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London through the Novels of Iris Murdoch

Cheryl K. Bove PhD

Like many of you, I began reading Iris Murdoch’s novels before ever seeing London,
and later visits to that city increased my interest and pleasure in discovering more about
Murdoch’s London. Directing a writing program for architecture students of all levels at
my university also led me to pursue a study of Murdoch’s description of space; it is this
element that has colored my reading of her novels and fascinated me for several decades.
The following few examples from her first novel, Under the Net (1954), indicate the
ways in which Murdoch’s specific use of London settings leads to joining the experience
of history, monument and shared memory in her readers.

Architectural historians note that the ‘art’ in architecture involves the architect’s
vision of the whole building and the theory that lies behind the design. Briefly, buildings
speak to us; we recognize monuments because of the importance of shared history and
ideas. The meaning of a monument is not static; it changes with time, prominence, and
use. For example, the Egyptian obelisks from Ancient Rome were given new meaning
when a Renaissance pope decided to reorient them and use them as guideposts for
Christian pilgrims. Similarly, the Thames-side Egyptian obelisk termed ‘Cleopatra’s
Needle’ recalls something—both positive and negative—about Britain’s past empire.
Beyond this, each person’s interaction with and image of architecture, in this case the
image of City, involves “a re-presentation of past forms” (Boyer 174-75) that has been
cast from historical imagery and from collective memory. Accurately representing a
specific period in time involves an act that is illusory, an imaginary reconstruction or
reinterpretation based on ‘the sedimented layers of history where different time series and
personal memories break into each other, creating new pattern and forms™ (174). Concrete
images drawn from memory combine with “imaginary figures and archaic symbols
retrieved from the deep structure of memory” (175); these mingled layers alter our visual
construction.

This process can readily be seen in our perception of Wren’s City Churches in



London, so poignantly portrayed during Jake Donaghue’s pub crawl with Lefty, Finn and
Dave in Under the Net. Readers vicariously participate in Jake’s comprehension of the
City through Murdoch’s fine and detailed narration of this set piece. Yet we also bring
to our visualization our own understanding of these churches, and this understanding,
according to architectural historian Kerry Downes, is quite reliable. Speaking in the 18"
century, Sir Edwin Lutyens remarked that “Wren’s genius gave character to London”
(cited in Downes, 6). However, that effect is no longer what it once was. “Above all
the panoramic effects that Wren consciously strove to achieve have vanished irrevocably”
(Downes 8). In 1639 there were 97 parishes within the City walls. In 1666 the Great
Fire destroyed 86 churches (Ellen 3). Wren rebuilt 51 churches, and 18 more were
restored after WWII (Ellen 4). Yet even these churches were not as Wren had designed
them. Through the centuries many parishes were combined. It was common to include
relics such as weathervanes and rood screens from churches that had not been rebuilt
as representations of former churches. Wren’s panoramic effects and his desired street
perspective from their neighborhoods have also been destroyed by the infill of warehouses
and other large structures. Thus Wren’s monument, in the sense of Lutyens’ tribute, no
longer exists (Downes 9).

Murdoch’s brilliance in capturing public monument and memory is seen in her
presentation of Wren’s City churches in Under the Net. For one thing, the steeples and
towers are viewed from the Holborn Viaduct, a dramatic viewpoint above the steeples

that affords a more comprehensive view of the district with less interference from
neighborhood infill. Her vocabulary and her use of simile in describing Farringdon Street
evoke both the history of the River Fleet and the combined memory of nearly every
Londoner: “Farringdon Street swept below us like
a dried-up river” (UN 91). Holborn Viaduct, now
a conduit for water [hole-born] through the City,
is also the highest point in the district. Through
her description Murdoch also reminds us that the
viaduct was built to bridge the valley of the old
Fleet River. From this vantage, Wren’s steeples
are recognizable, and their combined effect more
comprehensible. Furthermore, the 1950s City
would not have been completely rebuilt from the

WWII bombing as is evident in her description:
“From the darkness and shade of St. Paul’s
churchyard we came into Cheapside as into a
bright arena [this term evokes earlier history of
Roman habitation] and saw framed in the gap of
a ruin the pale neat rectangles of St. Nicholas
Cole Abbey...” (UN 103). History and individual
memory are at work here.

