just vision.

Beauty

According to Murdoch, the contemplation and appreciation of beauty both in nature
and 1n art 1s a virtue because it causes awareness, detachment and unselfish attention.
Beauty, for her, 1s then another form of goodness that evokes unsentimental contemplation,
unselfish attention towards all the details in life, whether a water drop, a dried leaf, a
human being, a bunch of clouds, a piece of rock or stone, a kettle, a glow-worm, a snail and
so on. Murdoch argues that though pure beauty has no moral message, ‘The appreciation of
beauty 1n art or nature is ... a completely adequate entry into the good life, since it is the
checking of selfishness in the interest of seeing the real’>* with joy and delight. The
spectator just needs to attend to the things which are seen. Murdoch most of the time tries
to clarify her arguments with examples from everyday life. In The Sovereignty of Good, tor
instance, she gives an example state of the self-forgetful pleasure taken i1n  the
contemplation of beauty as a sheer pointless independent existence of the whole creation--
animals, birds, stones, flowers, trees, stars, and so on. She says that 1f she 1s 1n an anxious
and resentful state of mind, unaware of the things in her surroundings, thinking, for
instance, of an insult done to her prestige, then she looks out of the window and suddenly
observes a hovering kestrel. And suddenly her resentful mood disappears and now only the

kestrel” matters. People can also give this self-therapeutic attention to nature deliberately
in order to clean their minds full of selfish worries.

Beauty as a moral virtue, according to Murdoch, symbolizes morality because it 1s
apprehended by the most clearest of our senses, which 1s sight. And, as we know, sight,
since Plato, 1s the good itself. The feeling of sublimity, on the other hand, is a thrilling and

frightening apprehension of the vastness, the boundlessness and the contingency of nature.

>? The Sovereignty of Good, pp. 64-65.
> Ibid., p. 84. Her novels abound with such scenes from nature that have therapeutic effect upon the human

spirit. For instance, the animosity between the step-brothers, Luca and David, in The Sacred and Profane
Love Machine, abates when Luca calls his brother to have a look at a glow-worm together.
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For Kant, the experience of the sublime has got nothing to do with art; 1t 1s a spiritual
experience, an experience of will and freedom. Kant finds the sublime upsetting because it
reminds man of his/her insignificance and his/her powerlessness confronted with some vast
formless and endless prospects of nature, such as waterfalls, mountains, volcanoes, oceans,
starry heavens, and so on. As a result, he separates the sublime from all forms of beauty
which are for him, self-contained and manageable. However, for Murdoch, the good is to
take pleasure in the contingency and formlessness of things in nature, and to accept their
existence as such separate from each other and separate from human beings. In Acastos:

I'wo Platonic Dialogues she says:

... Yyou see beautiful things and just want them to exist outside, in themselves, so
that you can love them and understand them. Beauty 1s a clue, it’s the nearest
thing, it’s the only spiritual thing we love by instinct.”’

People do not recognize the beauties 1n nature so Murdoch by giving detailed descriptions
of nature i1n her novels aims to move the attention of her readers from the experience of

beauty 1n art to experience of beauty in nature, which is, for her, a virtue in itself.

Attention

The key concept that combines all of Murdoch's concepts of good together--
knowledge, freedom, love, reality, morality, justice and respect--1s attention, pure vision
and perception, seeing clearly the other beyond the egocentric self, which for Murdoch is a
place for self-consoling illusions. In that respect, Murdoch connects morality with
“attention’ not just for humans but for all the details of the creation. For her ‘attention’ is a
good word as opposed to ‘looking’> which is a neutral word. Murdoch takes this word
from Simone Weil and then uses it in her philosophy to express the 1dea of ‘a just and

+56

loving gaze directed upon an individual reality.”” Loving attention, as opposed to

ideation’’, is required of the moral person because it helps him/her to see the reality and

when the moment comes, to act well and to make the right choices. As a result, we can say

** Acastos: Two Platonic Dialogues, London: Chatto and Windus, 1986, p. 103.

> The Sovereignty of Good, p. 37.

* Ibid., p. 34.

