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This-ig a“study of A Faixly,Honourable Defeat in the

= . A .light ‘of Iris Murdoch s_philOSOPhical views. In particular,”
:her conception of love and the emphasis placed upon vision
T N . are central themes to be examined in the novel.
» S Murdoch’e philosophy focuses upon v1510n as the most
/ 1mportant element 1n morality. Clear visioo is for her tﬁe
.essence of morality. the’attainment of vision requires the

' Dt elimination ofFfthe ego. Murdoch sees this same process as

. being crmgial for the artist-—an'author_must;attemptLtoMleave;—
N . . “
. @ \ Lo . L .
‘ : - his personality behind in the creation of character so that

g L7 his creations do not reflect the beliefs of the creator.
¢ . ' : Within the novel, the characters undergo a moral evolu- -

tion similar to that of the author, liKEned by Murdoch to a

pilgrimage from appear&nce to reality. The fact that most of

. [
- )
NER€ i T
.

the characters fail in thein attempt tog transcend their egos.

A e

lS indicative of the difficulty of the moral evolution called

o

2 R

for by Murdoch.
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its potential to be something infinitely better.

“E[ntroduct.i'or'x. to Mu;fdg_ch‘s 'Phi_losophy "

f ) . . .
8 . 5 / !

Iris Murdoch is a moral philosopher as well as a- o

novelist. It is not surprisin?/, then, that her épproach’ t;.p

the novel is influenced to.a kgreat degree by her philosophi-

w

cal stance. Her conceptlon of love and its links w1th vision

\ .
hold ,é partlcularly central pOSlthn w1th1n her phllosophy.
It is ;plsj central theme that will be examlned in A Fairly

Honourable Defeat with a view to illuminating the author's

approach to characterization .with'in tvhe‘ novel. . C‘lfisely 1‘/ L,
interwoven with this theme is the alfx‘tithetiéql notion of

egoism or self-love, a mechanis;\ which sexves to blind one's

vision. The u'nc;‘easing contrast by Murcioch, both in her novel

‘and philosoPhical writings, of'these two. opposites is at the

-root of her statements on contemporary life as it is, and on

r
”

A Fairly Honouyrable Defeat is a realistic depiction of

. ) ¢
the morally vacuous nature of contemporary society. We l;'gve,

.

- : &
acqording'- to Murdoch, in an increasingly narcissistic society

lln which the- trend is toward 11vmg for the moment, 'gratifying
immediate needs and indulging, for the most part, in any,form‘
of self-attention. These pronounced tendencies contribute to
our present situation of. human and 8pirit1.}a1 'impoverishment.

In our concern with and absorption in the self, \gecome




a t e ! . i ' . 3y
. . )

estranged £rom our true being. Murdoch seems determined to &
! . ) . ’ N . . , - / '
; ) expose the prevailing confusion and falsehood and at the 7*‘

-

same time to 'search for a way out. One can compare Murdoc}'('s

\ .

* - impression of man in®contemporary: societj{ with hiloaqphe}‘ )
f ' <

Simone Weii 's image of the 'directionless traveller.' We

h Y

' . will be returning to Weil's philosophy gften, as we wfi.ll'Seg:

that Murdoch derived many of her ideas from the  writings:of

A .

. Weil. Like Murdoch, Weil sees our present situation as re-
' sembling "that of a party{ of absolutely ig‘fxoran't: travellers

who .£ind themselves in a motQr car launched at full speed

and driverless a&ross brokenucountry."1 .For Murdoch, man

can overcome this state of being and gain a sense of direc-

.

tion by ridding himself of what she calls, "the fat relent-

~

' less ego."
Egoism is vaguely defined by Murdoch. It is a label
,applied to a certain pattern of behaviour in which one a}ways ¢

acts in such a way as to make the pursuit of-one's own inter-

!
!

t
' ‘ ests a primary and overriding concern. Although borrowed

-

from Freudian 'terminology, the word is given a much less exact

meaning by Murdoch. Freud saw the ego as standing behind. -
1Simoné Weil, "Sketch of Contemporary Life, "™ in The

Simone Weil . Refier, ed. George A. Panichas (New York: David

McKay Co., 1977), p. 40. All further references to Weil's
work are from this coflgction, hereinafter cited as S.W.R. .

4 % Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (London: R'outltedge -
and Kegan Paul, 1970), p. 52; hereinafter cited as T.S.G. All
further references to this work appear in the text. )

-
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, +{" - ~the.various activitieés of ‘consciousness‘and- thus what one .
. i ' A AN ¢ T . i .
e 5.1\:5’6 tly perceives is interpreted as material .for the ego,

. : o, SR

\ Y rather

\

e e e
et
a4

3

Qﬁhan as an object having a character in its own right.

; . " SN
- :,5 . Murdoch

efers to it as a fal ifying veil which serves to

e, . conceal thd external world, f?rom the \@iewer. She describes

t .
»

it as a\mechanism which continually weafves a f7ﬁric of "self-

.aggrandising and consoling wishes and dreams""(T.S.G., P
K | . 59). Relu tant \to face unpleasant realities the human psyche
i& .thus tem 5\ed t;\ "move ;about in,a cloud of more or less -

\
:

T e . _fantastic reverie

esigned to protect. [it] from pain" (T.5.G.,

:

eferred to as selfishnes:s', this character

A

. . . -
trait consists of an) exclwsi concern for one's own self,
A .

I -
one\ is willing to promote the intetests or

in -the sense .tha

welfare of others\ only insofar as this is conducivé to pro-
’

a

moting one's own intérésts, and is willing to sacrifice the

-

interests of others and\even'to harm them when this is

1

. . \ , , . :
considered instrumental (to promoting or s{feguardlng.one's
-own interests. Unselfishness, on the other--hand, is a direct

or uncalculated concéern o:\R the interests of others. Selfish-

\

ness is considered by Murdoch a ‘v;ice whereas unselfishness is-

- /
" a virtue. Indeed, ggf"\e /considgps selfishness to be the very
' ' ' \

essence of immorality and h—glds unselfishness to be the prin-
\

e

cipﬂal moral virtue. . .

Ce L WE -
-

-

P ‘,3Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Draams, trass.
James Strachey (New York: Basic Books, 1955). ,
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'antl self-abasement, and é direct uncalculated concern for

' The Clarendon Press, 1977), p. 2. .,

+ Insofar as upselfishness involves self-renunciation
the interests of others, it is seen as virtually impossible
to achieve. Human beings are so constituted, Murdoch holds,’
that the pursuit of itheir.own interests is almost always
their primary aim\and, in cases where this conflicts with

the interests of othersg, it is their overriding concern

(I.S.G., pp. 78-79).

‘ The foral evolution which human beings must undergo o
is llkened by Murdoch to a pilgrimage from appearance to
reality, a process Ml}efeby'our vision is altered in the direc-
tion of unselfishness toward what is external to us. To see
people and objects in their true nature and ip their proper
relationships ‘to each other is the task of the ﬁroral pilgrim,

which must be undertaken as part of the moral life (T.S.G.,

. P 92)..4 ®It is a long and -arduous psychological trek in

o

which the dis¢iplined overcoming of self is of paramount

- “l

importance. Murdoch's technigue of using the Quest.in the
novel causes the total meaning of the navel to be integrated

into its form. The characters in the novel, each one in his
N &

.or her own particular way, are paradigms of the moral pil-

grim.

>

4See also Iris Murdoch, The Fire.and the .Sun (Oxford:

o A AN it AR08 WS 10, ot A AT T i
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The characteristic mark of tpe active moral agent is

:ﬁbral'visibn, the ability to direct his attention toward

something or someone‘external to himself and thus; away from

| .
the "proliferation nf blindiqg self-centred aims and }mage“

(T.8.G., p. 67), which characterizes the ego. The concept

of "attention" is boitrowed from Simone Weil ang connotes ' {
a “just and loving gaze directed upon an individual reality"

(7.5.G., p.-34). It is a "refined and honest perception of ;
wha£ is really the case, a patient and just discernment

and exploraéion of what confronts one" (T.S.G., p. 38).

/ )
’ Simone Weil sees it as consisting of suspending our thought,

v/leaving it Qetached, empty, and ready to be pene?rated by

/

the object:

<

It means holding in our minds, within reach of
this thought, but on a lower level and not in
contact,with it, the diverse knowledge we have,
acquired which we are forced to make use of. Our
thought should be in relation to all particular
and already formulated thought; +as a man on a
mountain who, as he looks forward, sees also below
him, without actually looking at them, a great
many forests and plains. Above all our thought
should be empty, waiting, not seeking anything,
but ready to receive in gts naked truth the object
that is to penetrate it.

-

Such perception is the result of a "moral discipline" (T.S.G., .

p. 38). One must Ebme to exercise some control over the

diérection and focus ;>\pne's visjon; "clear vision is the

[

. 5Weil, "Reflections on the Right dne of School Studies -
With a View-to the Love of God," SSW:RR, p. 49.°
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result of moral effort" (T.S.G., p. 37); It is a moral
labour to realize the independence of things outside of
ourselves. Our narcissism is endless and only by various ,

methods of dissociation %}}at disrupt ordinary perception

" can we get beyond the self to a sense of the other. '

The illusion of persgective has placed man ‘at the centre
of épace in a way that-’é"ég'h person imagines that he is situ-
ated at the centre of the world, and as such we live an
unreal existence. To give up ‘our imaginary position as the '
centre, to rénoupce it, is to awaken to what is real. This
involves a transformation that will fundamentally affect
our sensilbility, in our immediate reception of sense impres-
sions. In so doing this we will see the same colours, and
hear the s;.me sounds, but not in the same way. Things ar‘e
perceived in sutch a condition without emotion or attachment,
without hate or desire; they are seen just as they are.

. Indeed, obedience. to reality is for Murdoch an exercise
of love. Love is defined by Murdoch as "a knowledge of .the
individual™" _Q(T.S'.G., p. 28), a "non-violent appr’et}ension of
differences,"6 an attachment to something or someone other
than one'self,l which one's consciousness cannot distort or
deny. It is precisely througﬁ one's "c.apac-ity to love, that
is to see, that the liberation of the soul from fantasy

consists" (T.S.G., p. 66). The love which is an essential

6Mﬁrc‘ioch, "The Sublime and the Good," Chicado'Review,
13 (Aut. 1959), 54. '
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ingredient in the morak life is fo be distinguished from the
. ' . r i

everyday notion of romantic love. Human love, she notes,

' L I N
is normally "too profoundly possessive and also too 'mechan-

+ ."EJJ.

ical' to be a place of vision" (T.S.G., P. 75).. Certainly
it is depicted in A Fairly}lénourable Defeat as a tremen-
dously self-centred experience for the most'part. The
dominance of the theme of love in the novel is indicative of

» w
its importance tp the moral vision. True, unselfish love,

. she suggests, "is not perhaps thoroughly natural to human

- beings."’ fThe ideal- love called for by Murdoch is similar

hd P

in nature to the Christian ethic:

Love is patient and kind; Love is not jealous and

. : - -boastful; it is.not'arrogant or .rude. Love does

not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or -
resentful; it does not rejgice at wrong, but re-~ .

‘ ) joices in the right. Love bears all things, be- o
liéves all things, hopes all things, endures all
things. .

Not surprisingly, it is the humble man in whom love best

manifests itself: Humility, for Murdoch, ."is not a peculiar

habit of self-effacement, rather like having an inaudible

voice, it is a selfless respect for reality and one of the

most difficult and central of all virtues" (T.S.G., p. 95).

}

7Murdoch, as quotéd in Michael O. Beliamy,"'An I'ntervievi
withtIris/Murdoch," Contemporary Literature, 18 (1977), 138.

N ' .
8'I‘he- New Testament, Revised Standard Edition, Catholic
¢ Edition  (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1965), 1 Cbr. 13,
4-8. All further references are to this edition. .

[P R
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The huntble man, because he sees n}maelf as nothinq, is able

v .

to ‘see other.things as they are. Although he is not by

-
13

definition the good man, ‘he.is tht kind of man who is most

' likely of all .to become good. The percegtlon of what 1s real

is thus sustalned and fulfllled é& love. PhxlosoPhlcal./

' knowledge is lovang knowledge and to love is to know.

e

It is in Murqoch's conceptlon of the Good that her-ideaé-
are brought to a focus. She does not believe in~the tradi-
tional notion of God. ‘As she;notes, “there is no g nef/'
and as it were externally guananteed'pattern or\puipdse of .
the kind for which philos&Phers and theologiane,ueed to
search. We are what we seem to be, transient’mdrtal crea-
tures.subject to necéssit& and change" Q&,S.G.,'p. 79). 7
There is however a'}ranscendant perfection'althougn perhaps
it is rarely"exemplified in the world. It is not visible;
it is, however, the foous of,attention when an intent to
be virtuou; coexists with a vision relatively unciuttered'
by the distorting self (T 5.G., p- 70) Goodness is con- °

nected w1th khe attempt to see the’ unself "to see and res-

pond to the real world in the lmght of a vittuous consoions—

- .

. \
ness" (T.5.G., p. 93)." Good partakes of the infinite, elusive.

.character of reality. Again we see the importance'of vision °

in the moral life. Entry into the good'llfe involves belng

able to see reality in its 1nf1n1te variety. It is through\

love that one attalns an increasing awareness of the Good;

by attending to the Good "purely without self" one gains--

[

% a ]

g
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¢
"an increasing awareneness of the unity- and interdependence

of the moral world" (T.S.G., p. 70). Simone Weil parallels

¢

) this thought when she sayszr

- To empty ourselves of our false divinity, to deny
- ourselves, to give up being.the centre of the world
* in imagination, to discern-that all points in the
world are equally centres and -that the true centre'
is outside, the world, [£hi's isg an agt of consent to
reality, and] such consent i& love.

Murdoch ofte; speaks of theilimits of ﬁan's knowledge and

cognitive faculty although\never denyin§ the possibility

of transcehding. The sought-for illumination occurs ;n the
“;thinking itself, but in a thinking that differs from the

“usual intellectual eort. It occurs in"a transcending of .

everythlng whlch thought apprehends in clear determlnateness,

Such thinking strlves toward the point ‘where suddenly, in"a

Y

, - single moment, "the good itself, that which surpasses compre-

hension‘and can never be captured, is present to the insight.

But is this sudden, momentary 1llum1natlon gver attained?

Murdoch seems to have created an extreme tenision 1n the

reader, as though it can never bhe fully realized. It is

-

'perheés the Garden scene in A.Fairly Honourable Defeat where

~ .
the perceiver of beauty undergoes a sort of mystical trans-

formation that this type ff awareness comes closest to being

. ) . ! .
ach1eved.}°~. .o
L)

9Weil, "Forms of the Implicﬁt Love of God," S.W.R., p;

" 471.
lo’i‘his'seene is discussed more fully below.

A
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Imtegral to her moral philosophy is he: congept of
freedom. Murdoch attempts to show in her philosophical

writings that contemporary moral philesephers have erred

\ e

in holding that moral differences are differences ofvchéice
\
rather than of vision, and in making'dgsdness a function of"
the will rather than an object of insight or knowledge (T.S.G., -

pp. 35, 41-42). 1In égeking to restore vision as morally

central she ascribes a different and lesser‘place to human
»

freedom. .She expressly agrees with Simone Weil that "will

S

is obedience, not resolution" (T.S.G., p. 40). The obedience,

. ¢ . e . .
moreover, is obedience to reality. In its popular senge
k]

o

Ereedom is a name assignedefp "the sglf-assertive movements
of deluded selfish will which because ©f our ignorance we

take to be something autonomous" (T.S.G.,-p~ 100). Freedom

in its proper meaning entails a liberation from faritasy and
the resulting experience of accurate vision. A proper dis-
cernment and exploration of all the circumstances of a situ- -

ation yields but one choice and this is the ultimate condition

' '
*

to be aimed at: ) . ] : .