. Holborn Viaduct Sketch
While Murdoch’s remarkable use of shade and by Paul Laseau



shadow has Platonic resonances in this early novel, it also resounds with the Japanese
aesthetic reverence for shade and shadows that are associated with nature and mystery,
and in particular with temple architecture (See Junichiro Tanizaki, In Praise of Shadows).
Her description of the Wren towers and spires by moonlight and their contrast with the
riverscape between Blackfriars and Southwark bridges remains one of the most vivid
passages in her canon:

Blackfriars Bridge Southwark Bridge
taken by the author taken by the author

The sky opened out above me like an unfurled banner, cascading with stars and
blanched by the moon. The black hulls of barges darkened the water behind me and
murky towers and pinnacles rose indistinctly on the other bank. I swam well out into
the river. It seemed enormously wide; and as I looked up and down stream I could
see on one side the dark pools under Blackfriars Bridge and on the other the pillars
of Southwark Bridge glistening under the moon. The whole expanse of water was
running with light. It was like swimming in quicksilver. (UN 106-07)

London Skyline Sketch by Paul Laseau



Landscape architects have referred to the Thames River as London’s fifth Royal Park,
citing its use for pageantry and procession from earliest times. St. Paul’s originally had
an approach to the Cathedral from the Thames, one that was later lost to neighboring
infill. Today, that ancient approach has been restored with the building the Millennium
Footbridge and a new gateway park leading from that bridge to the Cathedral. When
Under the Net was published in 1954, Murdoch had no idea that this would take place,
yet she centers the location of Jake’s swim, with his views upriver to Blackfriars Bridge
and downriver to Southwark Bridge in the exact placement of today’s Millennium
Footbridge.

Public sculpture and particular landmarks evoke emotional responses from Murdoch’s
characters and from her readers. Moreover, she uses these architectural settings to reinforce
her themes and to promote an aesthetic theory. Murdoch’s London-specific novels involve
her readers significantly in their shared memory and often infuse a significance of place
in that shared memory. Her London is alive and vibrant, and it is a London personal to
both her characters and her readers.
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‘All The World’s a Stage’:
Theatrical Elements in Iris Murdoch’s The Green Knight

Wendy Jones Nakanishi

Murdoch loved the theatre, with Shakespeare the reigning deity in the pantheon of
writers she most revered. Murdoch’s penultimate novel The Green Knight contains many
echoes of The Tempest, Murdoch’s favorite Shakespeare play, as well as of A Midsummer
Night’s Dream. In representing a novel incorporating many theatrical elements, it reflects
Murdoch’s long-standing interest in writing drama. Its story appropriately revolves around
Shakespeare’s famous observation in As You Like It that: ‘All the world’s a stage, and all
the men and women merely players: They have their exits and their entrances, And one
man in his time plays many parts’ .

The Green Knight (1993) incorporates many theatrical elements and exhibits a special
indebtedness to The Tempest and to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Like a play, this novel
is divided into distinct acts. Its characters have clearly-defined roles and strong links to
the theatre and serve, in turn, as actors and audience in the drama. There is little sense
that they can exercise free will in the story; they are puppets obeying the direction of
the stage manager: Murdoch herself. Two key scenes of the story are played out on the
stages of theatres. The story's action largely takes place in a few well-described settings,
with Murdoch the playwright detailing the props necessary for these scenes.

The Green Knight is a novel in which Murdoch interweaves allusions to a rich mine
of sources: to the theatre, to Christianity, to literature. The latter two are also seen as a
kind of theatre: a venue for performances. Peter Mir is simultaneously the Christian Peter,
an allusion to the tenet that Peter is the rock on which the Christian church is founded
and Shakespeare’s Prospero, while mir means both ‘world and ‘peace’ in Russian. There
are also echoes of the Biblical, of the tale of Cain and Abel, in Lucas’s attempt to kill
Clement.

The rituals of the church are likened to those of the theatre, and in the characters’
fondness for likening each other to literary, mythical, and Biblical figures, there is the
sense that they are playing out a drama that has been enacted before. By constantly
drawing attention to its own artificiality with its allusions and its improbable coincidences
and characters, The Green Knight constitutes a meditation upon art and its uses. It
rehearses Murdoch’s debate with Plato on whether art can be a force for good or ill.