>" Wolfgang Iser in The Act of Reading distinguishes between ‘perception’ and ‘ideation’ as two different
means of access to the world: perception requires the actual presence of the object, whereas ideas depends
upon its absence and non-existence. (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978, p. 137)
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that the opposite of attention is habitual knowledge, magic, fantasy and enchantment.
Attention is like za-zen, concentrating and attending without thinking about seeing it. This
ability, or rather the moral discipline to direct one's attention away from the self towards
what 1s good, and to the nice surprising variety of the world 1s nothing but love. Attention
is to be spontaneous, to live in the present or ‘to come home’®, as Murdoch calls it; that is
to start seeing the real reality of the moment. It i1s ‘moment-to-moment, minute-to-minute
and hour-to-hour consciousness.”” Murdoch maintains that attention is liberation from the
self, the selfish fantasies, anxiety, neurosis, prejudice, envy, obsession all of which obscure
true lucid vision. It 1s love and respect for things other than oneself, a loving gaze upon a
spider, a branch of a tree, a scrap of paper, a kestrel, a human being, a work of art, even a
character or a dog 1n a novel. According to Murdoch, attention with love and reverence for
life and other beings can and should be conveyed very early in childhood, like saying,
‘Don't kill the poor spider, put him out in the garden.’® This is moral training. Similarly,
attention to good art 1s also a moral, spiritual training on the part of the spectator/reader
because the good artist presents the reality in justice, truthfulness, detail, tolerance, love,

respect for their differences and variety, and freedom. Murdoch believes,

The analogy between art and morality 1s a particularly consistent one....The good
artist attends scrupulously and self-denyingly to the way things are in the external
world, no differently in essence from the good person attending to the needs of
others.’’

Thus, in return, by the help of his/her imagination, the reader 1s required to read caretfully
and seriously in order to see the reality the good writer i1s trying to present. In short,
attention invigorates our imagination, which for Murdoch, is a virtue, as opposed to the

television, for instance, which blunts the sight and our ability to ‘think and imagine for
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ourselves.’

8 Metaphysics, p. 305.
> Ibid., p. 330.
> Ibid, p.337.
°' Ibid, p.158.
°* Ibid., p. 330.
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Habit

As real life is messy, accidental, formless and incomprehensible, according to
Murdoch, people want to form habits to save time and to make things in life seem orderly .
So a great deal of art and also philosophy is out of touch with what they consider as
“banal’ details of ordinary life. Habits blind and dull us, they dull our consciousness, our
perception, sense of vision, the joyful desire and the feeling of surprise when we see and
experience different things every day. It creates indifference and coolness in the face of the
contingent life. The opposite of habit 1s pure consciousness. The Japanese Zen thinker
Katsuki Sekida, in his book Zen Training, says on this point: ‘Pure consciousness. Such a
state of looking simultaneously both into one's own nature and into individual nature can
be attained only when consciousness is deprived of its habitual way of thinking.”® It is, in
other words, to be present both to one’s self and to the other.

Bad habits are an enemy to being morally good because it 1s another kind of veil
that separates the spectator and the messy reality of the whole creation. They can dispense
us from making efforts. However, this does not mean that we should not have any habats.
We ought to develop, according to Murdoch, useful , ‘moral habits’ that make us enjoy and
see the other. She says, ‘A good habit of life, reliable decent behaviour, 1s to be

64
welcomed.’

Suffering

Suffering is one of the concepts that comes up almost in all Murdoch's novels.
Suffering is a part of morality if it 1s a ‘purified suffering’. In Metaphysics as a Guide to
Morals, she argues that ‘Morality, as virtue, involves a particular acceptance of the human
condition and the suffering therein, combined with a concomitant checking of selfish
desires’® (Emphasis Added). As suffering, both for the sufferer and the spectator, can be a
form of escape into the fantasy world, 1t 1s another form of eikasia, like a person sitting by
the cosy fire and watching the sutfering scene played by the shadows. Watching a person
suffer 1s generally another form of sado-masochism, a self-consolation, a relief, a

purification of the self and even pleasure, Murdoch argues, seeing that someone else is

* Ibid., p. 240.
“ Ibid, p.494.
 Ibid, p.109.
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suffering and not us. It can masquerade as purification. The sutferer can in time exaggerate
the events and for Murdoch, s/he can, like an artist or a writer, begin dramatising the
situation. What Murdoch advocates is pure suffering without any hatred, resentment and
false consolation, all of which lead to the enemy of the Good: the self. Because 1t 1s remote
from us, as a spectator, we tend to forget 1t fairly easily and soon. Again the key word
comes up here. For Murdoch, we need to atfend to suffering in real life no matter how
terrible 1t 1s without anger, the feeling of revenge and obsession but with justice, quiet
contemplation, love and a desire to help. The sufferer can go through a transformation in
his/her character in a bad way by fantasising and dramatizing his/her suffering too much
through the passing years--which 1s what almost all her characters are suffering from. As
Murdoch says, ‘To suffer like an animal. That would be god-like.”®® This may look
impossible or unjust but of course the word ‘animal’ 1s in a way symbolic. It symbolises
the naturalness and the purity of the suffering with no other harmful feelings, like revenge

and hatred.

Pilgrimage

In the light of all these virtues, the whole of human life--according to Plato and,
being a Platonic ‘Buddhist Christian’ fellow traveller, for Murdoch--1s a ‘pilgrimage’ from
the fire to the sun, from appearance to reality. This pilgrimage 1s symbolic because 1t
actually symbolizes a moral quest: an alteration towards good. It 1s 1n other words a
spiritual pilgrimage and this is, for Murdoch, the essence of morality. It represents the
perception of knowledge as a kind of transformation of the soul from darkness to light. In
this pilgrimage of life, the way to the Good illuminated by the sun 1s ‘the ordinary way.”®’
That 1s mainly because , while trying to find deeper, hidden meanings, people have dug so
deeply that what was once so obvious is now lost ironically out of sight under many
‘sublime’ concepts. This pilgrimage is the gaining of the ‘third eye’ , a Zen eye, which 1s a

combined attention of the two eyes, because for Plato ‘of all the organs of the senses |eye]

1S most like the sun.’®

° peter Conradi, Iris Murdoch: The Saint and the Artist, Hampshire: Macmillan, 1989, p. 295.

°” Metaphysics, p. 509.
°® Republic, p.202.
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In that sense Plato's famous myth of the cave illustrates this pilgrimage very well.
Plato considers people tied facing the back wall of the cave with a fire burning in the back
casting shadows on the wall. People in this cave, which of course symbolizes the mind's
cave, can just see the shadows projected onto the back wall of the cave by the cosy fire
around which they sit. In other words, they are just seeing what their egos dims light upon.
They do not seek for Good or God outside their own souls, which for Murdoch is i1dolatry,
a withdrawal into the self. And during this pilgrimage, some people manage to turn round
and see at first the fire and the objects that have been casting the shadows. After that if they
show enough moral effort, they manage to escape from this illusory cave out into the
daylight, space and air, to the sun, the source of life for all the creation. The time past 1n
the cave is, for Plato, a state of ‘eikasia’®, which is, in short, a shadow-bound self-
consciousness. Some may, however, attempt to go further and out of the cave to the
sunlight and see the real things themselves in the bright sun and then later the sun itself, 1f
they have been enlightened enough. This 1s gaining consciousness; 1n Simone Weil's
explanation, it is, to use a Platonic term, ‘anamnesis’’", that is rediscovery of something
that one does not know that s/he 1n reality knows but has forgotten because ot the will or
the self. This pilgrimage inspired by love is, for Murdoch, a sort of ‘transcendence’

+71

because it is ‘going beyond the egoistic self to the consciousness of the other.”” Socrates 1n

The Republic summarises this alteration and the time of the exit into the sun as follows:

I fancy he would need time before he could see things in the world above.
At first he would most easily see shadows, then the reflections in water of men
and everything else, and finally, the things themselves. After that he could look at
the heavenly bodies and the sky itself by night, turning his eyes to the light of the
stars and the moon more easily than to the sun or to the sun's light by day?
Then, last of all, I fancy he would be able to look at the sun and observe its
nature, not its aj)pearance in water or on alien material, but the very sun itselt 1n

. 7
1ts own place?

So we should turn round not just with our heads, which may cause an accident similar to

Thales’’, but with the whole body turned towards the sun, the reality; we should do the

° In that sense, it is similar to the Zen idea of bardo. For a detailed discussion, see the analysis of The Sea,

The Sea and The Green Knight.

" In an interview with Bryan Magee, Murdoch defines this as recollection, a come back to the present, a
‘memory of what we did not know we knew’. (Magee, p.271.)

"' Metaphysics, p. 498.