The idea of a patient, loving regard directed
' upon a person,-a thing, a situation, presents
" - the will not as unimpeded movement, but as
semething very much more like obedience. .
(T.8.G., p. ?0)

P
'

Thus we see the nexus in w iqh love, freedom, vision and

e .
the Good come together jin Murdoch's thought. 1In subsequent’

—
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.chapters we will explore the relationship of these idea
to Murdoch's literary style, and in pqrticular her’app;oach

to characterization.
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. Philosophical Context of Murdoch's Thought

*Much of <Murdoch's thought is robted in Eastexrn and

Western philosophy and has stﬁiking p&fallels with tradi-

' tional mystical th&S\logy as well. To set thé ideas of Mur-

doch into perspective, then, somg review of their sources

"and influences is iequiredd although this examination will

1

-

¢« necessarily be sketchy.

\ Plato is a dominant Western influence on Murdoch's

thought. Her hotion of the Good and her equétién of love

withéiisdom have their origin in Plato. For Plato, the sun

. » ’
symbolizes the transcendent reality he termed 'The Good. '11
p . . ¢

- ¥ M v . 1] ’ 1]
The sun is as necessary to vislon as the Good is to the,
o B

\

realm of thought. We do not look upon the sun directly but
y .

Y

rather we see.everything in its light. If the mind is dir-

ected toward that which is-illuminated by the light of the
good, it knows or is in possession of truth. Just as vision

is dependent upon sunlight but is not the sun”itself, so too
‘ . . 4 ° .
knowledge is related to the good but is not the good itself.

v

It is certain.that just as without ligﬁt'the eye is without

éight, so too without an orientation of one's beinéxtoward

 the good; the mind is devoid of all true knowledge.

'The equation of love with wisdom is made by Plato by
ascribing t6 Eros the twin symbols of the ascent to the

eternal and the light that shows the way. In The Symposium,

1lpjato, The Republig, trans. B. Jowett (New. York: The
Modern Library, n.d.), pp. 248-50.
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the participants are unable to défide love exactly and thus
T [t . 1 .

12

it is touched on only in myth.”” Love appears in many figures,

but all are directed toward the One, the true absolute love‘y‘

that bears men upward. 1In Plato's discussion of love, sexu-
ality is seen as having diverse effects. Its enchantment.is

the origin of the ascent because the sight of beauty inspires

% recollection of the eternal; but when sexuality becomes an

end in itself it is erased, and serves only‘to obscure one's
insight.13 ' .
Murdoch diffeérs from Plato in that she does not require

that the physical self be dlscarded, thereby llberatlng our:

-gpiritual selves, but rather that the spiritual portion,
)

the mind or psyche, be cleared of that which obstructs our

7

vision. Sensuous beauty as such need not be left behind in

the process of our ascent as it serves the very important

g

function.of being a continual source of inspiration (T.S.G.,

p. 90). While Murdoch maintains, the existence of'Good, she

‘emphasizes that we must direct our concentration not upon

it, but ipstead upon the minute and particular details of
this world which will in turn result in a temporary revela-

A 3
tion to the perceiver of the transcgndent.

1
E]

Murdoch is in‘égreement with the Platonic¢ notion tQat
e

lzPiato,'ﬂheSymposium, trans, W. Hamilt (MiddIéséx:
Penguin Books, 1965). ‘ o

13

Ibid., pp. 92-95. ' /
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, philosophical thinking is upward-tendlng in its orlentatlon,

’.and yet this ascendlng movement 1s not without its setbacks.

A Fairly  Honourable Defga testifies to the fact that people

vacillate and have moments when they fail, and'fall, and -

begin anew this movement of love. In a myth inMthe S 192051

[N

ﬂove is fittingly deplcted as the son of contrivance and '

‘,phverty "on one and the same day he %all 11ve and flourish

-

when he is in plenty, and aleo meet hi§ death,, and come to

llfe again through the vigor he inherits from his father;

lI]-4 'l -

but what he wins he always lqses Another myth°to

be found in Phaedrus further portrays the dlfflculty of - .
achieving the plang of‘transcendence: The soul here is geen
ag the chariot of reason, drawn by’ two w1nged‘horses, one
&isciplfned and obedient, tending upward, the other-oriented

toward the pursuit of its own sensuous desires, unruly, and

tendlng dognward. N

2

.
Perhaps Plato's myth of the cave is the most extraordlnary

'metaphor for the ways of human 11fe and for 'transcendence as

“the essence of humén exlstence.16 Murdoch‘refers to it often

¢

in her philosophical writings as a paradldm,flllustratlng

the human conditipn and the knowledge that is possible in it.

l"lPlat,o, Symposium, p. 82 ‘ I
,r

lsPlato, Phaedrus, trans. R. Hackforthf(New York: The .
Bobbs Merrill Co., 1952), pp. 69-70. '

16

Plato, The Republic, pp. 253—5@.

15 ' hes " ' ) ﬂ.
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ceeds to reason that it is the sun which is the spurce of

3

. The myth begins with menkliéing inside'a cave, their
bodies chained so they cannot move. They can see only what’
‘is in front of them. Behind them a fire is burning and
between the fi;e and the prisoners men pass carrying various
objects.- Of these objects the prisongrs see only the‘sﬂa—
éows cast by th? fir; on the wall opposite from them. They
perceibe the shadows of ;he objects as the objects themselves.
The _prisoners are -subs'equently unchained and when'e ‘of
them is compelled to turn and look upon the fire his eyes
‘afe blinded. Believing the shadows to be mgre true than
.whaé,is shown to him now, he prefers instead to take refuge -
in the knowledge‘pf the shadows to which he is accustomed.
'Hé is dragged up the slope leading to the entrance of® the
cave and emergés into the sunlight. HeXe he feels only pain-
" amd is dazzled by th; brilliance of the light. Gradually

becoming accustomed to the 1}ght, he eventually sees not mere

reflections but all things in their full reality. He pro-

.all things seen and in turn realizes the false notions that /

had formerly governed his reason. He then returns to the

.

cave to liberate the others from their delusion butbfails

~
to do so, the_others préferring.to remain in a state familiar
to them. - . . )

ﬁcértain ideas and images from this myth may be found in

A Fairly Honourable Defeat: the'image of man as one who

. ' v -
dwells in darkness, light as a metaphor of moral and spiritual

L3
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perfection, and the sun as the Good and the end of- human - ;

existence. Of further significance is the theme of 'con-

version,' where the prisoner turns from his former position

in the cave and takes the ardumus pagh to the sun. The path

r
[T

for both Plato and Murdoch involves moving from the world of
appearance out into the g;terﬁél world. Murdoch makes clear
however that one does not transcend the world in order to . ‘ z
abandon it; for her éhe ﬁovement'towgﬁd light does not lead ) i

to a solitary ecstasy.

W raeen

A more contemporary influence on Murdoéh and perhaps
of equal imp;ét is Simone Wéil,‘a Jewish philosoéher-mystfc
whém.Murdochucites as the source of many of her ideas on .
contemporary life and the nee& to overcome the self. It is’
Weil's concepts of affliction and decreation in particular. .
which have strongly inflﬁenced Murdoch aAd which will be
examined here.

Both Murdoch and Weii appreciate’ that suffering or

affliction has an educatiOnéE value. \Weil has stated that
— »

as long as the play, of circumstances around us "leaves our

being almost intact, or only half impaired, we more or less

believe that the world is created and controlled by ourselves."

It is affliction that reveals, suddenly and to our very great

nl?

surprise, that we are totally mistaken. Murdoch notes

that people are unable to acknowledge the reality of afflic-
. .

17Weil, "The Love of God and Affliction," S.W.R., p. 462,
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tion. It is readily falsified in some way 86 &s to make it -

bearable. Directed by sado-masochistic impulses, a further -

'

tool of the ingenious self, our attention can be drawn back |
into the self, while at the same time we are deluded into
thinkihg‘that~the experience is somehow 'good! (I.S.G., p. ®

68).

-

Weil states\EEat>to acknowledge the reality of affliction

-

means saying to oneself,
pb

I may lose at'%ny moment, through the play of
circumstances over which I have no control, any-
thing whatsoever that I possess, including those

: . things which are so intimately mine gthat I consider
| them as being myself. There is notﬁ&ng that I

- might not lose. It could happen at any moment

that what I am might be abolished and replaced by
‘ ‘ anything whatsoever of the filthiest and most .
\ contemptible sort. To.be aware of this in the
depth of one's soul is to experience non-being.
It is the state of extreme and total humiliation
\ which is algo the'condition for passing over to
li ¢ the ‘truth . / ‘ '
1
l

| - The knowledge of affliction is the key to Weil's reli-
1 . N

gious meditations. ¢ in his acceptance of affliction, man
‘ e -

éccepts the decreative process-and thereby becomes aware
| »
that he is totally mistaken in the arrogant presumption "that

ﬁhe world is created and controlled by ourselves.ﬂie Affléc-

l

tion, hpé believes,. is necessary-so that the human creature . |
i S " .
- Y 1 \ .

! _'1SWeil, "Human Personality," S.W.R., p. 332.

19

Weil, "The Love of God and Affliction,? S.W.R., p. 462.

)

\
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may uncreate itself. Along with beauty it is the only thing,

piercing and devastating enough to peneﬁrate'the soul. "“"There

» ;
is not real affliction unless the event which has gripped and

uprooted .a life gtgecks it, directly or indirectly, in all its

.parts, social, psychologlcal, and physxcal "20

-~

It would bhe an error to reproach Weil or Murdoch for
having a morbid preoccupation with affliction. They are not

interested in it as a sensation: "Affliction .is not a psy-

chological state; it is a pulverization of the soul by the

i w2l

mechanlcal brutallty of circumstances.. Weil's concept of

'decreatlon indicates a progress in man's.self- knowledge

Ty

of his nothingness. .In the act o& accepting sufferlng, man

/

‘begins to climb the ladder of transcendence. Her doctrine

of decreation is one in which man renounces and purifies the ®

self. Decreation is a spiritual act devastating the 'I! in
one; it is a stripping away and renunciation of the ego re-
sulting in an ultlmate transfiguration. ‘She defines decrea-

tion as maklng "something created pass into the uncreate

As she writes, "affliction when it is’ consented to and accepted

and loved, is truly a baptism. Ot ig] a more or less attenuated

equivalent of death."ZB.
. 204eii, "The Love of God and Affliction," S.W.R., pp. 440-
41 : za S
2]'Weil, "The Love of God ari;d ‘Affliction,",.S.W.R., p. 462.
22Weil, "Decreation," S.W.R., p. 350.
23panichas, S.W.R., p. 40} \




An integral part of the decreative process is the re-
moval of oneself from the mainstream of society. What is sacred
in a human being is the impersonal in him and, according to

Weil, "“this is never achieved by a man who thinks of himself

P

as a member of a collectivity . . . a collectivity must dis-.

solve into separate persons before the impersonal can be

w24

reached. For Weil, "the collective is the. object of all

idolatry, that is what chains us to the earth," and if society

N
n25

L ]
is'the cave, "the way out is solitude. Excellenceygthen

seems té'be in proportion to bbscurity; the one who is best
is the one who is least observed or distinguished.
As with affliction it is equally difficult for one to

comprehend the ideas of Evil and Death. Murdoch notes this
N
« when she says_that "our inabjility to imagine evil is a con-
. // -
sequence of the facile, dramatic, and, in spite of Hitler,

n26

optimistic picture of ourselves with which we work. In

W
The Fire and the Sun Murdoch defines evil as the degeneration
27

of that which was originally good into egoism.“’  In this

sense she is closer to the Christian notion of Evil than to

>

24Weil, "Human Personality," S.W.R., p. 319.

2SWeil, "The Great Beast," S.W.R., p. 392.

26Murd6chﬁ "Against Dryness: A Polemical Sketch,"
Encounter, 16 (January, 1961), 20,

2Tymurdsch, The Fire and the Sun, pp. 78-80, 82-83. . ™.
8
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-dealing with the burdens and chaill

the concept of evil held by Weil. Weil ‘describes creation
as "good broken up into pleces and scattered throughout ev1l
Ig this sense her view of Bvil is essentially Manlchean in
nature, in that Evil is depicted as an ultimate constituent
of the universe, co-ordinate with Good. Christian thought,
however, maintains that evil represents the going- wrong of
something that in itself is good. The, universe is good,
which is to say that matter is not in itself evil. Everytping

that has being is good in its own way and degrée, except i

insofar-as it may have become spoiled or corrupted.

Christianity has never maintained that God's purpose

in the creéation of the world was to construct a pafadize

.
s

‘whose inhabitants would experience continual liappiness, at
‘least not after,man's fall from grace in the Garden of Eden.

The world is seen instead as a plazg in Wthh free beings

may attain egernal‘life. Although not. believing in any sort

20 - .

n28

.
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nges of their existence

of afterlife, Murdoch/concurskwith this notion of the world A

as a means to something higher. The death of Christ,

supreme evil turned to éupreme good, is the paradigm for ,J

the distinctively Christian reaction to evil. Viewed

L]

this standpoint, evils do not cease to be evils, and cer- - C).
f \

tainly, in view of Christ's healing work, they cannot be said

to have been sent by God. Yet the Christian Xtitude

284eil, "Evil," s.w.RJV p. 381.

/

;
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tragedy sééhs to bé thaﬁ,ik may serve as a means whggebf :
one isﬁbrought.closer to God. As the gréatest of all evils,
éhe.crucifixion-of Christ, was made the occasion of manfs‘
redemption, so good can be wor from other evils. The Christian .
;esponse to calamity is to accept #h%'adverfities,rpains, and
afflictions which life brings, in order that they may be turned
into a positive spiritual force.

It is in this culminatigg'notion'thég'phe thoughts of
Murdoch and Weil also display aﬁ affihiﬁy. Perhaps .it is
best:expréssed by Weil when she obsé;éeg that "the world is
the closed door. It is a barrier.r'And at the same time )
it is:the way through§"2? She says that the éssence of
created things is to be intermediariésfor bridges between

the temporal -and the spiritual worlds, between man and Cod,
X

An image of this etérnaiizing process is that of two pri- {"

soners with adjoining cells who communicate with eéch other -
by knocking on the wall between them. The wall is the object

separating them but it is also their means of communication.

-«

"It is the same with us and God. Every separation is a link....

This world, the realm of necessity, offers us absolutely

230

nothing ekcept means. Things exist so that we may pass

~

along them; and by passing along them we go toward the trans-
cendent. Plato likewise can be seen to embrace this attitudé

29Weil, "Metaxu," S.W.R., p. 363, ’ .

304eil, "Metaxu," S.W.R., pp. 363-64.
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between'individuals. .

-there is simply music without subject and object, for both

f . .
invhis‘conception of’%yve} although he concentrates almost

\ -

exclusively on the idea of.love as'opposed to actuar love
- Q . " 31 . A .

The destruction of the self called for by Murdoch and

Weil fequifes a kind-of disgipline similar in nature to the’
\ :

Zen meditétiéh technique, and achieves essentially the same .

result,;ihe renunciation of the egoin order to identify
) 32

with the universe outsidé time and space.

)

The téchnlque

<. is aimed at the- repudlatlon of the subject object relatlonshlp,'

whereby the mind is 1dent1f1ed with that which is perce;ved. -
« y

Enllghtenment is an experxence of absolute unity; 1t is beyond

subject and object; the~emp1r1ca& ego is so submerged that

there is no longer "I" but pure existence. N ‘ .