Although Murdoch was to go on to write one more novel, Jackson’s Dilemma, it is
perhaps appropriate that, just as The Tempest has been taken to represent Shakespeare’s
farewell to the stage in Prospero’s renunciation of magic at the end of the play, The
Green Knight, so replete with Shakespearean echoes and with its own Prospero in the
form of Peter Mir might be considered Murdoch’s swan song as a novelist.

il

(&

1)

\



IINTD [ AR E T 5T 4 Tk

IMIEICHREN 2T 7=V =T - IV TD
(%] OF7 27 A MTid, & F SF REFHGZEM
BB RDEBRIL D B VIZHENL SN T b, 2D
T N & 25l & OBEFLAEEL S A, FEIZIEAE
BB SN TWERIZERL, 2ZICRIBLT
WAL T O NEBIZ G UIEEREBREZEED 720,

ERAN D N L ZAOBEFUICIE O DOKRE 72l
WD b, DEDIIMERDEET TH S HIMEH
ROV ADIES ETH 5, 1TTEM = E Bt
Bk, S XFRTETHELSES L, BA
AN, HLVIIMBIC L > THIBERTEBY ., #
DZEE>T, TBREEOE LIS b b EH
DHRRCBIE L OBFIIMA TEI S, FEIE
ZEND, BORESFHS 720 ThR L,
THLIBEOEH X LORRLE, Tl &, W,
BT OEEE R EON AT RH Y. o
B & ARER O [T 70 WA BAEF % 8 C RN A% )
FTRENEL,

GO DO ORIIER RGO LE, [ £ DR
=T YIS0z HHIEFHE L] vt
EAHETTHL, COMNICEoTENTTO
MEEEND, Thabbt Y N—FKDOALRL
COBIE-LOFEI/ NG [BFE] 2F 0+
TAT =Y OWRRZLFENEZ TE/2ZEDH
S, ) VbDIZh b, KiZZNDFHELOHIE
L7ZBIRDZ L, 2FE 0 Y A7 -V OHRE
7oz TIE RV, Lo SIMLHMATTEDLD
3. T2 EThHb, INHNOBIZZIT TR L,
INRERDPEITH 72055, ZORBEDOREM &
R EOMRTH Y . /NN D BIRSC Bl D%
IZENZRAL T2 X912, FtE b/halofit i
ST AHLIFOLNTVDLDOTERVD, &5
oy FTAT =V Do F VAT —I~NDOMBOT
BLED)VDERDVRECEZL LD, Al
HH[BE] LB TVELODOEEN - Bl
BT EEENL, 2H LT TAT—TE TV

woRE AT

AT — VOB F 72 A E. AR EE i d B W
FHEL 77 arbn) LI EZITE 2
L2l b,

F27) v FAPERT A L 912 [FEH] &
W) Z A MVEHERF T AT = VIEERFI&D
BN BEELOITERENEAED O IEHAM
CRFITHY) . AL R L ODOFEEDIZEIR
352 & T, Bl EHEOREL S N BRE
ICWDbe TIEZDLRLE A NV ERKEDLE
EFE IS, FEEHHFZ IS TR0 Mk
WHGOHEIIH T AEREAERE L T i0nd
WAL, F oL NELATCEN & B S E AR & Rl
L. #HEIWZEREL TV A L) 12, FtEOMR &/
A HVIREL RIZ LS ERBELTWD 00
DN,

OGN & i O BIFRIZE
e NEOBRICEZBEZ 5N b, b7 M F—
E, VIR E WS Ty a Y —psEE Lz
BROZNT, TYITOMBEZOLDEEZ, T

THMoOFERIC7TY IR RAB L, LWL 5. B
SLER A THTE, - b HE | ORI R# s
NDEHC, 27T Ik, BIEME AT #
D7DIZTEM S NIRRT LB L D InkN 7
7T EERBNTH L, BELL L TOEN
i s b id, ML 2 AIANIZ 20 AR B,
HkE & & DICH VI LR b8 %524
W, T IERBLE > TWAIATIZ RS
Mo ETIUE, TUTIZAAHFICH Y, Efr
Sl BB SN SEE RS AEHET 55 0T
37 <. BHAOF L AGEOHRIZH RIS, o
MOFHEL LTHAHLDIMZE S v,

EHIIRATIVIEZ O ETERIEN L& oD
BB eIV TRERL TV LB T S, [
W] o=FzLaictifisniz [3F¥=—] &b
WAL S DA B, BlErE. BRI
EORIEREIECELAPBFAINTBY ., Z



NEZETIUL, BRENZETOEE2S 2T
NWEL DA ML b OIZEREZ RO LD1L, 5
B AR O S I3 A AR E LT, HEBRL
OB TIEB2NZY) LTCELLODOEHEED S
FTIETHY ., FIUIWEERIEM LA R AR 2 5
CELAFETHD, LFI. EH SNk L L

W 5E R IR

THAET 23T ORI O A% T T 7 1 7Tl %
FAWTHFELL 727 )V 7 O ZF OO, (ZHKE
Uttt OB ) . BIEOVES>D Y 7 — 3
STBE RS O &AL - BEIL LT & 2oHs
WZxF BHEEEA D o oW BEEIE RO 2\ 725 9

(&=8)

HAXF - A vra [EEME—FEL Y ELE D < S D06
— it B 2 D X —

RIEERTIE, WAL - 42 70 OEEEE I
Y, MoMEERRIC L B 2 OB EY [50
FEEDTIE R, —DOWRE. — MO TN A
ELTHATIEL W] a7 EE O E LM
DOEMEZHEY) . INHPERAWEIENEEOH
L EBEOERTERERIETHD 2 L2
C7zs

BAE [T 3N E5H] MIRIE % ORI
L edpoizb &, 470, ZIUIAGT DR
EBEETH Y TN THSEBEIP LD A Y A
WERE L LB, Z20%kb . BEERD
WZHLWESO [7F] 2 B2, Eo72BEED
BT EIBERL VWD LB ELERTVE, =
O—EZ L NH 72 R BEO T REMEIZHED 5 & 975
A7 aOBEHRD. EUERIC [F] 252,
BELEVIOBERESCLZDOTH b,

ST AUz [F] ThbH IO
B2k, BT TOMEMEEED T —<
HNTwD, ELHMEBEDIISTTHET%
WETLAMOERORRE T -~ L5427
oYL, g Tb—HL Wb, 55
DEGINYEZ, THY 2VESEZE ) TRV
Hor | O, O SHITEED &
BRL, T FEPRRZAFFHELEOHY G0
EOUTHG MBS TVD, BIED [FEN]
3. HAoHERHELOF Yy v 7. HO O EE
PO ENEEYLEREDOF v v 7 F

i N ;i R

HELHE DTy v 7, ACEME L OBFEH
DOF vy 7)., NEIZBWTIADRY %<
BbWwitlr s 720 |, BlEnhwBEnae g
L TWwh,

FEHSTREIL, A ¥ 7 Oh550 ANWEDEH
BEHEZXSIT, AO—FEORNhxFrTLENS
B, FNC L o THRE [EMmE] 1o [
Y] 252 TCn55THh, Wi [VER] &
WIASENS [NEDEDN] 2+ 52k
IWRETH A L. BIEGOHEDL [ZHTF] <X
HHN, A7 uOMBIE, NEOKREIZH B A
BZFESINTWEDTIE V. 2%, 8
1EEDJERED “Crooner” &\ 9 iEix. [#Ew] @
B ETE . 4 7 aid, 5122048, 301K,
4018, 501t 60D A ARELL . ASERfH L
HELEOMVEVEDT LN OEELEEY, AD
—HD AN THRZ TV D,

PR ERE T, SReko 7 — <12k
Wb ERBIFEL. BTk el o
HERE DA S M L7z

I E TofEmErE [REmME] 12b, B
O [HEHE] OFF—THPEPSNTBY ., HRE
BT O NP OLESE T BTGB IR
LEEORER. NOMECORFE L 70 55 HED
BEL, N ANEDOIEOPIZ O TEDOEEH & b
HHEEROBENPH SN TS, L2 L, [#
] AR EE, [HE] PNy 7 a—



FTAL o THRFOMITETY . BT 5O
DAy =D EIEED B B2RGN BN LS
IR 6 AR~ L Wik 2 B X, SR [t ]
L7256 LTWAER,

Eo [REME] oz, T35 &
[HT ] OB &I, Eoahh 5 EIFHE~N LIRS
£ % [FEY ] OWBROBBE REENDH V. 55
k. BEE ST A X TR D DR S AGEEE T A WRE
%0, SROAWEIE. NO—EDdH KD 58
ITOLETHD LR, ECOHOETHIHY
BAAENT & o TV D,

WFFE S8R EH)