"? Republic, pp.298-209.
3 See the section on the meaning of ‘philosophy’ discussed above.
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climbing ourselves out of the cave over the ladder and then raise our heads and have some
fresh air and see the light itself and the real things. The vision of the sun is very difficult
and demands a tremendous moral effort; it is the ultimate perfection to reach. Even so
Murdoch believes that one should not give up. The aim is moral improvement, a better
vision of life with love . For instance, she accepts that it would be more realistic to ask ‘Be
ye therefore slightly improved’ rather than ‘Be ye therefore perfect.””

To sum up, the pilgrimage becomes a success and the moral change occurs if
"attention’ 1s directed to the outside world whose natural result is a decrease in egoism and
an increase 1n the realisation of the contingency, the reality of other people as well as other

objects and animals. This 1s not a pilgrimage to the future or an escape but a pilgrimage to

the present, a return of the whole body to a stop at the present.

Art

Murdoch's 1dea of art 1s a place where “the Good’ can be seen clearly and practised
both by the author and the reader. By this Murdoch of course means good art because bad
or mediocre art can invite the reader to seek consolation in fantasy, which i1s mainly why
Plato was against art. For Murdoch art 1s something that 1s morally good to the consumer,
as opposed to fantasy art which leads people away from everyday formless reality into self-
consoling myths. Murdoch argues that in the scientific age that we are living i1n,
unpossessive contemplation of art and also nature fill the space emptied by the loss of

religion. If done and responded with ‘patience, courage, truthfulness and justice,”” this is a
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good virtue because good art provides a ‘work for the spirit.”” Murdoch, 1n that sense,

combines art not with religion but with morality. And the reader, 1f s/he attends properly to
good art, will be ‘liberated’ from--to use a Platonic image--the inner cave of his/her mind,
thickened with probable predispositions, envy, fear, resentment, the result of which leads to
self-consolatory fantasy.

Art cleanses, purifies and clarifies our fantasy-ridden consciousness. In that sense,
for Murdoch, good art 1s a place of pilgrimage from appearance to reality, which 1s

generally a life-long journey because she finds it not impossible but very difficult to reach

"* The Sovereignty of Good, p. 62.

™ Metaphysics, p. 86.
'® The Fire and the Sun, p. 77.
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the Good, the reality as it requires great patience and a moral discipline. That explains why
she has been writing her novels, which can be called 1n this context ‘Good series’ filled
with questors of reality since 1953 starting from Under the Net. This i1s quite unlike what
mediocre or bad art tries to do. Mediocre or bad art makes us feel that we have finished our
pilgrimage and arrived at the reality and understood 1t all. As Murdoch says, ‘We feel that
we are already wise and good.’”” This is also another way of self-consolation in order not
to make any further efforts to see reality as much as we can.

The reality Murdoch i1s talking about does not cover complex and abstract concepts
but the simple everyday reality that 1s actually happening around us unnoticed at present.
Art, 1in that sense, invites us to make a movement of ‘return’ to the present, to what is
ordinary. In other words, while bad art is just ‘mimesis’, good art i1s ‘anamnesis’, a
recollection of our awareness of the ordinary world together with other people and things
around us, ‘the minute and absolutely random detail of the world’’® which we are usually
too selfish, too self-absorbed to recognize; it 1s to take pleasure and delight in the ‘concern
for the contingent individual, as social unit, as human person, as 1dea, as work of art, as

’’ as somebody or something other than ourselves. So good art is

plant, as animal, as planet
not self-awareness but other-awareness. Great art teaches us, Murdoch argues, ‘ordinary
living and loving.”® These are the things that we take for granted and hence consider too
simple to occupy our minds with while there are so many grand and deep concepts to
worry about. But as she says, good art “accepts and celebrates and mediates upon the defear

[hence the title of one of her novels--4 Fairly Honourable Defeat] of the discursive

intellect by the world’®' (Emphasis Added). The simplicity of art lies in its ability ‘to be

able to show what is nearest, what is deeply and obviously true but usually invisible™*

because of our distorted vision.

Because of this movement of return to what 1s simple, original, present and real
which good art does in quite a lucid way, Murdoch sees art as better than philosophy in
showing the truths of life. Art shows, or rather should show, how important little people

and petty behaviour are. Good art 1s not scared of admitting everyday triviality 1nto 1tself.

" Metaphysics, p. 13.

"® The Sovereignty of Good, p. 85.
7 Metaphysics, p. 377.

“ Ibid, p.340.

' Ibid., p. 88.

* Ibid., p. 90.
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In fact, for her, art can help more than philosophy because of its revelation in the
consciousness rather than in reason/Kant's reason. In short, art 1s first the perception of
what 1s different, individual and other than the self as well as “aperception’. Art 1s a great
hall of “serious’ reflection for the reader that opens up to the Sun, a pointing finger and a

ladder towards it. Art is the vision and contemplation of love and the apprehension of

beauty.

Novel

Murdoch places a great emphasis on the novel as a form of moral development. She
argues that literature--the novel--1s the most suitable place for free and quiet contemplation
of the other. However, this 1s mainly true if the novel 1s realistic in the nineteenth-century
sense of the term. For her, the nineteenth century writers present a slice of life full of many
and various characters against a background of ordinary social values. And this slice of life
1s presented 1in so much detail of everyday life that the reader can envisage the whole life

style of that society. On this point, Murdoch says:

The novel, 1n the great nineteenth-century sense, attempts to envisage if
not the whole of life, at any rate a piece of i1t large and varied enough to seem to
illuminate the whole, and has most obviously an open texture, the porous or
cracked quality....through which it communicates with life, and life flows in and
out of 1t....The thing 1s open 1n the sense that 1t looks toward lite and life looks

back.®’

And because a realistic novel communicates with life, it takes its feedback from life.
Reading these novels 1s a reciprocal process/ a reflection on the part ot the reader. In other
words, we read good novels using all our “knowledge’ of life. By reading or studying good
literature, or any good art, we enlarge, rather than deepen our understanding of truth,
everyday morality and the contingency of the other. In good art, the hinges ot the window
open outward rather than inward. In that sense, rather than an escape into a fantasy lite the
realist novel serves as an awakening 1nto our everyday present. The novel does this through
its rich characterization. For Murdoch characterization 1s very important in the novel. The

reader shows the degree of his/her attention through his/her evaluation of not only the

> Metaphysics, p. 96.
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characters but also the tiny minute details. And good lies in the appreciation of these details
of life.

For Murdoch, the reader should approach the novel morally rather than
linguistically. ‘What 1s’ is not so important in fiction as in life. According to Murdoch,
contemporary literature 1s generally too linguistically-conscious. In her much-quoted idea

of the 20th century novel, Murdoch argues thus:

The nineteenth-century novel was not concerned with ‘the human
condition’, 1t was concerned with real various individuals struggling in society.
The twentieth-century novel is usually either crystalline or journalistic, that is, it
1s either a small quasi-allegorical object portraying the human condition and not
containing ‘characters’ in the nineteenth-century sense, or else it is a large
shapeless quasi-documentary object, the degenerate descendent of the nineteenth-
century novel, telling, with pale conventional characters, some straightforward
story enlivened with empirical facts.”

Murdoch explains such crystalline or journalistic novels as ‘dry’, by which she means a
tightly closed, small, clear and self-contained presentation of life and characters. Some of
the main realist writers, for her, are Jane Austen, George Eliot and Tolstoy because of the
large social scene that they created full of various independent centers of significance, that
1s degrees ot freedom. Their characters are not puppets or stereotypes or mainly one central
character around which all the story and the other characters turn with no freedom and
identity of their own. For her there are very few characters from the contemporary novel
that we can remember as “personalities’ because usually a single character as she calls it
‘swallows up the entire book,”® such as J. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye. The most
important thing that a novel does to the reader 1s to show him/her that the other people
exi1st so the novels that Murdoch i1s talking about are “novels of characters’ because they are
inhabited by various and free characters of love. And 1t 1s where the reader 1s tested on
his/her just and clear attention to every single one of these individual characters. And from
loving attention to the characters in fiction, Murdoch asks the reader to move his/her
attention to real people in everyday life. That 1s when literature 1s related to everyday

reality, to the way we live. In that sense Murdoch calls the novelist and the artist an

5 ‘Against Dryness’, p. 18.
¥ “The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited’, p. 260.
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analogon of the good man because of their true guidance in the moral pilgrimage of the

reader, the true subject of literature: ‘the struggle between good and evil.”®

8 Magee, p. 282.
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THE DEATH OF THE READER

The ‘death’ of the reader in the following argument has two meanings. In the
structuralist argument it concerns the discarding of the reader, as indeed the author as well,
from the activity of reading and interpretation. In Murdoch’s fiction, the death of the
reader, on the other hand, signifies ‘death to one’s self’®’ as says Birkin in D. H.
Lawrence’s Women in Love. It i1s to ‘read’ and to experience the novel as the other with
detachment from the selfish fantasies and predispositions. To express this in Barthian
terms, we can say that the birth of the character should only be at the cost of the death of

the reader.

The Structuralist Argument

Structuralism, as a movement , can be said to have started in the 1960s in France.
[ts basic tenets are based on Saussure’s 1deas about language and linguistics. Among its
major ardent supporters are Claude Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, Michael Foucault and
Jacques Derrida. Iris Murdoch uses the word ‘structuralism’ as an umbrella term to cover
modernism, post-modernism, semiology, deconstruction--which she calls ‘Derrida’s
structuralism,”® and so on. She describes such modern philosophies as an abyssal place
wherein ‘the subject, as “language”, swallows the contingent object or objects, and
becomes an object itself.” This 1s because structuralism, as we know, sees ‘language’ as the
structure of reality. In other words, there 1s no transcendent, extra-linguistic real world “out
there’ since language refers to itself rather than the world. The fundamental difference
between these modern philosophies and the traditional metaphysics is the primacy of
writing rather than speech. According to Plato, speech was primary because i1t 1is
momentary. However, Derrida, announcing Martin Heidegger as the last metaphysician 1n
the traditional sense of the word, reverses this. For him, what 1s primary 1s writing, the vast
system of language--hence his 1dea of archi-écriture. According to Iris Murdoch, Derrida’s

idea of archi-écriture or ‘primal writing’ transcends the ‘localised talk of the individualised

" Women in Love, London: Penguin, 1988, p. 47.
» Metaphysics, p. 372.
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speakers,” which means the disappearance of the ordinary, personal, local and everyday
experience and language. Rather than being an ‘indicative of reality, [it] is reality’”" itself.
Derrda particularly attacks what he calls the ‘metaphysics of presence’, meaning that there
1S N0 momentary present extra-linguistic experience because knowledge is the property of
the infinite play of concepts. M. H. Abrams in ‘The deconstructive angel’, likens Derrida’s
chamber of texts to ‘a sealed echo-chamber 1n which meanings are reduced to a ceaseless
echolalia, a vertical and lateral reverberation from sign to sign of ghostly non-presences
emanating from no voice, intended by no one, referring to nothing, bombinating in a
void.””' Because of this infinite self-destruction of meaning, that is Derrida’s notion of
différance, which means to differ and to defer, we are left in a void.”* Derrida calls
différance “the economical concept’, economical because 1t refers to differing and deferring
"by means of delay, delegation, reprieve, referral, detour, postponement, reserving.”93 In
other words, 1t defers presence. In an interview with Henr1 Ronse, Derrida says that
writing, especially ‘literary writing ... keeps itself at the point of exhaustion of meaning. To
risk meaning nothing 1s to start to play, and first to enter into the play of différance which
prevents any word, any concept, any major enunciation from coming to summarise.””* In
short, for Murdoch, with différance we are not 1n control of our meaning and we do not
know what we are uttering. This 1s what Murdoch finds disturbing and dangerous in

s, &

Derrida’s prose, his ‘dangerous supplement’: “the jargon, the poeticisation of philosophy,

the hubris, the ‘transcendental field’, the concepts of archi-écriture and différance™

because theorising as an end in 1tself 1s another way of losing the original.

With the ‘structuralist’ approach, it 1s not the moral quest that the individual reader
1s going through but, as she argues, the ‘quest for the hidden deep (primal-language)
meaning of the fext (to use the jargon) 1s now said to be the main task’” of the structuralist

reader/critic. The main objective 1s to ‘use, play with, the language 1n a tiring, suggestive,

puzzling, exciting manner.””’ Morality, virtue and everyday experience are put in brackets.

> Metaphysics, p. 188.
90 .
Metaphysics, p. 88.
' Modern Criticism and Theory. A Reader, David Lodge, ed., London: Longman, 1988, p. 270.
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