In Four Quaréeis, Eliot epeaks df_“music heard so deeplx;

. that it is not heard at all, but you are £he5musiq/while the -

"~ w33

music lasts. The moment is so intense aﬁd~§he music heard

/

5 ! " . ’
so deeply that there is no longer a person'listening and

music being listened to; there is no "I" opposed to music;

&

are submerged in one. In his play The Cocktail Party, Eliot"

»

. < \\ . ’ . . t
, . B * ) ,
31 .. - : 2
Blato, The 8ymposium, passim. g
32

Thomas Mer'‘ton, Mystics and Zen’ Masﬁern (New York'
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1967), n.p. ‘ =

33T S. Eliot, Four gpantets (New York: Haréourt;‘érace
and World, 1943), Part V, p. 27: "o R

o
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has Cella éopleston exclaim, "But what or whom I loved, or
what in me was lov1ng, I do not know.“34 Here she has ;learly

lost her ego to such an extent that something within her is °
lbvlng something else, but both the subject and the object
of the love are indefinable. '

Thlsiloss of the emplrlcal ego and the resulting loss
of the dlstagce-between the observer and the object observed
is similarly echoed in Christian thought when St. Paul says,
"It is no longexr f\who live, but Christ th lives in mer (Let-

ter of Paul to the Galatians 2, 20), which would indicate

that Paul has lost his own ego in the contemplation of Christ.

In order'that Christ may come to fullness within the Christian

;Jomething must die, for "he that would ‘save his life mu%t
lose 1t“ (Matt. 16, 25). This notion of .death to the gelf

4

is very near to the Zen doctrine of the obllteratlon of thefl~
ego. /The destructlon of the self in Chrlstlanxty is the
necesoary preparatlon to the finding of a real self in Christ.
In the Gospel Christ asks of his followers thgt they’
detact.themselves from the world‘(M;tt. 16, 24). To be a

discipleiof Jesus, one must sell what one hag,and give it to

"' the poor (Matt. 19,%21); one .must renounce everything that

one possesses. The loglc of this notlon is completély opposite\

to the logic of the world, in which the most excellent man is .,

|

K . ‘ } .
34T. S. Eliot, The Cocktail Party (Londou. Faber and

‘Faber; l949), Act II, p. 12F . A\ ,
4 \ +

-




process’ of self-exile, of social and physical imclation.

v\

24

the one who is socially eminent above the rest, and strongly

-
4 N

parallels Weil's belief that one's excellence is in pwo-

i

<
portion to one's social obscurity. ¥
¥

~

Murdochincorporates this belief into her novel, as

the readér pér eives'that society has a negative spiritual-: 7
effect on the indIvidual character. It blinds the individual,
whb is.content to‘ lay a role and baék comfortably 'in the ' i
light ‘of social'app;oval. It is not surafising that the
characteré who are cléarly récognized in the novel py their
peers as social misfits, namely Tiiris,'aimon,-ané Axel, who-
thus exist'qp the perimetfer of the social circle, come closest
to spirifual insight. -
The'Pilgrimagé'in the eayly church was often motivated

35

by a "contempt for society." The followers of St. Jerome,

for example, "saw in tﬁeir pilgrimage an act of self de9ial,

of voluntary exile whose object was tb take them‘awayffrdm

. . . the damnation to which the rest of woild was destined."36

The pilgrimagé is a means of moral development, involving a

Y

These meanings are evoked by Murdoch when shg'refgrs to those

who' attempt to see beyond themselves as "moral pilgrims" .

35Joﬁathnn Sumption,*Pilgrimage: An Image of Medieyal -

Religion (London: Faber .and. Faber, 5}, p. 94.
© 3%1pia., p. 94. ° SRR
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(T.5.G., p. 92). ° .

. The coﬂoeg; of the moral pilgrima&é which Murdoch sees:
as being applicable to bgth character and author has as its
source the gcheme of the ascent described by Plato in hia N
myth of the cave.  There is also a very strong parallel be- .
tween this essential feature in Murdoch's thought and the

5

Christian myst1ca1 tradltlon, s0 much so that the essence of

- Murdoch's thought can be said to be a synthesizing and con-

temporizin§ of the Tystical guest for union with God.

Although an analysis of Christian mystical theology is
beyond’ the scope of thfs paper, it is important to note some—
of the parallelsd!hat can be drawn between the'characteristics‘
of the mystical expariénce and the sought-?or end in Murdpcﬁ's

moral -pilgrimage. Of prime importance is the fact that the

. mystic apprehends reality thréugh aasort .of spiritual intui-~

37

tion. Murdoch's novels clearly show her belief that wisdom

and truth cannot be acquired by interrogation or debate. 1In

A Falrlnyonourable Defeat academics such as Rupert are de-

plcted flailing about in a 'sea of tr1V1a, whereas Tallls

seems to possess his goodness unconsciously. In fact the ’

appeal of Tallis is his aloofness to speculation, explanatiénm,

His-aversion to particular £drms and struc-
him with a special measure of knowledge.
+ . /‘

] L]

One
o f

. 37Evelyn Underhill,
1961), p. 81.

3
'

Mysticism (New York:

e .

E. P. Dutton, !
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of the characteristics of the mystical experience arrived /

at by William James's study is that the episode "defies ex-

pression, that no report of its contents can be given in
) A !

words. "3®  James attributes a noetic quality to the mystical

, state, noting that the insights erupt from "depths of truth

unplumbed by the discursive intellect."39 These insights

are "illuminations, revelations, full of significance and e

importance, all inarticulate."40 Certainly one of‘the'dif-

ficulties faced by Murdoch in The Sovereignty of Good is

that her objéctive language falls short of adequately des--

‘cribing the experience of the Good. This inadequacy is best

rationalized by seeing the task as really omne of trénslating
into words an experience of the ineffable.

The coﬁplete metamorphosis‘calledﬁfor by Murdocg’and'
Weii, and present in the writings of Plafo,and in Soth Zen
and" ¢hristian mysticism, is essentially a'process of death
and resurrection. William Inge's study of Englléh mystlcs
Ccites fecognition of .the pr1nc1ple of death as a prerequ151te |
of spiritﬁal life as "the: sttrength of the best mystical

||4l

teaching. All of tHe aforementioned systems of thought . Vo

38Wil;.iam James, The Varieties of Religious Experience
{New Hyde Park, N. Y.: University Books, 1963), -p. 380/

391pid., p. 380. : " .

\4°1bid.,-p. 381,

41W1111am R. Inge, Studies of English Mystics (Freeport.
Books for Libraries tfess, n.d. ), p. 108, ,
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are constructed around the same motif of death and sesur-
rection. This motif is central tdlgurdoch's thinking; her
philosophy seeks not to explﬁin rLality, but to promoté a '
clea; vision of it, which is cont&ngent upon this same pro-
cess of death and rebirth.

’ Murdoch is close to those e&istentialiét writers who
depict thevworlﬂ as absurd. Men live in a bubble of illusion
created, and maintained by their own blugred vision and dis- i
torted self-imaged. It would be incorrect, however, to view

Murdoch as an existentialist. 1In her booﬁ Sartre, Romantic

Rationalist, Murdoch sees Sartre as continuing in ’the tradi-

" tior of Descartes who was unable to trust the reality of what

he perceived in the universe and who thus concluded that his

own existence was the only certainty,'.42 Such an emphasis on

the factors of isolation and dependence on self causes an ' g

" inordinatie preoccupation with the self, with the result that

.contact is lost with the world outside of oneself. Murdoch

©

notes that "It is on the lonely awareness of the individual

~

and not on the individual's integration 'with his society that
& . °
43 . '
n .

[ NS LA

his attention centres.

Murdoch seems to be in agreement with portions of Sartre's
philosophy, but not with the ﬁ@ndamentél idea that human life.

is not explicable by referenqénto anything higher than man.

| + U

42Murdoch,'Sartre, Romantic Rationalist (New Haven: " q

431pid., p. 25. 7
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.A brief introduction to this complex topic may be found in

¢ ¢ .
Sartre's work, Existentialism and Humanis.m.44 In it, Sartre

L4 N .
declares that there is no God and therefore human beings

are neitherx créaj:ed nor pervaded by anyone or anything that

can have a plan or idéa of what they will be like before

- -~

they come into existence or before they develop by their own"

free action. This is to say that "existence comes before

essence.“45 If one thinks of God as the creator, we view

x

_him as a "supernal artisan" which is to say that, "each indi-

S

vidual man is the realization of a certain-conception which
dwells in the divine understanding.“46 However, if God does

not exist "there is no human nature because there is no God

47

to have a conception of it." Murdoch's copcept of the

Good does not contain the notion of it as the creator of life

3

and thus she would agree with Sartre's idea that there is no
plan or idea of our persbnality before it appears, and we
make our own essence by our own free choice, although for

Murdoch the emphasis is placed-on vision as opposed to will

- as the means to®fulfillment. It is in this sense that some

existentialists speak of the absurdity of human existence,

44Jean Paul Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism, trans.
Philip Mairet (London; Methuen, 1948). )

o 45

~ s »

Ibid., p. 26. c

461pia., p. 27.

471pia., p. 28. o

’




ﬁeaning that it is.not explicable #y referencé to anything
more fundamental. Heré Murdoch breaks with Existenfialist’
thought. She cannot agree with Sartre when he says with the
disappearance of God "there digappears with him all possi-
bility of findingtvalue§ in an intelligible heaven.".48
' Sartre denies that there is any a priori good: "We have
‘ neither behind us, nor beforé us in a luminous realm af
values, any means of justification or excuse [for our ace. -

tions] ." 19

We are alone and without constraint. Sartre
sees man ;s-"nothing else&but what he purposes, he exists
only insofar as he realizes himselé, he is therefore nothing
else but the sum of his actions, nothing else but what his

20 He wguld disagree with Murdoch's belief that

life i§."
as.beings wé are immersed in a reélity which transcends us
and that moral progress consists in awaf;ness of and submis-
sion to this reality. Both suggest that we are pilérims in
Ca this world, queéting for meaning and wholeness. Whereas

. for Sartre the,quest is existential, fo} MurdocRVitﬁis meta-
-~ physical; her éuest is for the basic morai precept in a world
that is rapidly losing its belief in the ;alue of anything
beyond itself.

481pid., p. 33.

’ . AN , 491bid-' po‘34:

301pia., p. 41.
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Murdoch's Aesthetic

Much of what has' been written by Murdoch in her philo-
sophical essays can be summarized as an attack on the problem
of the real and illusory selves. The enthronement of self,

and the/,_,sglf—f:‘o’ﬁ;gious attempt to make all men over in the
seif's image are, Murdoch believes, the root problems of
human existence. Although she attempts to bring about a
change .in the reader in this respect, this is not achieved
by the issuing of moral‘ directives; instead, she attempts

to induce transformation within her 'reader in two ways. The
first method by which she communicatesfher meaning is through
the use of vé.rious symbols, allusion?f' a;nd structural de-
vices, all of which will be fiiscuss d later in this paper.
The second method, which will be the focus of discussion in
ﬁhis chapter, is her attert;pt to apply her{moral philosophy
to her characterization. Essentially Murdoch's idea of fic-
tion, and art in general, is profoundly moral, in that she
sees the depiction of realistically perceived charagters

and a detailed portrayal of their w¢gd#dld as having the effect.
on the reader of reminding him of the variety ;nd qpacity of
people and objécts. '

Murdoch presents us with‘a new way of seeing and valuing.

The essence of her communication is to make the reader aware

N e e e e R e e e
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of the necessity of changing his perceptual habits. In her
article "Against Dryness,". she further elaborates on this

3
. truth-telling aspect of literature: t

i 4
Literature has taken over some of the tasks formerly [N
performed by philosoéphy. Through literature we : 3
can wediscover a sense of the density of our lives. !
Literature can arm us against consolation and fan-
tasy and can help us recover from the ailments of
. Romanticism. If it can be said to have a task now, i
that is surely its task. But if it is to perform !
it, prose must recover its formal glory, eloguence
and discourse must return. I would connectsilo-
quence with the attempt to speak the truth.

P R

1

Critics have often questioned whether for Murdoch the
artist is a function of the philosopher, who uses the vehicle
of the novel as a means of communicating the truth. As one -
study ofs Murdoch has noted, "the critical reception of ‘Exeﬂ

i
novels has been dominated by those who insist on reading them

for their philosophical statements.52

Certainly she claims
’ morality to be the supreme criterion as a judge of the truth

in art, but for her the novel is not a mere literdry formula-

tion of a philosophical notion except insofar as "it shows C
a certain consonance with her ideas about what a novel ought. -
to be like.">> Dipple likewise éommentsz"that Murdoch's

reputation as a philosophical novelist is unwarranted: ' ;

‘

,slMurdoch, "Against Dryness: A Polemical Sketch," p. 20.

‘52Donna Gerstenberger, Iris Murdoch (I'.ewisburg-: Bucknell
Univ. Press, 1975), p. l4. :

., 31pia., p. 15.
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Certainly the persistence of Ighilosophical allu-
sion cannot justify this, and it is true indeed
that Murdoch's greatest achievement as a novelist
is in old purely novelistic issues like character,
descriptien, plot and technical brildiance. To
the degree that there is a philosophical issue in
her work, it is Platonic and moral, and functions
, at the same absolutely background levg,l as her

. . serious use of Shakespearean references or paint-
ings. Although critics have talked a great deal t
about Sartre and Kant, the ultimate working out of
her fictions is much more concengrated on causa}igx
and the peculiar structures of human personality.

«
Murdoch's aesthetic is a moral activity involving total
attention on the part of the artist, and this has its literary
embodiment in the characterization of persons and eventis por-
trayed. )
It is the artist who;, for Murdoch, is the paradigm of
the good person, since the true artist is conscious of the
necessity to be obedient to re\aéity. This obedienFe involwves
a self-renunciation which eliminates the subjebtive approach
to things and people, so that one no longer sees all thin;s
“from the point of view of a limited individual self that is
constituted as the centre of the universe. As seen earlier,
there is an express similaritg( between this idea and T. S.

55

Eliot's ideas on art. Most notabla is  the statement by

Eliot that the poet must undergo a process of depersonaliza-

tion; "The progress of the artist is a continual self—sacri- -

g

—
- .

54p1izabeth Dipple, Iris Murdoch: Work for the Spirit
(London; Methuen and Co., 1982), p. 3]:3.~

55

See above, p. 22. >

e AT LY . T

I A Py

T

€87




33

P
°

fice, a continual extinction of pex::sonality.“*56

]

and the Individual Talent/'Eliot speaks of the poetic process

In "Pradition

as being impersonal, not an expression of personality but an

escape ffom it.57 Murdoch echoes this in her statement that

virtue is the same in the artist as in the good man, in that

‘ it is a selfless attention to nature. (T S.G., < 41) . As

the analogue of the good man, the artist is "the lover who,
nothing himself, lets other things be t?hi‘ough h:Lm.“58

' Murdoch shares a similarity in this respect with the
Catholic monk and poet, Thomas Merton, who sees the artistic

éxperience, at its highest, as a natural analogue of the

myatical experience. Merton states that the artistic experi-

ence "produces a kind of intuitive perception of feallty

-

through a sort of affective ¢dent1f1catlon witth the object
contemplated . . . This means simply a knowledge that comes

n39 Merton

about as it wdre by the identification of natures.
has made much the sax*e qbservation with regard@ to himself.

He noted that

. When we apprehend God through the reality of con-
~ cepts, we see him as an object separate from ouxr-

/ -
i

56'1‘. S. Eliot,"tradition and the Individual Talent,"itn
Selected Essays (London: Faber and Faber, 1951), pp. 17+

571pid., p. 17.

58Murcloch, " The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited,'
Yale Review, 49 (1959), 270.

59'1'homas Meeton, The Sewen.8tory Mountain (New York:
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1976), p. 202.

1
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, selves; as a being from whom we are alienated,
. even though we believe that He loves us and we
- Yove Him. In contemplation this division disap-
pears, for contemplation goes beyond concepts and
apprehends God not as a separate object but as the
. Reality within our own reality . . . Contemplation

» is the highest and most paradoxical form of self-

rea]\igstion, attained by apparent self-annihila-
tion. ‘

Murdoch has likewise phrased this same idea of "how far con-

ceptualizing and theorizing, which from one point of view are

-

absolutely essential, in fact divide you from the thing that

i the object of theoretical attention. n6l

Elibt parallels this thought in "Swinburne as Poet"™ when
he states 'that "Language in a healthy state presents the
.object, is so close to the object, that tht two are identi-
fied.“62 Thus when Murdoch st?t_es that the great artist
sees his creations in the light of justice and mercy, she
. means that the direction of attention is "outward, away from
self whigh red_uces all to a false unity, towards the great
surprising@,\}ariety of the world and the ability to so direct
attenltion”/ is love" (T.S.G., p. 66). Murdoch's idea that

&

the artistic experience is a fundamentally moral experience

is best expressed in The Fire and the Sun, where she likens

the experience of art to a religious experience:

60rhomas Merton, The New Man (New York: Farrar, Straus
and Cudahy, 1962), p. 18.

6]'Frank Kermode, "House of Fiction: Interviews with
Seven English Novelists," Partisan Review, §0 (1963), 115.

62'1‘. S. Eliot, "Swinburne as Poet, v in Selected Essafs,
p. 327. . : :
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' this perspective.

Good art . . . provides for many people, in an
unrellglous age without 'prayer or -sacraments,
their clearest experlence of something grasped as
separate and precious and beneficial and held
quietly and unpossessively in the attention.

Good art which we love can seem holy and attending
to it can be like -praying. Our relation to such
art though probg?ly never entirely pure is remark-
ably unselfish.’

3

Such an orientation leads the artist to a passive’ state.
This passivity isnot a state of lethargy or inaction. It
is essentially an-.attitude of the artist toward his experi-

ence, a desire to yield to life. This active receptiveness,

not unlike Weil's idea of attention-or Merton's ideas con-
cerning contemplation, is an’ integral part of Murdoch's

h
aesthetic stance in her writing, and in particular her ap-

proach to charagterization. Such an approach is one of P
o \ A

-

delight in their independent ‘existence as other
people, an attitude towards them which is analo-
gous- to our feelings towards those we love in life;
and an intense interest in their personalities
combined with a sort of dégiched solicitude, a
respect for their freedom.

\'g
This is a poetic and philosophical stance which values hani-

lity on the part of the author as a strength in the creation

Y

of chardcters in the novel. There is nothing original in

It has been shown to parallel the thought

.of Eliot and Merton, and as well it shares &n affinity with

~
\

~

63 The Fire and the Sun,

Muxdoch, ép. 76-:77.

64John Bayley, The Characters of Love (Londont Constable
and Co., 1960), p. 7. .
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her characters'

" in which he was without an identity:

) detail,

1
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Keats's doctrine of "ﬁégative capability," which_ié essen~ -

.
s , oo

a

tialiy_thevpowgr of creating without having a.vision of one's '

. . ™ ,
*own. 8> Keats felt-tﬁat as an_artist he had arrived at a state -

"a poet is the most e

unpoetical of Epything.in existence; ‘because he has no iden-

titys-he is continually in for, and f£filling some other body.“66 :
" To be receptive to reality is -to feel an empathy with tle
_‘natural world, a virtual reverence tdward}that which is-
sensed. Wordsworth expresses thls attltude when he says
that "we can feed: thlS mind of ours/ln a wise pas51veness. n67 .
Whitman states in Song of M&self:
Now i will do nothlng but: listen - ) ..
To accrue what I hefar ‘into. this gang, to . e
. ’ let sounds contrxbute toward q.t. &

On the other,haﬁd, an artist alwéys shapes reality to

suit his aesthetic ends. Murdoch's manipulation of realistié

as we will see, is designed to create the illusion of

indeperdence. ‘Mﬁrdpch attempts to Ehcorporate

in her art this stance of~qpenness and humilitw'theieby recog- .

Y

..*nizingxthe interdependénpe of every aSpecé of the natural

It.is thus

world and at the same time its partipularness.

‘65"To George and Thomas eats,“’Zl Dec. 1817, Letter 9, -
Letters of John Keats, ed. stanley Gardner (London: Univ.- of.
London Press, 1965), pP. 67.

[}

“To Richard WOodhouse," 27 Oct. 1818, Letter 5b, in

Gardner, ed., p. 121, ° SN

67W1111am Wordsworth, ”Expostuiation and Reply," 11. 23-24,

v+ 68421t Whitman, Song of Myself,

o

/ [

11. 582-83.
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understandable whenmshe condemns ‘'ego art''which stu&ies

the human mind as if it were cut off from the rest of exper-

ience. Great art, she notes, shares an affinity with beauty

i v ~

and natyre in that all serve as a means to a higher¢reality:

.

Great art teaches us how real things can be looked
at and loved without being seized and used, without
being appropriated into the greedy organism of the
self . . . an unsentimental contemplation exhibits
the same quality of detachment: selfish concerns
vanish, nothing exlsts except the things which are
seen.

(T.5.G., p. 65)

k]

Murdoch has often’ expressed her admiration for the writ-

ing of Shakespeare s<Telstoy, and George Elibt, for in such

art one is able to learn something about "the real quality

of human nature, when' it is envisaged in the artist's just
N . \ +

"an&-compassionate vision, . with a clarity that does not belong

’*

to the self-centred rush of ordinary llfe"“(T.S.G., p. 65).

This concexn fbr the loss of self on the part of Murdoch

-

hdas thus beeh seen to be an integral factor in Murdoch's
approach to characterization. ' John Bayley hag best.expréssed

this inte;relationship between the creation of fictional’
: : . , ‘
characters and the theme of love: -
N :
\

;

of love is rare indeed; more often he is in love
with his own-vision, and,with his characters as
projections of it; and the novel, Narcissus-like, -
comes to love only itself. But the great conven-
tional character-.can only be created by love,/ by

. ) our delight in the existence of another person;

* o and conversely < . .« the reallty of love can only

1

\\\ For the author to see a character with the vision

.
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be coggeyed-through the medium of 'such charac-
ters. ' ' .

- !

Good art, for Murdoch, ié notAa projection of .the author's
personal obs;ssions and ﬁishés. Rather, Murdoch Would agree
with Simone Weil when she says that the role of th; artist,

is to "admire the world and, pierce through the film of unreal-
ity that veils it and makes of it, forvnearly éll‘men . . .
a'dream of stage set."70
mnovel precisely beéause it éomeg closest to fulfilling this

objective. It contains for .the most part a plurality of real

‘characters, presenféd naguralistically in a large social

14

p. 257.

scene:

(Their] social scene is a life-giving framework
and not a set of dead conventions.or stereotyped
settings inhabited. by stock’®characters. And the
*  individuals, portrayed in the novels are free, in-
- dependent of their author, and not merely puppets
‘ . in the exteriorization of some closely ;gcked
psychological conflict of ([the author]. .

i

Indeed, the dominant characteristic of the nineteenth-century °

novelist was his essential tolerance toward his characters.

.

Murdoch describes George.Eliot, for example, as displaying

"a real apprehension of persons other than [herself] as-having

' 69Bayle?, pp. 38-39.

70Weil, "Forms of the Implicit Love of God," S.W.R.,
p. 478, '
’ 7]TMurdoch, "The Sublimé and the Beautiful Revigited,"
. \

A

Murdoch loves the nineteenth-century
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a right to exist and to have a separate mode of being which
. L) .

Y .
{5 impoftant and interesting to themselves.“72

. If, as has been describea, the- same dezgﬁhed, objective
< vk ! .
"attention that is called for in moral situations is reguired

of the artist, one can thus conclude that the failure of the

-

artist to transcend selfish considerations is a moral failure

on his part. Murdoch concludes this when she states,

Anyone who has attempted to write ‘a novel will

" have discovered this difficulty in the special
form which it takes when one is dealing with fic-
titious characters. Is one going to be able to
present any character other than oneself who is
‘more than a conventional puppet? How soon ,one
discovers that, how
sense 'interested i
left one far short
required to create
oneself, It is 1m

« see one'§3failure
failure. .

eople,' this interest has
ossessing the knowledge

al character who is not
ble, it seems to me, not to
as a sort of spiritual

1

The nerl should be a "house fit for free characters to live

.in,"74 with theeresult that the characters inhabiting such a

world are "the literary equivalent of the moral idea of the

* real impenetrable human person."75

y Murdoch has acKknowledged that art can falsely‘repreéent

72Murdoch, "The Sublime and the Beautiful ;" p, 257,

73Murdoch, "The Sublime and the'Beautiful," p. 269.

74Murdoch, "The Sublime and the Beautiful,* p. 271.

75

A. S. Byatt, Degrees of Freedom: The Novels of Iris

" Murdoch (London: Chatto and Windus, 1965), p. 1ll.-

=

r much one is in the ordinary
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'compr;se a basic part of her aesthetic theory.

.truth to a large degree because of the author's temptation

to impose form where it is not always appropriate. Although

the question of Murdoch's use of form in A Fairly Honourable

Defeat will be discussed later in this paper in relation to

the ideas of McCarthy and Booth7 it is appropriate at this

point to outline Murdoch's ideas on this subject as they

The idea of form in art is, for Mﬁf@och, a delicate ques-
k) AN ,
tion. On_.the one hands "it is' the absolute essence of art,"76

and yet at the same time it can be art's greatest menace.

The activity of the artist allows for "a gratification of

the ego, and a free omnipotent imposition of fprm."77 In

this sense art becomes "a form of self-indulgence," and re-

78

sults in the production of bad art. The form or structure

a

of/a novel must not serve as a consolation to its author.

This is to say that it must not "stop one from going more

deeply into the contradictions or paradoxes or more painful

79

aspects of the subject matter.” To ignore this is to

present a deceptive view of reality. The form imposed by

the author upon his creation must not be at variance with

' p
.76Kermode, p. 63.
77ge11amy, p. 135.
781bido 7 p. 135- ° ' A \ 2
79 ™ "' ! 2

Kermode, p. 63. R

-
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éhe‘cont}ngent nature of rea;ity. The essence of morality .
in art "has to do with not imposing form, except apprépriately

and cautiously and carefully and with attention to appropriate

'detail.so It is thus that, as discussed earlier, the.great-

est act for Murdoch is 'impersonal.' This is because

It shows us the world, our world and not.another
one, with a clarity which startles and delights
us simply because ‘we are not used to looking at
the real world at all. Of course, too, artists
are pattern makers. The claims of form and the -
question of how much form to elicit constitutes
one of the chief problems of art. But it is when
form is used to isolate, to explore, to display
something which is true that we are most highly
moved and enlightened. )

¢ (T.S.G;, p. 65)

Murdoch states in The Fire and the Sun that learning an art is

"fundamentally . . . Yearning how to make a formal utterance

-

of a perceived truth and render it splendidly worthy of a .

trained purified attention without falsifying it in the pro-

0

cess."Bl Form in art is properly seen by Murdoch as being

"the simulation of the self-contained aimlessness of the

universe's (T.S.G., p. 86). Life is random and incomplete,

s / (3 3
and it is Murdoch's concern somehow to {econc11e in her novels

these two features of form and formlessness, to present that

which is contingent within the formal confines of the novel.

- To be.good art, the novel must reveal the mitiute and random

detail of the world; its transience and contingency are not

v

80Bellamy,' p. 35. - ' - /;///

81Murdoch, The Fire and ;he Sﬁnf'pp. 83—84.///'/
. t - "/
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concealed.
On;\ﬁéthod used by Murdoch to capture this sense of the

‘transience of life is to fashion within the novel a sense of

incompleteness. As she notes in her article, "Salvatioiby

Words,"

! Art is not discredited if we realize that it is
- based on and partly consists of ordinary human
* jumble, .incoherence, accident, sex . . . great
-, art, especially literature . . . carries a built
in self critical recognition of its incompleteness.
It accepts and celebrates jumble, and the Baffle-
ment of the mind by the world. The inéomplete
pseudo object, thgzwork of art, is a lucid commen-
tary upon itself.

o

5

Art sths us that human life is chancy and incomplete,

©

and in so doing the reader is improved morally: he is remindeéd”
of the variety and opacity of reality, a revelation that might
not btherwise occur in his daily existence. The novel thus

is a

place where the nature of morality can be seen.
It reveals to us aspects of our world which our
. ordinary dull dream-consciousness is unable to
see. Art pierces the veil and gives sense to the
. notion of a reality which lies beyond appearance;
it exhibits virtue in its true guise in the context

of death and chance.
. (T.8.G., p. 88) ¢

P

)

That the readgr is brought to a deeper understanding of reality

82Murdoch, "Salvation by Words," The New York Review oOf
Books, 18 (15 June 1972), P. 4. '
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is not however to say that Murdoch's technique is purpose-
fully didactic. As she notes, "it is of course a fact that

if art is love then art improves us morally, but this is,

.ase it -were, accidental."83

.t

Murdoch applies the term 'dryness' to ‘the work of wri-
ters who are un%ble to comprehend in their work the contin-

gency of life: "The dry writer is reductive; he substitutes

complicated forms for the complexity of experience."84 The

necessary attention to reality is for the most part lacking

on the part of twentieth-century novelists who seem to create
. o &

works which she terms either 'crystalline' or 'journalistic': .

. -

.o It is either a small qguasi 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 sﬁraéghtforward story enlivened

< with empirical facts.

A genre of writing which embodes this failure of vision
on the part of .the author is the existentialist-influenced
writing best exemplified by "The Theatre of the Absurd."
Martiﬁ Esslin h;s noted that the reality with which this
sort of writing is concerned is exp:éssed in imageé that‘ '

83Murdoch, "The Sublime and the Good," p. b4.

84Gerstenberger, p- 17., - .

85Mu1:do‘bh, "Against Dryness: A ,Polemical Sketch," p. 18.
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e outward projection of states of mind, fears, dreams, _

~o

res and conflicts within the personality of the au- ‘ﬂ\

6 In so projecting f£ts author's personal world, this

writing lacks "objectively valid charapters."%7
s rationale for tHe absence of the traditional concerns
artist, the revelation of objective characters through
olding of a narrative plot, is that such an approach
nsistent with a world view that reality is senseless
king a unifying principle. He notes,
the pattern‘of exposition, conflict, and final
solution mirrors a view of the world in which solu-
tions are possible, a view based on a recognizable
and generally accepted pattern of an objective
reality that can be apprehended so that the purpose

of man's exis}ence and “the rulegaof conduct it
entails can be deduced from i;.

’

rdoch has been frequently criticized, however, because

\r"‘.-t . . ) . . '
it is félt that she fails to put into practice her aesthetic

N

theory; her art is not 'accidental'; she is unable to recon-

cile fo
as "the
mdst at
. 86
(New Yo

87

88

89
The Red

rm with content. Peter Kemp has spoken of Murdoch |,

severest critic of a way of writing she is herself
"89

a

home in. Linda Keuhl sees Mﬁrdoch as failing to

Martin Esslin, The Theatre -of the Absurd, rev. ed.
rk: The Overlook Press, 1973), p. 364. N
- . i -
Ibid., p. 354.
Ibid., p. 365. :

Peter Kemp, "The Fight Aééinst Fantasy: Iris_Durdcch's
and the Green," Modern Fiction Studies, 15 (1969), 41l.
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implement ‘within her novels her own theoretical beliefs;

the cﬁaracters in her novels and the situations in‘whiéh

they are placed appear to be contrived.90 Murdoch is a
paradox for quhl as’ she espouses a 1;terary theory in which
characters are allowed an existence independent of the author,
while in practice there emerges in her novels "a pattern of
pred;étable and predetermined types" which is symptomatic

of "the author's failure to break away from the tyranny of
form. Although she produces many people each is tightly

controlled in a superimposed design."91

A further failing
ascribed to Murdoch's writing is her “"ambivalent detachment"
toward her charactérs,\which is intended to create a distance
between author and character but which results in, according
to Kuehl, her characters becoming "tokens of an anti-rational

argument about character itself, embodiments of that which

is contingent . As personifications of a theory [ withl] exotic

-detail,’inexplicablé motives, and weird fantasies, they are

n92

reduced to arbitrary and anomalous caricatures. In addi-

tion to being subject to predetermined roles and ambivalent

detachment, Murdoch's characters have been seen as being

"dehumanized by the mechanical parts they are forced to play

s

90Linda Kuehl, hIris Murdoch: The Novelist as Magician,
The Magician as Artist," Modern Fiction Studies, 15 (1969) , 347-
347-60. ; )

Q}Ibid., p. 354s°

92

‘ Ibid., p. 356.

-
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in the labyrinths of intrigue."93

Gé;Etenberger sees Murdoch's problem: as being "unable
éo create a fictional' world to embody cqntingency."94
lMurdoch's ériticism of Sartre is thus seen by these critics
as gquallyvgpplicable to herself, when she says, "we-know
that the real lesson to be taught is that the human‘'person
~is preciousJé;d unique; but we seem unable to set it forth >
except in terms of ideology and abstraction.."95
It must be admitﬁed that Murdoch's uée of form, and
myth in parﬁicqlar, definitely undercuts her stated ideas
abou£ the uniqueness of the individual person and the novel--
ist's need to permit the character to be a free and separate
being. In A Fairly Honourable Defeat, as will be discussed
later, there is an underlying allegorical structure in which
Christ and Satan vie for supremacy over the human soul. As
well, the whd}e idea of the character as'moral pilgrim and:
the presence of Murdoch's idea of the Good constitute a stan-
dard against which the characters are measured by the reader.
Dipple notes that "the degree of control such a powerful idea

must have is troubling to Murdoch's overriding realist theory

of fiction as ‘'accidental' and autonomous, since any strong

~
-

931pid., p. 357.

94Gerstqnberger, p. 20. -

. 95Murdoch, Sartre, Romantic Rationalist, p. 76.
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N
and,bermanent antefior idea leags ..+« « to the conditions
of‘allegory."96 -
The'értist is in a position of&pow?r viséﬁ-;is his char-
acters, and it is the abuse of this power that is the central
probiem for Murdoch in the creation of the/novel. Murdoch's:
approach to this problem is to attempt to manifest a sense
of compassion toward her characters. IF is t?us thdt she
describes art as "a kind of goodness by pragy.f Most of all
it exhibits to us the connection, in human béings, of cleaf
realistic vision with compassion. The realismgf a great
artist is no£ a photographic ;eaiism; it is essentially both
pity and justice! (T.S.G., p. 87). Onme critic perceives in'
Murdoch's approach to characterization precisely this quaiity

of compassion, "a compassion that transcends irony . . . an

insight into ordinary mufferimg that 'is not knowingiess but
w97

love.
Mundoéh sets out in the novel to tell:a complete story,
to give her valuation of the real, to give us truth.  This
is not, however, to say that she sets out to present nature
and people with photoqraphiclexéctitude, in a style marked
by a clinical adherence to fac£s. In depicting the whole

truth, her vision includes . the exiétence of metaphysical

.values’. Dipple notes that where Murdoch departs from the

96pipple, p. 47. ‘ | -

97Jennifer Gribble, "The Art of Iris Murdoc¢h," guadrdnt.(
23, No. 142 (1979), pp. 37-38. : .

.
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realist tradition is in this espousal of a transcendent

98 In the novel as such, much of the tension and

p
drama comes from ﬁhe,inperastruggle between man's higher
and lower natures,'his moral aﬁd spiritu 1-aspir$tions, and
éheir relation to the igea. |

The influence of Simone Weil in‘th'é fespect is guite g
obvious. Weil states that'liéerary creativity cannot be
absolves from moral and spiriguai respo sibi\ity: "Writers
do/ not have to be piofessors’of morals, but they do have to
e#Lress the human coﬁditipn._ And nothi g concerns human
life so essentiéllf, for every man at every mément, as, good
and evil. When iiterature becomes deliberately indifferent
to the oppositioﬁ of good and ev}l, it b trays its func?ion

..99\ . /-‘“,

- Alfhough certainly Murdoch attempts ko be a morally

and forfeits all claim to excellence.

responsible writer, this is not to say that her characters
are in fact mouthpieces for the discussion\of philosophical

problems. Admittedly there is the intrusi§n of philosophical
f ) | \\

——

i ’ ———
~allusion and allegory into /the novel but, Qf Dipple notes, T

the ultimate working out of her novels is much more concen-

trated on causality and the‘peculiér structures of human

100

personality. In this sense the main convergence of her y

®pipple, p. 3.,

9%eil, "The Responsibility of Writers,! S.W.R., p. 289.

100

i ’
.

Dipple, p. 313. : ' S L,
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philosophicail lhoughé w@tﬁ her literary practice is in her

attempt to respeet the individuality of her characteré._ .

The chﬁrac;ers[in A Fairly Honourable Defeat are‘char-
acterized as living realities by the way in.yhich they speak,
their -conduct, their reactions and responses, and if there
is an idea to he gleaned from the novel in this study it is ~
that other people exist. Although ngt ené&mely successful,

\
Muréoch attempts to fashionﬂher characters as 'accidental
men' faced with a random existence and involved in various

combinations and misunderstandings. ,At work is an artist
vt ¢ .

struggling within herself for the ﬁreedom which is necessary
if she is "to see her subject in the light of justice and
realism. Within the novel are "real various individuals

w10l haracters who are themselves

struggling in society,
struégling to ove;come.fantasy. It is a pilgfimage on'twg
levels, éhe end of which is a newfound ;iiliéy to perceivg
the opacity bf persons and which carries in its;Wake a re-
newed sense of the difficulty and c?mplexity of. the moral .

i . [

. . <
life. . s

LRI ‘ - ) ‘ ﬁ . ) ‘
ia~ IOlMurdoch, "Against Dryness: A Polemical Ské:;;?“ p.
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.An Analysis of A Fairly Honourable Defeat:

’l: "Genfe

. -

S

By way of a preface to thewstudy of the™novel itself

. we shall consider A Fairly Honourable Defeat in relation to

theeefﬁgzeglfbaiegor}es of moral fiction and the *"novel of

ideas.” Mary‘M%Carthy,'in her work, Ideas and the Novel,

describés the modernist view bf the novel as "a fine art

. -~

ahd the novellst is an 1ntelllgence superior to mere lntel—
t. "102

The purpose of the modern novélist is to "free

5 y .

himself from the workload of commentary and simply, awesomely,
> :

to show his creatlon is beyond paraphrase or reductlon 1103

. Ty

The Jamesian nével lS seen by McCarthy as the archetype of

;ec

the 'pure ‘novel" wherexn is purged "to the limit of possi-

blllby,uthe gross tradltlonal elements of suspense, phy91cal

Q

" adtion, invehtory, descrlptlon of places and- persons, apos=

"104 A

trophe“&nd moral teaching. It is the nlneteenth-century

novel which Murdoch admlres, that is seen by McCarthy as "so

evidently an ldea carrler."lo. v

The Movel of id84s is not necessarily one wherein the

]

__lonagy McCarthy, Ideas and the Novel (New York: Har-
court, Brace Jovanovitch, 1980),,p. 4. ’ . \
. ‘ .

1031pi4., p. 4. | : . ‘

- 104554, p. 5. T ‘

10 : o )

. Ibidg, p. 17.
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. from soc1ety.

.do occur in it are simply incidents.

by several characters," and with one view predominating.

\\characters come together to discuss ideas. Novels of ideas

do, however, share certain charapteristics which McCarthy

i

lists. The first is that the characters are usually isolated
Secondly, the novel ‘does not provide for any -
resolution;“hothlng decisive occurs in it and events that
106 McCarghy notes that

' : s
those situations that do come to a resolution "may have théAN
air of a panel discussion with points of view put forward

107

A fourth factor is that fbegonihg occupies a large part of

. :
-the narrative, exerting a leverage that seems to compel the

reader’s agreement.]'08

A fifth'cha;acteristic is that the
reader learns to recognize which of the characters‘will be
a'stand—in for the &uthor, with the necessary autﬁoritw to
comhent on baseing evente: Those characters wronged by human-
iﬁy "are spoken for by an advocate, which is the author

n109 xEssentially the characters

speaking in his own voice.
functlon as instruments because each has merged w1th an idea.
Necessarlly as incarnate ideas they lose their 1ndependence

and \hd1v1duallty. -

1961pia., pp. 23-24. -
1071pid., p. 24.° ¢
108

Ibid., p. 25. ,

. 1091144., p. 35.

AN
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». Given Mccartpyﬂs criteria and our prior discussion of
Murdoch's aesthetlc ideas,_espgcially her approach to char-
aqterizatipn, Murﬂ?éh would certainly not classify herself
as a writer of this'type of ficfion. As has been noted,
however, some critics have identified Murdoch with-it,

3

recognizing a seriofis -ap between her theory and its appti-

Such a gap ‘exists, although its extent is consider-
/
Murdoch's characters

cation.

ably smaller fhaﬁ that stated by Kuehl.

“maintaina-greater individuality than such critics imply, and

which is found in-the type of writing discussed by McCarthy.
fgﬁm the perspective of this writer, Murdoch possesses
almost Chaucerian vision in that her novel opens a window;
on the world and shows people as they afe, exposing in dra-
matic mdnologugs*add recorded dialogues the fauils and foi-J
bles of numerous, different characters. fa; from being
incarnate ideas, the ;haracters in her novel are alive as
she ﬁn%olds, tﬂroqgh each character's self-revelation, theig
beliefs, ambitians, loves, and failures. Yet in her tale
she must convey an ordered awareness of the meaning of her
expérience, and this is where’ideas, myth, and allegory come
into play. ‘
Wayne; Booth recognizes that every §ersona1 touch by an

[

author, every use of allusion, metaphor, myth, or symbol,

implicitly evaluates.llo

lIOWayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction: (Chicago~ Univ.
of Chicago Press, 19611, p. 19,

< . He states that "we must never forget:

\
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that £ﬁough the euthor can to some extent choose his dis-

111 (

guises, he can never choose to disappear." No author

: 4
can ever attain.complete objectivity, for there is Malways

some deeper value in relation to which neutrality is taken

w112

to 'be good. Certainly, as has been ngted, Murdoch makes

"an inseparable connection between art and morality. Her

artistic vision consists in part of a judgement on what she

sees, and the reader is asked to=<share that judgement as

‘part of ‘the vision. Murdoch would agree with Booth that a

novel is something communicable, and as such, "the means of

communication &re not shameful intrusions unless' they are

made with shameful ineptitu@e.“ll3

Aléhough not a writer of novels of ideas, then, Murdoch

falls squarely within the category of a writer of moral fic-

114

tion as defined by John Gardner. Gardner~adheres to the

traditional view that true art is moral; it seeks to improve

life. Art is both serious and beneficial, rediscovering

115

what is necessary to humanness. Both Gardner and Murdoch

share the essential thesis that "art is moral in its process -

~ o

Ibid., p. 20. .

112,},:id., p. 68.

N
131pid., p. 397. . T

111

114 56hn Gardner, On Moral Fiction fNew York: Basic

Books, 1977).
115, .

1

Ibidn’ po 6. - ’D
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of creation and moral in what it says."

e

116 Gardner étrongly

parallels the thought of Murdoch when he states that "Art

is the means by which an artist comes to see; it is his

peculiar, highly sophisticated and extremely demanding techs

nique of discovery.

wll7

It is thus not didactic as such,

for as Gardner notes, “diéacticismasimplifiés morality and

thus misses .it.

0118

Gardner believes that the subversion

of art to the purposes of propaganda leads inevitably to

an overemphasis on texture or a manipulative structure. He

sees structure as "the evolving sequence of dramatized events

tending toward understanding and assertion; that is, toward

some meticulously gualified belief."

-‘According to Gardner the writer of moral fiction must

119

exhibit love and compassion toward his characters. He notes

N

.‘. .
that "without compassion, without a real and deep love fer

his subjects, no artist can summon the will to make true

art."l?‘0

Gardner contrasts this stance to the one taken by

novelists whose meSsagé is only loosely related to the char-

acters; they exist for the sake of the predetermined message,

116
117
118

119
120

Ibid., p.
Ibid. ,,p.
Ibid. ’ pn
Ibid\o' po
Ibid., p.

15.
91.
137.
65.
84.

‘-
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not as subjects for the artist's open-minded exploration

121

of what he can honestly say. Furthermore, Gardner states

that "true art treats ideals, affirming and-clarifying the

Good, the True, and the Beautiful. —Ideas are art's end,
122

\

the rest is methodology." As we have seen, these views

ciosely parallel the ones held by Murdoch concerning, Art;
{

her compassion toward her characters and respect for their
individuality and independence place her squarély within the
tradition of moral fiction writing as outlined by Gardner.

13

1211p44., p. 85,
12

21pid., p. 133.

. .
* N . ' v
v ! , . .
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2. Structure ° iﬂ/
v \
The novel illustrates Murdoch's interest in human beha-
viour, since ﬁt presents us with moral problems, not:witﬁ
problems that can be solved in an obviously heroic or ignoble

way, but with problems oﬁ}daily life and personal relations.

The characters in A Fairly Honourable Defeat are free indivi-

duals caugh$ up in a world of incessant éﬁange. All of her

-, i
characters' are unique moral agents, deciding their own actions®
and working out their own destiny. Their acts and responses

point to the fact that people can tolerate very little real-

ity. We cling therefore to fixed images of ourselves, of

our past, of others, and embrace routines, conventions, and

cliches. The novel dramatizes the abyss between our self-

' . )

enclosed vision and the immense retwork of relationships in

which we are immersed. Indeed, the structure of the novel

with its use of dialogue gives immediacy to Murdoch's pre-

. sentation of moral irresponsibility at the core of the main

protagonists.

Motivated essentially by self-interest, the characters
thrive on their o@n self-images, primarily because their
ideas and relations with one another have not been tested
in any way or subjected to any critical doubt. The struc-
ture of the novel depends on the portrayal of a series of
conflicts between characters that provide éhe ortunity

for them to transcend their immediate selves. T novel
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large portion of the novel is in dialogue forﬁf\\if the .
4

,style of the dialogues often seems’'to be flat and trite,

57 ~

thué points to the fact that life experiences mﬁst involve
confliéés in order to attain a hiéher per;eption and to de-
velop true self-awareness. - It seems that until we have begun
to fail we have no way qf warking at our success. —

The relationships in the novel are such that rarely is:
a character permitted to be isolated, and/ﬁhe novel become

a monologue. To becomeé himself the character needs someone

other than himself, and to place his trust in another is

man's first act of selfhood. When thought ceases to be ac-

companied by communication, the resulting verbiage becomes

mere pedantic phrases. It is thus not an accident that a

this'is not to be 'seen as a lack of skill on Murdpch‘s'part.'e
Rat?er it provides evidence that the characters .are puppets

of their own infernal drives. If.they appear ﬁot to be fully -
realized people, this is a result of their own choiée to
remaih enslaved to their egos. Thus, although appea;iné

as puppets, they remain free moral agents. Peter Wolfe makes

. the observation that Murdoch's fictional method is dramatic

rather than reflective, in keeping with her belief that

"progress in human knowledge . . , requires emotional in-
volvement and a surrender of personal order. Apprehension

of the other is not merely,a relation of 'the minds. It is

b

LAt s
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an inteagg\:zéounter with life's contingency."l,?«3

. -~

" The novel Uses a structural scheme invdlving a series

of polarities ;;:;L;ic of self-involvement and self-trans-
cendence. There are thus twin poles-of's@gnificance upon
which the novel rests. There is on %ne side the colour and
splendour of Rupert's world with its vanity, absurdity, and
il;usion. Opposite this i? the drab world of Tallis, una-
dorned by any self-bolstering dramatics. These characters
will be discussed in further detail later, as our interest
here is in their role in the novel's éverall structure. This
structural polarity has as its parallel Simone Weil's twin

v

concepts of gravity and gface:
e

ol

N ¥V
Gravity is the evil which drags down the human
soul; it can be both an oppressive and a repres-
'sive force. Grace is the opposing force of good
which makes possible the release and ascent of
the soul. Human experience is in a state of crisis

as these two forces remain in perpetual contention.124

The decreation of the self involves the victory.of grace over
grévitf in the individual. Simdtg Weil asks, "may that which
is low in us go'downward so that which is high can go upward.
For we are the wrong side upward. We are born thus. To

re—-establish order is to undo the creature in us."125 -

-123p.ter Wolfe, The Disciplined Heart: Iris Murdoch and
Her Novels (n.p.: Univ. of Missouri Press, 1966), p. 33.

124

i

Panichas, S.W.R., p. 344.

125Weil, "Decfeation," S.W.R., p. 352.

k] [y
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Two striking structural schemes are closely interrelated
in the novel. Both appear in this same basic form of two
opposite poles: tﬁe movement up and down, and light and
darkness. To a certain degree they -can be detected in the
use of ;pecific images and words bu£ they are most signifi-
cant in that they situat;-the major characters in distinct
positions along the scale stretching between the two poles.
To view.the characters in isolation, s?en only in relation
to this sliding scale ;s élearly inconsistent with Murdoch's

conception of characters as free and independeﬁt. -The sym-

bolism is subtle enough, however, so as not to cause this

" &

effect. Both structural schemes are interconnected and have
as their source Plato's myth of the cave. The movement up-
ward is a movement toward light and visibn, whereas the

movement downward has the inverse effect.

LN The scheme of structural polarity operates in a distinct

-
manner for each individual so that some characters gravitate

toward one pole and seme toward the other. None of them can

be absolutely identified with one extremity of the scale

and even the most systematic moves in one direction allow

for some contrary indications. Since Rupert, Morgan, and
Julius tend to move toward the lower pole, it may be expected
that Tallis will exemplify the upward.trend. But even Tallis
is- shown in descent and Morga?<‘Julius, and Rupert are occa-

sionally shown attempting to move up, though with a lack of

C e e s+ P —

ket s S o




a

il

60

success which is revealing in itself.
egl;of Morgan

This structure is perhaps clearest in the sc

in Piccadilly Circus station. Obsessed by her

-

oblems with

Rupert, she sights a pigeon at the bottom of thelescalator.

She focuses on the bird to the exclusion of the cmowd

"hasty preoccupiea human beings" that pass her by.

)

of

Her

obsession with Rupert is replaced by the thought of rescuing

the bird from the Underground. This attempt at rescuing

the bird is one of the few occasions where Morgan ceases to’

-

be preoccupied. with herself. A1l of her energies are

directed

toward something outside of her. Symbolic of this turn-around

in her vision is the plan she conceives to drive the bird to

the upper part of the station "where it might see the

ligﬁt « . . and fly out" (p. 291). If seen as a dove,

day-

the

bird is representative of the Holy Spirit and thus the move-

ment upward, toward the light, is imbued with a religious

/ Y ~

dimension.” Morgan thus steps onto the upward-bound escalator

so as to implement the plan. As previously noted, the upward

movement toward the.light is a difeqt reference to the Platonic

myth of the cave and is associated with the movement awaj

-

from the illusory world of self-deception and ultimately to

the transcendent. Certainly it is-linked to a refinement of

vision. Having had to descend again into the station

£

-

after

.
N

126Murdoch, A Fairly Honourable Defeat (London:
and Windus, 1970), p. 292. All further references to
work appear in' the text.

Chatéé
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it eludes her, Morgan realizes that she has.lost her handbag,
and this prompts her once again to'ascend tq the surface.

In so doing she suddenly sees Tallis. She separates him
"from the ha;y frieze of other forms™ and for perhaps the
first time sees "his face clearly, anxious, sad and beauti-

ful-eyed" (p. 294). The illumination is lost on her, however,

as she arrives at Tallis's house and treats Peter with wvir-

. tual contempt. Not finding Tallis she quickly departs, her

figure "merging into the darkness" (p. 297).

Tallis is described in the Underground scene as "gaz%pg
far away"\and "sinking do@nward pqét her" (p. 294). The
implicationé of this downward movement become clear when
matched by Morgan's converse upWafd movement. In conjunctionj
with Peter's disclosure that Tallis had told him that he
would be eléewhere at that time, a newvand darker dimension
to Tallis is revealed.® Thus any claim that Tallis -is exclu-
sively a Christ figu;e must be considered tod simplistic.

The scene wherein Tallis is pushing his handcart home
after hAving brought Morgan the material remnants of their
former ;ife together‘involves a movement in the opposite.l
direction. Although Tallis remains deéply attached to Mérgan,
his love is nonethelebs unpossessive. This is in contrasf\\.
to Morgan's uncaring attitude toward him, and her’ statement

to him that "I want to have everything and you.as well. I -
. e .
want to keep you on a lead" (p. 192). On leaving Morgan's

house Tallis notices the sun which is "shining down out of

«




" his chest. The handcart was empty, but it was uphill all

‘and violence in dts, most explicit form. All of the charac-

- . 62

a sky of unflecked light blue” (p. 192). Like.CRrist stumb-
//// - .
ling—along the way to his crucifixion under the weight of

his cross, Tallis pauses several times M the heat and under

1) . ’ . - " . /
the .welght of his own affliction: Sweat was pouring _qf‘fﬂﬂ/ ‘

the way back" (p. %92).
The scene in the Chinese res\taurant is omne in w.h‘ich

the characters must descend into a basemeﬁt. what one en- &

counters &after having made the descent is hatred, prejudice,

'

ters are repulsed by the goings—on with the exception of \\

Julius, who seems to come alive, his face "alight with T

t-:hrilled fascinated interest . . . émiling wi't;h irrepressii:le

delight .- . . his eyes gleaming with pleasure” (p. .214).

Julius iswtifigdpggg,with the lower extremity

of the scale, the realm o'ﬁ*h the Underworld. -
While the lower regions open into mysterious déptr{s

and gloomy recésses, the upper region, nc;n the contrary, - is

associated with clarity. The sky is blue and cloudless,

éreating the impression not of an opaque barrier beyond which

r

+o see, but rather of an immense distance —-_.

it is diffi
to bé traversed with the end clea;ly in sight. | The diffibulty" \
of making such an ascent has its cdorgiir\:éte in the movel with

an unequal-stress on t:.he low as opposed to the high. Terms ‘

such as "abyss", "depth", "sink", "fall", and their manifold syﬂ-

o -

onyms occur more frequently than the multiplicity of direct or

A

[
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1

- indirect references to the ultimate good -and ‘the ‘ubpward move~=
ment.,
The link between the ascending mov‘e;ﬁentﬁoward the light
and the corsequent clarification of visian thrdugin‘t-he anﬂihi-—
“ . lation of the self is connected with-the Christian ideal of

living one's life in Christ not only in the scene involving

E)

Tallis previously cited, but also near the end of the novel

where Simon and Axel stop for the even:.ng J.n the French v:.l—-

-

lage with the Romanesque church. They come to the church

and see

7

. The church tower reach [ing] upwards in crazed
1rregular lines of arcades and archlets' to'a slen-
der spire of matching blue slate whose weathercock
had become a blurred’ spear of gold. 1In the tympa-
num above the doorway a very battered Chrjist wearily

_opened’ long arms and huge hands, receiviag, Judgmg. ‘

(p- 392)

- The gold at the tip of the spire is ‘symbélic both of the

purity and preciousness of their vision, and of the fact

that what they see, like beaut-:y itsel£; cannot be possessed
e

“‘%\apprepuate\l\but is 1nste;1ek a means to a further end.

It is also a metaphor, together w1th the upward movement,
for the creative process of the. artist and the work of art .
itself.

. Coordinate with the mqy‘ement u1; and down is the second
Structural scheme, the ’oppesition between lg’.ght/ and darkness.
Mu‘:':clioc'h's use of light and dark imegezly closely parallels

L3

\ -
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" symbolic of goodness and dark as suggestive of evil. Through-

g

the conventional Christian use of the image of light as

-

out the Scriptures light and white have been accepted as.
symbolic of innocence, purity, and holiness, typifying the
) K -

majesty of God. Black, suggestive of the material darkness
of night, is symbolic of the spiritual darkness of the soul
without the illumination of God's saving grace. It is thd§u$

that the title "Prince of Darkness" is applied to Satan.
] ..

-

Black is’the colour of mourning, shame, despair, horrorxr, and

destruction. Light is connected with vision and darkness

_with blindness, as when Christ says, “The'eye is the lamp of

the body. So, if your eye is sound, your whole body will be
full of iight; but if your eye is not soﬁnd, your whole body
will be full of dérkness" (Matt. 6, 22-23). .

The initial discussion between Rupert and Morgan occurs
in Rupert's study, with Morgan sittihg beside his desk,
"staring at Rupert in the half light" (p. 823. Both Morgan
wath her self—involveé musings and.ﬁupert with his systematic
responses, are in fact putting words between themselves and
reality. Rupert seems tq~transfoﬁn reality into aﬁconcéptdal
unreality, with language no longer serving aé a means of
communication with reality. To qpphasize vision, as Murdocﬁ

does, is to attempt to clear away the smoke-screen of words

_that one lays down between his mind and things, and to attend

[

to the naked being of things. . The absence of light in Rupert's

&

-
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study is syhbolic of the blindness with which both characters
éroéeed through time.

Parkness also permeates, both ip a literal and symbolie
sense, when Morgan and Julius talk for the first time after
having separated in America. The "uncertain 1ight" is dés-
cribed as "baffling" Morgan's eyes (p. 85). Morgan is hyster:
)

ical and incoherent while Julius ,is cold and indifferent.

For both characters the focus of their vision is identified

with the object of their desires, the gratification of their e

?yn egos. Relationships between people should provide a
challengé both to the egoism and the freedom of those con-
cerned. We surmise that this challenge is not met by either
character, as we see Ju}ius disappearing at the end of their
meeting, his form "absorbed into a bobbing darkness of hurry-
ing figures" (p. 88). The uncertain light of the streetlamp
gnder which the characteri meet can be seen as an image of
the complexity of human so;iety which leaves thé reader with
an impression of the haze of huﬁan complication. '

After deciding to go to Tallis to recover her possessions,
Morgan qonvinces herself of the importance of not communicating

with him in any meaningful way so as to keep her pfide intact.

She is described as "trying not to see his eyes" while at the

‘same time saying to herself, "I must see him as a puppet. I

must go through this like a machine" (p. 103). These thoughts

have their parallel with "stepp(ing] inside into darkness" -

as she enters ﬁis house (p. 102).
,,f‘
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~nature is indeed a long period of darkness in which their
14

a contrast to the earlier scenes of darkness. Against the
N v
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Simon quite perceptively associates tbe deception of

Axel with the feeling of "taking a first step in under a

o D o T,

dark canopy" (p. 15i). What follows as a result of deceiving

Axel, when combined with Axel's self-protective and jealous'

R R C T P

1

relationship comes close to disintegration.
It is the garden scene with Morgan and Peter which best .

exemplifies the opposite end of the scale. The symbolié ’

content of this scene will be dealt with later in this paper.

. P
N e b ol e Vg

It is sufficient for now to see the scene's use of light as

scene of Morgan's entrance into Tallis's house mentioned ‘

above, for example, is the following depiction of Morgan's

-

vision:

The‘next moment she was lying fuli length in the
long grass and there was a great deal too much
light. Light was vibrating inside her eyes and
she could see nothing but dazzling and pale sha-
dows as if the whole scene had beén bleached and
"then half blotted out by a deluge of light . . .
+ The blazing{ light was . . . tugging her out of
consciousnéss.

L [

This scene with théilight blinding Morgan has its coun-

AN O e vl o8 W

: . {p. 365)

terpart in Plato's myth of the cave with the moment the pri-

scner emerges from the darkness of the cave into the sunlight.

Accustomed to:'the darkness, his eyes cannot function in the

light and a.period of hlindness(ensqes before he is capable

of focusing his vision on his‘nkw environment. Morgan per-- ...::

. >
> i k - . . 4
N .
v .
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-ag Simone Weil notes, obllged to journey palnfully through

time, minute in, minute out."

ceives the same things upon regaining her senses,

t

but now it was suddenly more beautiful to her,
N more intensely coloured and more absolutely here,
"under a sky which had resumed its blue. It was
as if she had passed through a screen into’ some -
more primitive ®nd lovely world, as if she were ’
millenia away in the past or in the future in some
paradlse of undimmed experience and unblurred -
vision.

<
. , (pp. 166=679 \

The world of light is charaéterized by the absence of
time and| the ability on the part of the perceiver to find'a
P
pure and\ perfect joy in the unimaginable beauty of the ‘world.

By contras v those who inhabit the realm of darkness-are,

127 Their movements are reflex

actions, motivated by egoism and fear and blinded by vanity,

and are ultimateiy destructive of themselves and others.

. 3
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3. Characterization
- .

Just as the structure of the novel relies upon an
underlying design incorporating the use of opposites, so too
the characterization in the novel achieves#its greatest ef:
fect by the juxtaposing of obposites. The illumination of
charactgrs in the novel {is achie;ed by cémparison between (
them. ‘This is best illustrated by ‘the contrast between the
characters of Rupert and Tallis. Murdoch starts with a world
in :which Rupert's values and outlook are supreme, and she
ends with one in which Tall's, by his very existence, affirms
an‘outlook on the world which is utterly different.

The nével begins with a descriptiqn of Rupert and Hilda
sipping champagne in the evening sun in the garden of their
home in London. . It is an im;ge of inertia, suggestive of
the torpor of-life in a civilization ruled by middle-class
bureaucrats. Rupert is pleased with his life, having lived
it according to his philosophiqal ideals. ;t is.Ju£ius whio :
correctly surmises, however, that Rupert really does-not:love
.goodness, buth.instead loves "a big imposing good-Rupert
image" (p. 384).

} Rnperﬁ's book on moral philésoﬁhy serves not as a guide

to reality, but as a tklter to trap the unpleasant side of

life. His papers, we are told, are set out.in "neat piles"

LY “““\‘\‘.L

&

‘




R ’
e e e o e s e s it 1= .

i
!
3
:
i
{
.
i
!
i

69

which serve to "calm the mind" (p. 219). His system is one
which.éhables the psyche‘éo obsoure reality and thus shield
him from external discomforts. He appears to rebel against
the necessary rigours of self-clarification and thus brings
disaster upon himself through his inability to move beyond
role-playing. By imposing his own design upon the world he
thereby iénores the basic contingency of existence. With
\ this‘}ﬂ mind we Ean see the reason behind his vanity and
overconfidence:
Why should he not believé that he had certain
gqualities of truthfulness and generosity and cer-
- tain standards of decent behaviour? His life was
orderly and open. - )
(p: 202)
This attitude of complacency is further reinforced by the
blind faith of those around him. -Hilda's "you are 'such a
wise person Rupert. You have so much instinctive wisdom
and goodness of heart" (p. 17), and Morgan's "you are so
wise about everything" (p. 234), help to make possiblé:such;
a comié response as "it‘s'not‘éasy to be wise in a situation

like this" (p. 234). »

Playing the role of wise mpn affords Rupert sufficient. -

justification to impose hisﬁealués upon others. Emblematic
of the rot that has set in his mind is his lecture to Tallis

on the idea that love involves dragging Morgan nga, regard-

less of her own will. Unlike Tallis, Rupert fails to realize .

-

A




the extent to which he would be denying the reayiti of Morgan
a; a human being. His vision is complefely lacking in moral
insight or the ability to "attend" to real%&ié,‘The_muddle
which resolves itself into such lectures by Ruéert is similaﬁ
in nature to the one which underlies Julius's assured pro-
nouncements, althougq with Rupert, concepts like love and
truth are, with a horfible irony, used in the same way as
Julius's negative convictions about love and human nature.
Rupert's dealings with reality, and with other people
in particular, show a marked degree of ineptitude. Despite
his belief in the power of love he is unable to overturn
the barriers between himself and his son Peter. Instead he

o

;iies to force Peter into accepting his morality:

~

"You're a lot of self-centred habit ridden hedon-

- ists."

- "Well maybe. But I'm inclined to think that it's
decent self-centred habit ridden hedonists who
keep this society goingl"

"Why should society be kept going? The trouble is,
you can't see our morality as a morality.”
"I confess I see it as a form of lunacy!l"
"Your morality is static. Ours is dynamic. What
this age needs is a dynamic morality." :
"Morality is static by definition. A dynamic
morality is a contradiction in terms."

(p. 115)

It is ironic that Rupert realizes love to be the key to
solving much‘of the world's misery and yet he is unable to
act lovingly. In a rather damning.sociallcomhent, Murdoch

has him reflect that "the whole of society which kept him

<

TR U ety

L2 TR ST WA

e S S Dy A AN I 2 o,

. ar s




~ ‘ ) e 71

O

80 stiffly upright. and so patenﬁly and prééminently success~
ful, had deprived him géédually of the direct language of‘
love" (pp. 121-22). Simone Weil's commemt on contemporary
social life is equally applicable to Rugert's character.

She perceives, that "never has the individual been so com-

pletel& delivered up to a blind collectivity and never have
Q

men been less capable, not only of subordinating their ac-
tidéns to their thoughts, but even of thinking'.’“lz8 Although )
‘ - ——
he is able to conceptualize love, his éqbstant bickering /P\‘”~

with Peter, instead of showing love, indicates Rupert toUBa\

*
one who is !paralysed and cold" (p. 209). His is a mind \\\‘
enclosed in language. I refer here to Simone Weil who has \

particularized this state of being: \\

It is limited to the number of relations which
words can make simultaneously present to it; and
remains in ignorance of thoughts which involve the
combination of a greater number. These thoughts
are outside language, they are unformulatable,
although they are perfectly rigorous an8@ clear and
although every one of the relations they involve
is capable of precise expression in words. So the
mind moves in a closed space of partial truth, which
may be larger or smaller, without ever'biigg able
so much as'to glance at what is outside. "

™~

Proud of his book, Rupert has a captive mind, unaware of its

imprisonment. In him, intelligence is not an asset. As

A d

128
27-28.

129WE11. "Human Personality," S§.W.R., p. 330.

Weil, "Sketch of Contemporary Social Life," BpW.R,7.$p.
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‘noted by Simone Weil, "The intelligent man who is ﬁroud of

his intelligence is like a condemnéd man who is proud of

l "130.

his large cel Such a character type is seen by John

Bayley as presenting "the subtlest kind of dramatic conflict,

the conflict between the indefinable interior man and the

A
persona that is required of him by society, or imposed on

him by his own will."131

0

rules of conduct are contrasted with Ta;lis's unselfconscious

Rupert's playing of a role and his adoption of rigid

involvement in life. Goodness, embodied in Tallis's depend-
ence on an almost innate sense of right and wrong, néf omly —
éets better results than wrongdoingf but is also more inter-
esting. His character and actions £etain their mystery and
consequently offer an unending avenue of exploration.

Tallis has his deficiencies just as all men do. His

quick and violent temper is one such characteristic. 1In the

restaurant, the blow that he administers to the youth is done,

"with suchcviolence“ (214). Likewise his spilling of the
sherry on Rupert's carpeé is a further, although suppressed,
instance of violent behaviour (p. 160). One has also to‘
look at his involvement in work to realize, as Julius does,

that its purpose is to "stop [hin] from thinking" (p. '358).

\ .

13°we11, "Human Personality," S.W.R., p. 330.

1payiey, p. 45\\ o ¢

-




- ' . diversities of the game are contrasted with the humble, power-
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His failure to tell Leonard that he is dying from caneer
can be seen as a deliberate denial éf the independence of
the .father's self. |

The different reactions to Julius's intervention on the
part of the various characters, the fact that some ére drawn .
into Julius's drama and some remain alocof from it, is indica-
tive of the recognizable independeqce of each of them.
Tallis's not playing the game is in itself a judgement on
the game, perhaps the most significant one of all. The most

dramatic scenes are the ones in which the splendours and

———

ful charactér,who takes no part in it. The actions of the
other characters confin; Julius's conviction that ‘all men
call their van;ty love. Julius is driven by a need to make
men behave as Ae thinks they do and Tallis, with his abso-
lute singleness of being that cannot be categorized or trans-
fixed with a definition, cannot be fixed within the bounda§ies
of Julius's perception. . To comprehend Tallis is to believe
in the possiﬁility'of g;;d, an idea Julius is unwilling to
consider. ..

Though he has his visionary mbqgnts, the vitality of
Tallis is based on the essential fésiliance of his character,

his adaptability and pewer of survival, indeed of triumphant

~survival. Tallis has many failures and disappointments, but

he survives and with a kind of magnanimity he adﬁpta himself
i ¥
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to a vision of harmony and equilibrium when life seems to

fail him. "

) I
Of the characters, Tallis is the least afraid of facing

reality. Instead of letting things "drift" he confronts

N\

the situatioﬁ at hand and acts .accordingly. Unconcerned
as to whether he will appear indiscreet, he pro;ptly
telephones Hilda when he learns of the entire affgir (p-.
367) . Wg see the same almost instinctivé response in the
—~—--Chinese restaurant when he acts to save the Jamaican from
4 fﬁrther abuse (p. 214). sSuch impulsiveness on 'his part is
to be distinguished from the similar trait in Morgan's na-

8

ture in that her vision is so myopic that most of her acts

Y e — e

are without reference to external reality. Tallis is able

to appreciate others not as extensions of himself, but as

unique individuals. Thus he does not act on Rupert's advice

a

and take possession of Morgan as if she were his pfoperty.
He exhibits.in his relations with others a true love not
marred by an overwhelming sense of self, and which is not
authoritative or possessive. b
Trallis's approach to social problems is a simple one.
[——Htg'analysié is marked by a beautiful naivete: that teénds to
ignore the complexities of!social an& politica;ﬁstructure. ¢
It is this complexity behind which Rupert hides. Tallis's

knowledge is inarticulate; Dipple describes it as an
N , ;

~
.
. L2

-

\

e Vs



a

"obscure pﬁrq kno$ledge which cannot be fitted into w;¥ds.“iéz.
Tallis is not "hopelessly theory ridden"{(p.'lBS), and thus
his response to Peter on why stealing is_wroﬁé*is_withoyt
Rupert*s dependence on logic and Julius's synthesis of utili-
tarian ‘values (p.'100). With Peter, Tallis helps to. dispel
the "demons" with a show of love. Unlike Ruperf with‘his
rather paltry attempt to.write his son a letter, Tallis gives
of himself in a way befitting his qual;ty of spirit:

They lay down Eogether, bumping about, adjusting

arms and kneaes in the cramped space and then were

still, Peter with his face pressed 4into Tallis's

shoulder and Tallis looking over the light cool

hair into the dimness of the room.

(p. 101)
Tallis does not place any distance between himself and

his father Leonard. He projects all of his being” into him
and in so doing gives lLeonard what his affliction has deprived
him of. Deprived of all significance in the eyes of the
world, it is Tallis alope who provides Léonard with éome sense
of self-worth. Following the thought of Simone Weil, Tallis
recogniieq that "the sufferer e;ZE€§) not dnly as a unit in
a collection, or a specimen from the social category labelled

w133

'unfortunate®, but as a man, exactly like us . . . The

readér in turn, by seeing the world throughtthe‘éyés of Tallis

132DJ’.pple, pP. 21.

133Weil, "Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies
With a View to the Love of God," S.W.R., p. 51.
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and by empathizing with his character, gains some insigﬁt
P

into a reélipy beyond himself.  Although Leonard appears
unreceptive to Tallis, Tallis nonetheless persists in at-
tempting to love perfectly what is imperfect. Such love,

for Murdoch, "goes to its object via the Good to be thus -

purified and made unselfish and just" (T.S.G., p. 103).

Hild; shares thg same capacity for self-deception as
does RuperL. Hefﬂidealized image of herself is matched by
an exaégerated expectation of her husband. Indeed, tgrough—
out the novel the characters are étridently demanding of
one another, asking that the loéer, wife, husband, or child
be "everything". Because no one can qﬁite meet suéh demands,
can livejup to an idealizéd picture another holds of him,
disillusion is a virtual certainty.

One has but to glance at the-absurdly long list of . .
fashibnablé societies and 6rganizations for the promotion of
vaélous_social goods to which Hii@a belongs to realize their
actugl purpose (p. 258). Indeed, her treatment of Leonard
is indicative of her desire to effﬁct gocial»ehange. Apart

from donating a matchbook to his collection, she is virtually

unconscious of his needs and anxieties:

+

"My arthritis is bad today. I have a shooting
. pain at the base of my spine and a peculiarly
insidious ache in my thigh. I am not long for
this world." "How has Peter been lately," asked
s ¥ : Hilda . . ’. *
: (p. 54)

Lx
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Moments after the end of their conversation she is described
as having "forgotten Leonard's éxietence" (p. 54). This

inability to comprehend affliction is the subject;éf comment

<

by Simone Weil:

To give from habit, or in conformity with social
convention, or from Banity or emotional pity; or |
for the sake of a good conscience--in a woyd, from
gelf-regarding motives; such people are arrogant
or patronizing ‘or tactlessly sympathetic, or they
let the afflicted man feel that they regard hlm as
a specimen of a certain type of affllciégn.

any case their gift is an injury . .

st
I3

Voo

ek

Leonard comes before Hilda as a person in desberqte need Bff \g/’
4

compa351on ‘and friepdship. it is aﬁ opportunlty for her to

“

give of herself in a truly loving manner, and to effect true o

social change. Simone Weil comments that

4

The man who sees someone in affliiction and pro- -
jects into him his own‘belng brings to birth in
him through love, at least for a moment, an exist-
ence -apart from his afflictiem. For, although y
affliction is the occasion of this supernatural SRR
process, it is not the causé. The cause is the . .
identity of human beings across all ‘the apparent , ;
distanceiaglaced between them by the hazards of e
fortune. . |
!

. - ’ .’

A a4, ) R . [ )
No such identity between Hilda and Leonard occurs in the - ,

novel and each character remains that much more spiritually

impoverished as a result. - o -

t 7‘ . . ‘ ’ ".
. . J . ” i .

134 Weil, "The Love of God and Affliction,' S W R., p. 459. a

13SWe11, "The Love of God and Affliction," S.W.R., pﬂ 460. IR
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As noted previously, Morgan's character possesses the
same capacity for sélf—deception. Blinded by selfish aims
and images, she has a focus of attention that is internal.
Such a perspective iéads Morgan to regard humanity with con-

tempt. She is not respectful of the individuallty of ofﬁers,

preferring instead to view them as objects to be used and

discarded. 'In the interests of sélf-preservation she feels

‘that she must "act a part, play a scene"” (p. 108). 1In such

a met&pﬁor the script, liké life itself, becomes a mere tool

or instrument for the ;;romotion of self. 1In keeping "sharp

A

and rigid her intent €o survive" (p. 104), she \makes no
aﬁtempt to "see the unself" (p. 93), preferring instead to
live a life of faﬁtasy: "Morgan had a capacity for dealing
with one thing at a tune, and not worrying about, almost not

v

seeing, ogher features of the situation" {p. 279). After
Mo::gam1 ha;-beeh ';discarded" by Julius and after she, in tﬁrn,
Kas discarded Tallis; Peter's entrance iato her life comes
as a relief (p. 132) A Still obsessed with both Julfus and
'rallis, she finds that Peter serves to cushion the blow
caused by such an upheaval. He is a diszra;tion, to whom
Morgan can conveniently transfer her focus, and tim% not
have to face the u;:pleasant reality of Tgllis. She rather
cold-heattcdly delcribes Tallis in this *gk‘ense as being like-
radi\n: \_ "Too much axponurc to him damages the ‘tissues" (p. .

109). At this point in the novel, Pater becdme® for her a

\y‘ . - L2
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breath of sunny though rather "stale” air (p. 110). His
function, one can suppose, will be rather short-lived and
the novelty of his presence for Morgan will be considerably
lessened—"as the novel proceeds.

. Tﬁerg are moments, however, as at the abandoned railway

line, where the beauty of nature makes her forgetful of her-
¥~

self. Nature here serves to "tug her out of consciousness”" (p.

165) It is in this garden scene that simple details amass |

an importance beyond themselves and can even themselves ap-

pear as_revelations. Her observation that "she began to see

more detail, more and different flowers hidden in the grassy.

jungle"” (p. 164) implies an acute perceptjveness and a sense
4
of wonder, a particularly childlike mode of perception on

~x

the part of the character. Morgan's vigion here is altered
in the direction of unselfishness, toward what is various

A ot

ahd‘real. Her perception of the garden As a road, :"but a
road not trodden by human feet" is a ?oﬁment on tge pilgfimage
that a;} must make, although few peopié attempt it (p. 166).
-1 This is t§.s§y that people rarely pursue the path:to goodness,
or if they do they are gquickly sidg-tracked.
Morgan's vision in the garden quickly degenerates back

- . N
into the realm of fantasy. In her conversation with Simon
X Lo

[

we are told, "Shall I make Peter apélogize to you? xﬁcan
.make}him to anything I want‘theaé days'wié. 174) . Unaware

of Morgan's true intent, Peter views t?air relationship as

"
’

|
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one of true friendship. Overwhelmed by the attention given
him by Morgan, he is oblivious to her patronizing manner .

Simone Weil writes, . ,

when the motive that draws us toward anybody is

simply some advantage for ourselves, the conditions'

of friendship are not fulfilled. Friendship in-
cludes and yetISEanscends mere reciprocal necessity
or motivation.

~

?he notes that all friendship is impure if even a trace of

the wish to please or the contrary desire is found in it.

- '

Despite his shortcomings, Peter's attitude toward the

-

world of his father is the rather admirable, "no compromise

"and no surrender" (p. 58). The source of this attitude,

however, is not any power of vision as much as it is»ﬁn\:m-

-
-
|

the state of his life given the environmetit of "superstition
and self-interest" qf his parents (p. ;00).

’ Peter is so rem;rkably similar to Leonard ghat he ap-
pears to be but a younger version of Leonard. According to’
Leonard they both rejeét the unive;sé, "only I reject it
with screams of rage standing up on my two feet, while he
rejects it uﬁ\falling over backwards onto his bed and: lying
there limp and stupefied" (p. 54). Leonard, however, has
had considerably more time to feel the pain of his affliction

136%eil, "Priendship,” 8.W.R., p. 367. .

mature reaction to his parents. One can symﬁathize with\\/ J
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whereas Peter has yet to truly experience affliction. <%eo-
nard's vision of the future is one in which the seedf have
already been planted. The globe shall be reduced to a pile
of old bones, plastic bags, and a seething mass of spiders:’
"Spiders will survive longest. And plastic is indestruct-
ible" (p. 92). His -bitterness resides in his Lelief that
nothing can be done to avert the spiritual, and ultimdtely
physical destruction of the individual. Leonard has suc-

cumbed to his suffering and this is what provides the basis

for his bitterness and sarcasm. Certainly this is the rea-

son underlying his hatred of life and his loss of appreciation

of sensuous beauty. This is not the case for Peter, however,
His is more directly a condemnation of Rupert, based on the
fact that "he's simply forgotten about me" (p. 325).
Leonard's view of humanity strongly parallels the one
held by Julius although Julius differs from Leonard in that
he delights in human misery. His comments reveal a total’
absenc; of respect for mankind: "They are a loathsome crew
and don't deserve to survive. But they are destroying them-
selves fast enough without my assistance” (p. 194)y. He
does nonetheless mhke-his token contribution to society's
dissolution. He is by profession a biochemist, who was
working on a Jnew and improved" version of‘aﬂthrax, togethqr
vith a more deadly form of nerve §as. Both projects pe aban-
dons, not for any kmoral reasons, but because Ri was "bored”

§
0
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(p; 4) . At the beginning of ;he novel, while Rupert and
Hilda speculate as to whether ,it is preferable to be paralysed
or "cleanly blown ué,“ Rupert arrives, by an absurdly comical
form of reasoning, at the conclusion that Juliﬁs is a man of
principle (p. 4). \

To the other characters, Julius is a fantasy figure

and he represents in dramatic terms a kind of challenging .

opacity to which the other characters are drawn by their
interest. Although he is not the man of principle imagined .-
by'Ruéert, this is not to say that he is devoid of any stan-
dards whatsoever. He "detests the spectacle of gelf-deception
of any kind" (p. 127). Every man, he notes, "loves himself
so astrenomically more than he loves his neighbour" (p. 208).
Thé difference between Julius aid Rupert in this regard is
that Julius admits the truth. Rupe;t prefers to remain hidden
behind his philosophical facade. Unlike Rupert,‘Juliusgsees
the top of the moral strugture as being empty. The extehsion
of goodness beyond the human level is for him a "dream" (p.
159). Although Rupert may bélieve in the concepts of trans-
cendent goodness and love, Julius correctly perceives that
this "makes him blind to obvious immediate things in human
life" (p. 198).

Speaking to Morgan, Julius says, "I am no actor, I have

always told you th%;;xuth! (p. 127) . Rather than face that

truth, Morgan prefers to view Julius as an almost 'nythié'

L] a
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figure (p. 48). Her fault, for Julius, was her "remarkable
capacity for making false images of people and then bérse-
cuting the people with the images"’(p. 362). Her relation-
ship with Tallis is’based on a similar footing: “She's got
a picture of what she wants me to be and I'm just not it and
it simply exasperates her" (p. 359).

Julius is assigned a key position within the novel.
Not only is he the mysterious figure with his blunt speech,
critical observation and intervention in day-to-day affairs,
he is also closely linked with the forces of evil. It is to
him that Murdoch assigns the role of spectator several times

during the course of thelﬁovel and he thus becomes the inter-
preter of the novel's dramatic situations as he places himself
at a distance from events that héve depended on and been in-
fluenced by him.
By observing the world and the way people interact with
each other, Julius perceives that human beings never really
"~~~ see themselves, nor those with whom they interact: "Driven
along by their own private needs they latch blindly on to
each other, then pull away, then clutch again i . . Anyone
will do to play the roles" (bf 208). As has been shown pre-
\ viously in this paper, Murdoch connects the ability to love
with one's capac;ty to see clearly; Julius pgrceives the
1nv?rse of this_equaﬁion\}n that people do not see and thus

I

what they think to be love is merely love of self,
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To remain detached from the muddle of human relation- ~

ships is Julius's idea of freedom. They can, however,‘provide

.Qﬁf‘a certain amount of entertainment, and this Julius sets out
7 ]

to "exploit" (p. 208). Out of "curiosity" he decides to
implement a plan, bogh for his own enjoyment and for Morgan's
enlightenment (p. 365), which will exemplify the "frailty of
human attachments"” (p. 363). Love for Julius is not, as
Murdoch sees it, "the energy and passion of the soul in its

*

search for the Good" (T.S.G., p. 103). It is nothing morffa~

than a mixture of pity, vanity, and novelty in aﬁ emotioh:f
person (p. 365). Moved by egoism and blindé&d by vanity,
people will act in a predictable way, like "puppets" (p. 366) .
Rupert is to be tested so as\zg exhibit "what all [his)
high-minded muck would really amouzi to ih practice® (p. 362).
Likewise the relationship of Simon and Axel is to be tampered
with so as to provide further evidence that "anyone's faith
in anyone can be broken in no time by the simplest of de-
vices" (p. 362).

' Julius may see himself as the "great world revealer"

(p. 163). But because of his callous disregard for the feel-
ings of those he is toying with, he can hardly be classified
as a moral agent. He perceives himself to be an "instrument
of justice" in his attempt to expose the false morality of
'Rupert (p. 387). Julius, however, does not have the vision

1

to perceive what is true; he only partially knows what is"

4
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false. As such, Julius's view of reality is itself limited
and'thus he equates the world of Rupert and Hilda with tgxé
debris in Tallis's kitchen, something to be "scraped over
with a knife and then thoroughly washed" (p. 382).. guch a
view denies the basic humanity of people. In ¥ moment of
illumination even Morgan recognizes this-fact, when she refers
to him as a "beautiful but casual destructive force" (p. 241).
If he is to be considered a "great world revealer" this
can certainly Oilly be as a result of chance and accident.
The role of Julius in the novel can perhaps be made.clearer

/
by examining the parallel between his claracter and Oberon

in A Midsummer Night's Dream. (This parallel is to be dis-
cussed further lat;_er in this paper.) -Both concéive of a plan
involving the coupling qf other: characters. Puck's mistake
with the magic juice has its counterpa“rt’: in Julius's con-
ceited belief in the extent of his ‘abidl’ity to control others.
In both cases everything ngoes wrong from the start. 'The
result is confusion and disorder, and yet it is from this chaos
that the characters emerge in the énd possessing a,wisdom and
ability of discernment.they may not otherwiée have obtained.

| For Julius, to be "good" in the strict sense of the
word, "one would have to ﬁbe God" (p. 200). He sees goodness
as a value dnly insofar as it ‘serves the will and desires of
the individual; otherwise, it is an absurd idea and a target

for hisoderijon. Dismigsing the existence of God, he notes

A¥)

s ma——
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that what passes for human goodness is in fact "a tiny phe-
nomenon, messy, limited, truncated and . . . dull"™ (p. 199).
This is to be distinguished from evil, which for Julius is

infinitely more interesting: h

It is characteristic of this planet that the path
of wirtue is so unutterably depressing that it can
be guaranteed to break the spirit and quench the
vision of anybody who consistently attempts to -
tread it. Evil, on the contrary, is exciting and _
fagcinating and alive.

; “p. 199)

Simone Weil distinguishes between this conception of good ’

and evil and authentic good and evil, thus arrivi'ng at a

different conclusion:

Nothing is so beautiful and wonderful, nothing is
- 80 continually fresh and surprising, so full of
. , sweet and perpetual ecstasy, as the good. No
desert is so dreary, mgnotonous and boring as evil.
This is the truth about authentic good and evil.
With ‘fictional good and evil, it is the other, way
around. Fictional good is boring and flat while
fictional evil is varied andlfl’:,triguing , attractive,
profound, and full of charm.

" [

Such an understanding is alien to Julius. It is thus with
i . . excitement that he watches the violence at the Chinese rest-
aurant. His face is described as being ‘"aligk with thrilled

! fascinated interest™; his eyes are "gleaming with pleasure"

5 ' (p. 241). Julius's entrance into the world of Rupert and

]

| i 137Weil. ﬂmr,ﬁlity and Litet&turé," S.W.R., P 290.

&
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Hilda is presented in spatial terms as that of an omir:lous
Satanic force, as when he "suddenly materialized in the

half-light upon the stairs in Rupert's house™ (p. 193).

'Julius's attempt to prove that human love is<of a vulgar,

selfish nature, and thus not really‘love at all, is ultimately

an attempt to disprove the existence of good, that is to say,
human goodness. That he is" for the most part successful
points, for Murdoch, to the virtual absence of moral vision.
The characters will be brought to realize', with the minimum
of help by Julius, that their various relationships, thought

to be secure, are lacking in substance.

~

) Although Julius is a master of trickery and deception, his

explanation for the events following his initial prank attri-

butes more responsibility to the characters involved than

they themselves are willing to admit: Cooh

Human beings set each other off so. Put three

emotional fairly clever people in a fix and instead

of trying quietly to communicate with each other
-they'll dream up some piece of communal violence
« « « They will do the most dreadful things to

each other rather than seem to be made a fdol of or

seem not to be in contxol of the situation.
(p. 383)

3
Julius notes that i is "vanity not love [that] gonducts
their feet. Eac;h of them is thrilled and flattered at being
an object of worship"™ (p. 236). JuBlus serves as a catalyst
b

[

in a reaction which is essentially maintained by the charac-

1‘“' .
. - ,
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ter's own vanity:

Since each thought that the other was bound, while
they themselves were free, they could become tho=-

roughly absorbed in the drama while feeling superior'

and even innocent.
. (p. 365)

> vt

Hilda's long-standing marriage with Rupert is shattered
by a few suggestive hints dropped by Julius, along with a
recycled love letter. While frightened by the possibilities
suggested by Juliﬁs regarding Rupert's unfaithfulness, she
fails to confront Rupert and instead chooses to insulate
herself from psychglogical harm. The possibilities "were so
grotesque that she deliberately covered them with a hgze.
She knew that nothiné really dreadful could happen to her"
(p. 319). The implication is that had she bothered to face
Rupert and comﬁunicate with him about the events which led
to the breakdown, she would have understood it for the hoax

that it was. Instead, "she did not want to look into his

" guilty eyes and' see the man whom she had worshipped shorn,

defeated, utterly at a loss" (p. 369). Rather than listen

to Rupert's explanation in their bedroom she instead chooses
RS

.to "turn back to the mirror," preferring to wallow in self-

.pity than to halt the destruction by a pgsitive act (p. 378).

The stark horror of her own acts and omissions is later re-
vealed as she loses all sense of perspective.

Indeed, Hilda has never had a true perspective on life;
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she turns people into objects and treasures objects in pl&be

of people. The sentimentality.of keepsakes and pet names -
is utterly at odds with the gtizzly scene at the end of the
novel. Her journey from the cottage back to Rupert after
having rece}ved Tallis's call is symboiic of her life's
journey, “a—plunging ahead into darkness" and her "Stumbling
along the muddy, stony trﬁpy" (p. 375).

With Simon and Axel we see the same web of circumgﬁances
falling tnto an identical pattern. Axel has managed over
the span of their‘reiationship to intimidate Simon to the
point where Simon can no longer accept his own nature:
Feeling inferior to Axel, a feeling which'Axel does little

to dispel, Qimop fears tﬁht he may at any moment be aban-

doned. The gift by Julius of a Egddy‘bear to Awel on his

"birthday was intended by Julius to be symbolic of the matur-

ity of the relationship between Simon and Axel (p. 273).
Thus, when Julius decideg to "detach him guite painlessly
from Axel" (p. 209), he has merely to prey‘on Simon's guilt
while at the same‘time suggesting to Axei that he is indeed
guilty. For Simon the whole proceedings are "nightmarish:
Everything mounted up and mounted up and it’got'harder and
hardee to tell the truth" (p. 355). They become firmly en-
tangled in a circle of "accusation, explanation; exculpation,

accusation” (p. 388). They survive, however, partly due to

chgnce, and partly because they are willing to expose thei

. v
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vulnerability to the other so as to come to terms with the

I~

reality of the situation. The result is a strengthening of
their relationship in their new-found knowledge of each

other:

n"As for your télling me lies, why did you do-so?
Because you were afraid of me. That fear ought
not to have existed. It's not that I've always
bullied you a little . . . But I've always with-
held a bit of myself. And you have felt this and
it has made you fxightened."

(p. 389)

"As with Rupert and Morgan, Axel wants to be able to feel

"that if all this came to grief there was a part of me which

4

‘had never engaged in-*it and which was not discredited or
! .

*

even disappointed" (p. 390). It‘iqrfor the same-selfish

motive, which is expressed as caution or discretion, that

Axel refuses to intervene on behalf of Rupert and Hilda '

after discovering the full extent of Julius's prank:
. ’ N

Y
\ -

« "I think we'd better let that one drift," said ‘.
Axel. "If there's any obvious drama we might b
consider dropping a word to somebody, but even
then it's rather tricky. One doesn't want to be
indiscreet and raise a false alarm." N

(p. 356)

The novel capﬁurea here the tension between the desire to
hang on to the security of the ego and the letting go which }

will enable the character to merge into a nature which is '

otherwvise indapeﬁdent of him. No sooner do Simon and Axel .
. . \ : \

A |

[
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enrich their vision than they-sink back into their former
positigns of comfort[able blindness, insulated *from external
discomforts. Simon, however, regains this hi;hen,‘awarene'ss
at the end of the novel. It is a ’feel:‘ing‘f:or the beauty
and fragility of life, a sense o6f life as being gratuitously
given, .t‘oggther with‘ its corollary, that it may equally be
taken away at any mément. Simon's life is suggestlve of the
fact that as one moves. further away from the ego, the immed-
iacy, uncontrollabid#ty, and spontaneity of daily life will
be re\/realed to us. |

It is Tal,lis} who in the end is a bulwark to the wa:re
of destruction and "defeat" that rolls throuéh the novel.
He is in a way curiously like the house he lives in. Both
resist any attempt on Julius's part to be swept into "clean-

i

liness and order" (p; 382) The dlsorder is emblematlc of

*

the unsystematic and 1nexhaust1ble variety of the world.

Both resist the reductionist theory of Julius in which the

"infinite elusive character of reality"” i'? diminished to a

- . R
predictable. set of selﬁ,frhotivated actions and Jg’eactions .
LY { /
' |

(T.S.Gl' p. ‘42)- l .}‘ \ "

Although Julius detests Rupert's neatly orﬂered philo-ﬁ‘

sophy of life, his own experiment is itself an attempt to
impose some sort of design upon the world and therefore is *
a journey into illusion. His belief that "human beinqs are

essentially finders of subatitutea" (p. 208), and a: such

‘ "no ong would rean’&\ -uffer" (p. 209), tutifies to the nar-

|

'
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row circumscribed vision with which' he sees ?he world. It

-

. rnedag?

ik the same dimsightedness, disguised as claﬁity of vision, ~

that prompts'him to say,. "Good can be seen through" (p. *199).

~

Good, however, cannot fé,seeh through,- any more thanxgge .

world can be fully apprehen?ed. His disclosure to Tallis
that "It all got rather 6ut‘of hand .\. . I‘donft know .what
éo do next" is an.admission of Qefeat\jp.1367). _ The .ending . ;
of the novel serves to inform us that thougﬁ'defeéted he is ‘g\ ‘:
b; no means vanéuishéd. Life,ihe ﬁrdnouﬂces to be “goodh B
(p. 402), but it is a false goed. Evidently enjoying him-
self in Paris, he passes the g&me in the'hedonistic pursuit

of various pleasures. Having escaped”intigt from mgddle in
Londoﬁ, he notes‘a corresponding improvement in his digestive'
'system: "Involvement wés al&ays bad for his nerves" (ﬁ. 402):
With a sysfém of\values that pigces self ahead of All else,
one shall never unéerstand what it means to say that some-
thing exists; one shall never know realjty. Julius can be _
seen as a self—fulfilling prophecf; refﬁsing to believe in

the éossibilitykff goodness, he shall never. come to realize ~

it.

-

®
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Hilda and Morgan are living in America by the end of the ° .
” -

novel), Morgan having invested her with the same sort of fdlse

image that once plagued Tallis and'Julius."‘Hilda, receptive

Nt

of that image, has entirely forgiven her. Tallis cdhstrués

from her letters, though, that this is piobably out -of a desire

LN
N

o
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(p. 399).° . . ot T

No longer focusing their vision e

. - \
. : 93
~ \’

»
P

. h [y '. /‘\ . ‘ .
to bgnish from her pqeory the past events., She speaks of

’

'Mordan in a casual way, "as if this were a dear friedd with

‘whom she had always 1in9“and whom she took entirely for

N

granted" (p. 399). There is little evidence ‘to suggest anfj\\§>\
. N \ .. b

-
.

alteration in their vision as a result of stt events.*’

Hilda continues to write to Tallis, "probably out of pity"

-

The defeat, suffered by Simon and Axel has served to
clarify their view of each other and of the world arPund them.

xclusively upon themselves,
their perception of their surroundings is more radiant-in
. . N

its abundance. This newly acquired perception has its phy-

sical counterpart in their lobﬁing up at-the church tower

L

(p. 392). Their defeat is in fact a victory; it is a defeat

of 'self.
. i ‘ A
Rupert's death is the ugly culmination of a period of

»

torment in which he broods drunkenly within E}s own solitari-

.‘ness. His-démise is guite ironically termed "death by mis-

advéