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COMMENTS ON BECOMING NEXT PRESIDENT OF
THE IRIS MURDOCH SOCIETY OF JAPAN

Paul Hullah

The paths down which our lives will lead us are so often unexpected. As I look
forward nervously and humbly, yet with a certain quiet pride, to assuming presidency of
the Iris Murdoch Society of Japan (taking over from the venerable Professor Shioda, who
has kept a calm and steady hand on the rudder and to whom I am sure we all offer
our warmest thanks), I ponder and wonder how this curious but welcome state of affairs
came about.

It surely wasn’t meant to be like this. Nor did I (so far as I recall) actively invite
this pleasant scenario into my professional life: a life that seems to career around like a
pinball in a pinball machine, even now, despite my best attempts to go in a straight and
self-decreed line. Poetry (an oeuvre for which Murdoch, though she dabbled in it, is least
well known), and not the novel, was always my chosen lamp and my lantern. In 1984,
at Edinburgh University, in my final undergraduate year (before I embarked on a PhD in,
yes, The Poetry of Christina Rossetti), 1 took a course in Twentieth Century Literature’
(because 1 wanted to study Philip Larkin more closely) of which a single Murdoch novel
(Under The Net) was an ‘optional component of a depressingly heavy reading list. I
didn’t read it. A fellow student (it might well have been Ian Rankin, who, years later,
would himself become an award-winning crime writer, and who remains my close friend)
told me Murdoch was ‘middle class people sitting around dinner tables talking about
Plato’ . (To an extent, this may indeed be true, but so what?) This dismissive opinion was
confirmed by friends, including a quiet man who sporadically turned up and slept on the
sofa in the apartment I shared with five other students. His name was Irvine Welsh. A
decade later, he wrote the best-seller Trainspotting, a novel arguably just as significant
and influential as Murdoch’s best (The Sea, The Sea would get my vote) and, arguably
and ironically just as narrow’ in its social vision (working-class heroin addicts instead of



middle-class philosophers). Irvine also remains my friend, and I have just about convinced
him (and Ian) to revise their views of Murdoch.

Meanwhile, back at my narrative'-- Having completed my PhD, I arrived in Japan in
1992 to work as Foreign Professor in the Faculty of Letters at Okayama University, and
found myself immediately under the caring, protective wing of my great mentor-friend and
our society’s mainstay, Professor Yozo Muroya, Japan’s rightly most-respected Murdochian
aficionado. He set to work on me immediately: less than 6 months after arrival 1 had
fallen in love not only with Japan, but also with Iris Murdoch’s beautifully written,
moving, and sharply observed fictions and agile stand-alone philosophical musings. I stood
in awe of this wonderful writer and her gargantuan store of knowledge and ideas, and I
still do.

In the autumn of that same year, Murdoch and her husband John Bayley (a literary
critic whose work I had loved and admired for its clarity and incisiveness since
undergraduate days) came to Japan on a British Council visit, her last trip to Japan, a
country she clearly adored. Professor Muroya and I chaperoned the couple in Okayama
and Kyoto. They were absolutely charming, much more interested in quizzing me about
my own creative writing than answering my inane questions about theirs. They asked
me to send them some of my own poetry. I did so and, as a direct result of their
recommendation, my first humble poetic efforts were published in the prestigious Agenda
poetry journal, which led to a book contract and the first of what has become half a
dozen volumes of verse I have published in the UK.

Professor Muroya and I went on to edit and publish, with her gracious approval,
the only available international collection of Murdoch’s own (rather good) Poems, and a
companion selection of her Occasional Essays. 1 subsequently met Dame Iris and John
on a couple of occasions in Oxford, and I would like to think that we built a rapport
and even became friends. They were special persons: inimitable originals, unique. The
last time I met them, Iris was already wrestling with the tightening grip of the onset of
Alzheimer’s. And she knew that too. We were chatting, and she suddenly stopped mid-
sentence and grasped my hand so tightly. T'm sailing away, aren’t 1?" she said, with a
look of sadness and fear in her beautiful Irish eyes. I told her she was not, and I wished
that she wasn’t, but she was.

I am still a poetry person, but that doesn’t prevent me enjoying Murdoch, and,
somehow, I do not feel myself to be an impostor here. There is a breathtaking undertow
of poeticism in all Murdoch’s prose: in the maxims, aphorisms, wit, rhythms, and images
that uplift her narratives and make her sentences bristle and ripple and flow with a
compelling energy and a beautiful ease. And Murdoch knew it. At a garden party at
the home of a mutual friend and Bronte scholar Professor Christopher Heywood, I told
that most enigmatic and engaging lady that I found her novel The Sea, The Sea heavily



symbolic. She replied with a dissembling charm as cutting as it was graceful that, "Well,
of course it is. All my writing is symbolic!" So I feel at home here. I have loved being
a member of this worthy and convivial society since its inception, and I will be honoured
and delighted to become its president, to do my best to keep the ship steady and well
organised. I have no confidence at all in my ability to do so, but, with your help and
patience, we’ll sail to somewhere good, and not sail away.
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The ‘Insider Outsider’ in Iris Murdoch’s Bruno’s Dream
and Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day

Wendy Jones Nakanishi

This article compares two novels whose theme is the reflections and regrets of a
lonely male protagonist. In Bruno’s Dream (1969), it is Bruno, a sick old man nearing
death. In The Remains of the Day (1990), it is the butler Stevens who, preoccupied with
his work, has always kept to himself and now discovers a longing to establish human
contact with others. Both are depicted as essentially alone. In the drama of life they are
spectators rather than actors. They are ‘insider outsiders’ .

The sense of alienation Bruno and Stevens experience is so acutely described because
they are the creation of authors who were ‘insider outsiders’ themselves: inhabiting
England but not native to it. Iris Murdoch was born in Ireland and taken to England as a
baby. Kazuo Ishiguro was born in Japan but has lived in Britain since he was six years
old.

Ishiguro has often admitted impatience with critics who try to identify him as a
Japanese writer simply because he was born in Japan. At the same time, he has claimed
that in The Remains of the Day he could write as an author ‘more English than English,
able to produce a pastiche portrait of a ‘mythic England because of the ‘ironic distance’
he knew existed between him and native Englishmen.

Similarly, it has been suggested that Murdoch also straddled two cultural heritages
as an Anglo-Irish writer: ‘a people with a dual identity, seeing themselves in some sense
as both the true Irish and the true English, while being regarded as neither, and as
outsiders’ . Nationality was a sensitive issue for Murdoch. She set two of her novels of
the ’60s in Ireland and always professed herself proud to be Irish. But many thought
Murdoch had no more valid claim to Irish nationality than Americans who had migrated
from Ireland centuries earlier. It may be that it is how Murdoch thought of herself that is
important.

In writing The Remains of the Day Ishiguro has said he made a conscious decision
to do a book set outside Japan because he wanted to be a writer who tackled universal



themes, not just Japanese subjects although, ironically, in Stevens he depicts a character
who bears many hallmarks of a Japanese. When she was writing Bruno’s Web, Murdoch
was mired in unhappiness and futile regrets and wished to transcend her own rat-runs
of memory by depicting a character saved by love. Murdoch and Ishiguro may have felt
real life ‘insider outsiders’ in England, but in two of their most memorable protagonists,
Bruno and Stevens, they depict fictional ‘insider outsiders’ capable of being released from
the prison of self to the wider community of the world, awakening to life’s potentialities

through acceding to the demands of love.
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IRIS MURDOCH AND
THE WOMEN PHILOSOPHERS AT OXFORD

Ester Monteleone

In the nineteen forties «there was a remarkable generation of women philosophers»:
their work «was distinguished both for their deep moral seriousness and by a willingness
to engage with real-world problems, going beyond the narrow limits which linguistic
philosophy had set for itself. This work remained true to the spirit of Wittgenstein’s quest
to free philosophy from the paralysing effect of ‘systems ». This is how Mary Midgley
describes the Oxford of the first half of the twentieth century, highlighting the crucial role
played by some thinkers in order to free philosophy from the paralysing effects of logical
positivism. Refusing universal knowledge, opposing totalitarian, unifying logos, stepping
back from the model of rationality that had dominated the western philosophical tradition,
Elizabeth Anscombe, Iris Murdoch, Philippa Foot, Mary Midgley, Mary Warnock found



themselves united by the common denominator of their aim to oppose logical positivism
and ‘rediscover the virtue”.

If this is the general framework, it is highly significant to focus on three theoretical
threads intertwined in Iris Murdoch’s work, the individual, Good and virtue: the
Philosopher considers how the subject, through the exercise of virtue in daily life,
establishes a relationship with the Good, understood in a Platonistic way as impersonal
and transcendent.

Distancing herself from Behaviourism, Murdoch’s first step is that of demonstrating
the existence of the inner life: seeking to provide a realistic image of the individual,
Murdoch asserts that the subject is selfish by nature, his psyche is characterized by a
relentless system continuously devoted to taking care of its own interests. Not only must
ethics relate to the whole individual, but it must also possess virfue as its central pivot:
virtue is the only one that “pierces the veil” of the subject’s selfishness, so that he may
have a relationship with reality and may perceive the Good as transcendent. Finally,
retrieving the ontological proof of Anselm, Murdoch demonstrates that nothing is more
important in philosophy and theology than the idea of Good.

Within the present-day debate, Iris Murdoch, like Paul Ricoeur, defends the theory
that ethics should not be confined to the sphere of the normative dimension. For her,
ethics is not primarily a theory of duty; it is, rather, a theory of the knowledge of
reality: an ethical life depends on how we view reality, things and others. Murdoch, in a
preliminary way, invites us to test the pertinence of our pre-comprehensions and prejudices
(which we often assume in an a-critical manner from the current éthos): only in this
way can we reach the most correct level of knowledge possible, which corresponds to the
reality of facts, and which is capable of orienting our moral behaviour.

Are Iris Murdoch’s foxes Japanese?
Kitsuné myth and Zen Buddhism
in The Philosopher’s Pupil and The Message to the Planet

Fiona Tomkinson

This paper advances the hypothesis that Iris Murdoch was making use of Japanese
kitsuné myth in her references to foxes in The Philosopher’s Pupil, The Message to the
Planet, The Book and the Brotherhood and perhaps also, more fleetingly, in earlier works
such as Henry and Cato and The Black Prince.

The Philosopher’s Pupil, like a number of Murdoch’s novels, makes a number of
references to Japan: Stella’s father in Tokyo has given her a netsuke collection; Rozanov
has a Japanese doctor; there is a Japanese vase in the Slipper House. The novel is



also haunted by foxes and their mysterious and sometimes sinister presence in the
garden of Bellmain is associated with the appearance of a female ghost in a gingko
tree and culminates in a violent confrontation between Alex and her servant Ruby, who,
superstitious about the foxes, has arranged for them to be gassed; they are however
reprieved due to the incompetence of the local council in their attempt to eradicate them.

I argue that the apparently distinct threads of the fox theme and the Japanese
theme in the novel are connected. Firstly, through the archetype of the lost fox-mother
of kitsuné myth which Murdoch might have encountered through Junichir6 Tanizachi’s
‘Arrowroot’ and which is instantiated in Tom McCaffrey’s vision of his dead mother.
Secondly, though another story of reprieved foxes in a 12th-century Japanese folktale
which Murdoch would have had access to through the version of Royall Tyler: that of
the householder, Yasumichi, who is determined to eradicate the mischievous foxes in his
house, but who relents after the fox patriarch appears to him in a dream.

The connection between the fox and Japanese spirituality is reinforced in A Message
to the Planet, another fox-haunted novel, in which I believe Murdoch is referencing
the wild fox koan of The Gateless Gate (Mumonkan): Marcus Vallar is described both
as someone who ‘is a koan' and who dies the ‘death of a fox  (he in fact attempts
to gas himself as the foxes in The Philosopher’s Pupil would have been gassed.) One
philosophical aspect of this koan is whether one should deny the power of causality; I
believe it is no coincidence that both the novels discussed here end with deaths with
ambiguous causes, and in the case of Vallar with the question as to whether his death
was completely out of the realm of ordinary physical causation.

Finally, I argue that in The Message to the Planet and The Book and the Brotherhood
we have references to the Edo legend of the evil nine-tailed fox, Tamamo-no-mae, and
that the standing stones in these novels can be seen as sesshoseki, or Japanese foxes in
disguise.
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