A rald, SAOFED F2B L 72 48R55mE 12,
W L BRI T MR A L. WIRE R o E Y &
FLPLERLET D, FRE [EME] &,
[— ANDFED T2 L o T— AD AW A & 72 1
EHHTE V) RO N THESNLWEE] ©
[Hel #2562 AIA P 7 OOEKIET
Hbo TL T, TOEREBYIZ, T—~vD—F
VE L RERL O BB 7 FEO5REM A 5 2 5 [—1io
TIVINA] Lo TWb,

1)

il

(&

K

The Mill on the Floss & The Bell \Z31} 5 %M 7= 5 O EBEN 5 i

Iris Murdoch 254 &2 Z{ER 2 2P 5 L &, %
< D% D— AT George Eliot (1819-80) @
BHTD D Do FERB AR, HRORICHS
D &8 5 ZNOIFERD LI % A B 25T
Pricilla. Martin 25 = ADER O & - 54122
WTHRRTW2 =324 9. For both, the
basis of morality is the strenuous attempt to
surmount one’s natural egotism and to believe
in the equal and different being of others. iZK
5413 Eliot O VUAEH D/NFTd> % The Mill on
the Floss (1860) @ F A7\ Maggie Tulliver & .
Murdoch @& ) IUEH D/~ Td % The Bell
(1958) @ Dora Greenfield & \» 9 #7 \» 2g P 72
LOEMWEBROSEICER T L TT, Mk
b OEMH K E ZRFES S 2 £ 12 X ) Eliot &
Murdoch DEHBIZERTHLDTH %,

Z O OEiIZ1E Maggie & Dora 23¥15E O 1 C
ZTNTINTERE 2, O REBEDIE L WA
RIS »N T\ W5, The Mill on the
Floss T® Maggie D& 13 EEDIEH# Stephen
ETANEDTHR=- PEFICH 2T 2710 A0
Ty K= PR SNTFNTIRITEHIRREIZ 2 5
BETHOI L ThHLI, ZOFFHITIELEMRET

72 I R V.8

Stephen (24} L C. Maggie (7 HIT & & & 12H
MORMEE S 725 FE % Wb, —FO The Bell
Tld Dora 284 ¥ /N—CHFAAE % % 5 KOITT
by Fry~kiflgb, LrLFratrivFy g
1) — T Gainsborough ® H {1} 7> & &R % 515,
BREEZ 72012034 Y N—IZRS % { Td%
ShVEVI LA T LRI TH D,

Maggie 13 % (2311 72 5 Tom & HE#E Lucy @ %
WCREI L NP E 2T L2 LIETE LW ETWE
%o TOWELDT A L7zD13. Eliot AMRAR &
L C Maggie |27 F ¥ TV 72 Thomas a Kempis
DERDFE, [l LzbD.LohOMOREIZHE
9 ] 72572, Maggie |Z Kempis DEETH L [H
CHEE] 2 TE 25 BIIHA] TELICHED S
DTH Do FTATHIFED % {12 Z OFF i IE Maggie
@ Bildungsroman & O WA 5 2 L2z T
Avrom Fleishman 7% [ HEERSR TR O/ TH
LEFTAED, TEIXT4 7 NYTHII VY
7 ADBEREBOPTHEE B N & %4 < Eliot 13
Maggie % X R D HLHLE 2> 5 443 DT IZIT Ve
T\, WIRERECIXASOBES I ST 4
BWHRITVWET 500, FETFE THNRD
& LT A B Maggie %' Kempis O S 30 5



[HCOHE - ACEE] v BOoOBRRDICE
TR & BRI OIREZ RS 2D TH 5o
ZHZx LT Dora 2SI R D IR 726 & difiv 72
HARME & KB R EEWE L2 2 Don T,
Anne Rowe (& 'Dora’s emotional encounter with
the painting is a secular equivalent to the kind
of religious revelation that many experience in
church and gives Dora moral direction. Yok
TV %, Rowe D RLMD & 9 I2Ha1H & O &
W76 LR IEDorall 2 E TOHGAR
MOMEFRDOREEZ RS 2 X H10E L, ZOE
ELTA vN— kO —# o % #E 72 Dora
\d Michael 2 B 720, w72 ) E§FHBIZT
ELTERHTORENEEL 72, BT
EIHOKKEBBT L, TNHFEHCT ORI % IE
LICFMMiTE 2R REFNTHLT S HIE
KBRS0 TH b, & 5T Existentialists and
Mystics 12 B 1F 5 Murdoch @ ‘Art and morals
are, with certain provisos which I shall mention
in a moment, one. Their essence is the same.
The essence of both of them is love.  &\29 5
B2 s & X, Murdoch D% 2 % Effii O ARG 1%
(%] THY), BELFEAKTHL I EDDD 5,
K& & O H A DU Dora (X4 TlEH 5 A8
[HOR#] & [EE] L2 HIo0 50Kk, 0%

W 5E R EH

DEHENZEEEZ DO TRE LEWwZ L),

EERER L LT, T ADIERDNGHE L 72tk
a7 M) TEIEE R R R R L v X912
A F) AOHESIRTICIRERBBZV2H D), &
RO FEBIFE T & B Westminster Review @
M HE L\ ) KRR & F5 Eliot (& Hh aE B # o fii B
Bl RARZ TYRE T S &, — HEETPE T
& % Murdoch (LB 8E & T 728 N 7= 5
WEESHOERIZERAZHESE D, L LZAD
ERIZIlT 5 [HELEE, HFELFEL] Lw
I MEELE TR N B EMIZIE [ EfE] Lw
D BEREBAHEEL CWb & Bbhb,

i

i Pricilla Martin. ‘The Preacher’s Tone:
Murdoch’s Mentors and Moralists', Anne
Rowe and Avril Horner eds. Iris Murdoch
and Morality. 35.

i Anne Rowe. ' ‘The Dream that does
not Cease to Haunt us’: Iris Murdoch’s
Holiness', Anne Rowe and Avril Horner eds.
Iris Murdoch and Morality. 148.

iii Peter Conradi ed. Existentialists and Mystics.
215.

TAVR 3=y 7D 24 Y ANTEND
— The Message to the Planet (1989) &
A Fairly Honourable Defeat (1970) % gL T

REEFIE, AEdh [HEkR~D X v £ — V]
(1989) & [ &%EdH 5 M) (1970) & %1t
BRBLZES, TAV A - <= Fy 7 OEmD
HFIZRLND L5V ANTANBSOEENI DN TESE
THLLDTH b,

[WERA~ND A v =] BEmMEVIZEDLD
N, WO 7ay MAEATLTETT L, 2

(&H)
OB 9

DOHFME, TVZLy K- =T RAEI—7
A7 T —LOMBERICERZNLTSE, —
T (70 %85 5800 12w Tid, s
BVa)TA XU TEW) AWHBEEL TV
N—=1F 73 A5 =0 [#1& (hubris) ] D%
L LI WEEORLE R L T Oy MIESE
$Th,



MBIV, PIFHETCA AL IZR D
FaRETHNLD, —HT, AEEL D
DAYNXVANR—=NANELT D, HBETIE, EE
BT 2127 Y ANY ) TADS, JLANEIZEZ %
WEE S TEOEH A2 FATICR LT {,

BFON—T v AL, ME— ABIEOFFNE L A
BZOLELIEDTELIMOY—N AR HET
bo BAR XARDVZ SR, v —H ATF UM
M &P L 7GR 4D b0 RDTTC. T DA
DA XD 7-—FHDO N4 DEFORG L% 5
M HLEEABEICEERE R LD, AT,
— NEEZ T 5RO TR L 2> TIHAEIN
Lo LDLGDVE, X—HAZZOHEHFHBNZD
FEME 2 R LIGD 5,

HFON—T 2 AL, HOOFERZ KD £
7oy MEDFERIE L2 0% K- T, fkofii~—
HADBNEDO R % WM L 7R EE O E~ —
V)T EREYEY . BRICEINZT — T
TN ADHEIFRE N TV, ZAIZIEZERn
PR TAIEIITELR Y, T2, =V YTV
2, BOEFO~Y— Z0KT%, [Erxb0
bl b (MERLDL] & ORNLOKXTHE
LN, FORT, I=NADAy =T L LT,

eyl

[H7- 0 ff0EF% L (ordinary morality) AS{EAE
L2772 o T BBAE] ITOoWTERT
bo —H. (%) &Edh AL ofizid, K
HaloTa) 7 A0 " A2 LT, AFT
TIEBWTIHZZS B oWy ) A - 75
PG, NHIOBNEG %23 XTaET 55D
RLlx, ANHOFREZE > TRz A - F )
A bM&EEbEL, —hH, =W AR T
EEBIATA-FYVRAINDA A=V EEREL D,
F/o. X W ADRMEDREE T AL ¥ VI T
WHLEZANE, Y ANDERORBO N AE
TREBETERLTWL L, IR 2HEFR D
w5,

Va7 ADFT A, Vox— o [HE] oI
rlRTHEEE, ThEE—ANOT)TEMHT 51T
BThHDHETIUE, — T, v—H AL ol
AU R A v 2 — D& i LIEINIEZ Tl
BFPLETH 5L

LSRIDFEFETHIY FAF72 2. 2O
RICIFEDRIZ D Db ZDOHT, ¥~—Fv o
. W AGOBERORZ FTOENE, 25T A
FARICELTEHLTWLO0E Lk,

(£H)

Iris Murdoch on How Platonic Goodness Can Redefine
the Concept of God

Mathew Varghese PhD

Iris Murdoch’s work Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (MGM) is a unique
contribution to the history of Western thought when it is viewed from the perspectives
of the 21* century philosophical discourses. She pointed out certain important issues that
were ignored by the mainstream Western philosophy for the major part of 20" century
but they are now being discussed as the major issues. In this seminal work, she notably
introduced the difficulties of discoursing morals and ethics in philosophy that is being
constantly influenced by scientific rationalism. Her prolific and intellectually prudent style
of writing philosophical issues takes us directly to the causes and the solutions.

The fundamental concern of philosophy anywhere in world for centuries has been



to explain the phenomenal world we live in and how we may have to treat and interact
with the world of existence. But philosophy in the modern period due to its close
association with the methods of science objectified and systematized everything in the
phenomenal world for using it as the verifiable source of knowledge. According to Karl
Jaspers: “At the turn of the century, philosophy was for the most part conceived as one
science among others.” (Jaspers, 5) This development in 20th century gives birth to what
is known as scientific philosophy where epistemology created out of scientific knowledge
tried to find reasoning for both classical and modern metaphysics. “The whole of the
universe by means of a metaphysics constructed by analogy with scientific theories, and
with their aid; the totality of human ideal by means of a doctrine of universally valid
values.” (Ibid, 5) Iris Murdoch in MGM has created a critique on this methodology of
the scientific philosophy and explained how it is impossible to have any moral philosophy
for understanding universal values within the scientific rational framework. In this study
she argues fervently how modern philosophy distanced itself from the systems of classical
Greek philosophy: especially the Platonic view on moral philosophy discoursed on the
concept of Goodness, which has been interpreted as God. This idea of God, Murdoch,
with a perspicuous reading of the history of philosophy, has argued that it, is also
conceptually different from the monolithic Judeo-Christian God.

The classical Greek philosophy never declined soul or its intrinsic relationship with
God. Explaining Plato’s Cosmology Russell wrote, “The world being sensible, cannot be
eternal, and must have been created by God. Since God is Good..... God desired that
all things should be good, and nothing bad as far as possible.” On creation of man and
life, “God made first the soul, then the body. The soul is compounded of the indivisible-
unchangeable and the divisible-changeable; it is the third and intermediate kind of
essence.” (Russell, 157, 158) The divisible-changeable and indivisible-unchangeable aspect
of God-soul relationship is ambiguous for the scientific philosophers to comprehend,
because the scientific rational methodology never could objectively analyze and understand
an internal God controlling the human soul. They presumed hugely that science might
ultimately reveal the absolute truth: a theory of everything through its rational analytical
methods. (Varghese)

To accommodate the scientific views Immanuel Kant introduced objective analysis
based metaphysics where Kant considered God as the imperative that should be accepted
for explaining the phenomenal world. (Murdoch, 2, 406) Instead of the soul searching
for the God or Goodness, the individual human person searches for the reality of the
objective world, the thing itself: the noumenal world: the controller of the noumenal world
is controlling the phenomenal world including human self or soul. This externalization of
God is known as the Kantian model of the Copernican revolution. He considered morality
is one of the categorical imperatives for propitiating human existence in the world: “For
Kant the severance of science and morality was in itself something thrilling. Wonder at
the universe occasion a special (sublime) moral feeling.” (Ibid, 443) But later analytical



empiricists and structuralists and scores of other thinkers who were inspired by Hegel and
Marx declined Kantian Metaphysics and the moral philosophy founded on the externalized
form of Judeo-Christian God. Especially Marxism with its critiques on Hegelian
totalitarianism, any idea of metaphysics in morals becomes a target of condemnation and
criticism, because they believed that the universal value of human freedom is achievable
only through economic freedom and declined to discourse on morals as the reproach.
“The early moral Marx, more given to philosophical reflection is to be contrasted with
the later more scientific Marx who, less concerned with morals, is struggling to solve the
problem of how to create a totally viable and efficient economic system.” (Ibid, 376)
The modern secularists who have refuted the methods of Hegel also have declined God,
as it is difficult to verify scientifically. “God as an entity with a proper name, which is
unacceptable to modern secularists and also to some modern believers and theologians......
Kant, whose dualism admits no degrees of reality and no love, more clearly marks the
breach with Plato, which is taken for granted in modern discussion of Kant.” (Ibid, 406)
Murdoch strongly believed that the realm of morals is the realm of love and compassion,
a value that sadly finds no place in the post Kantian philosophy.

The certainty provided by Kantian dualism lacks any conception of love or Eros or
compassion therefore she returns to Platonic metaphysics for understanding the internal
structure of idea of soul and Good. By refuting morals based on scientific rationalism
and its caricaturing of universal values such as freedom, Murdoch critically observes
the general trend in modern moral philosophy today: “Marxian moral philosophy was
utilitarian, helped at levels remote from power by an ideal of selflessness (The party
serves the people).” (Ibid, 316) She might have worried that this would lead to, as
being happening today, the dehumanization of morals, and the modern aspects of morals
such as legal system would only create strong fears in the minds of humans.

Plato’s conception of morality as the moral will of man is referred in (Symposium
206A.) “Good is what all men love and wish to posses for ever.” (Ibid, 343) The
human endeavor in life is a constant search for goodness and truth. And it is beautiful
because it provides lasting freedom. The human life on earth for Plato is similar to the
situation of the cavemen sitting in the cave under the tiny flame of a lamp, and seeing
only own and others shadows, because of which they live in confusion and fear. But a
few among the cavemen have the internal fire of virtue and Eros and would courageously
leave the tiny lamp light and pursue the light from the sun and go into the wider world
of Good: The Godly world. They could be able to understand the true form of things
(world of ideas) and they can feel the beauty of the things. This is the internal urge that
each human person seeks to find within oneself for making the life happy and wonderful.

The Christian philosophers have accepted Platonic good as the intellectual conception

of the monolithic God. But Murdoch has a different and acceptable view on this: “The
forms are pure, separate and alone, the Form of Good is above being. We are saved by



Eros and fechné, by love and toil, by justice, by good desires and by search for truth,
by the magnetism which draws us to innumerable forms of what is good; whether we
are philosophers or mathematicians or politicians or lovers, or craftsmen like the carpenter
in Republic Book X.” (Ibid, 405) Each person’s moral experience is different from the
others and therefore one worships a contingent God, like the carpenter who work with
the form of cot experiences goodness of creating the phenomenal beds from the noumenal
idea of bed, which is not available to anyone else. A personal God of this kind may not
be acceptable to the Judeo-Christian God. But on to the ultimate conception of God as
Good it is understood that that is not explicable to the human cognition. It is like

the proper, unique and perpetual object of thought is that which does not exist.” (Ibid,
401) This view is closer to the Buddhist idea of emptiness (Sunyata) or the Hindu idea
of Brahman that the ultimate is beyond the realm of human understandings of existence
but we will have personal experience of it.

God according to Murdoch is not an object of experience and therefore difficult to
explain using the methods of scientific rationality. It is the foundation of our being and
existence as we all look towards it but we can only experience it in our own souls.
Human life is a pilgrimage going though various conceptions of Goodness. We need to be
moral and ethical in life as it is the internal urge of a person. It is like “...the intelligent
compassion of the Buddha nature which stirs within each bosom an unselfish concern for
other people and a tender and respectful interest in the diversity of the world.” (Ibid, 383)

In this work (MGM) Murdoch offers a perspicuous reading of the history of
philosophy for explaining clearly that a proper conception of metaphysics would change
the moral decline that is being seen in the world today. She rightly understood that the
modern philosophy after Kant only intellectualizes on various conceptions of freedom
within a closed framework of individualism, putting human life into sufferings and
destruction. It forces us to live under the phantom of fear. She concludes that true
freedom and happiness can come only if we associate ourselves with Good and if we
cleverly use Eros and techné, as the way to achieve it.
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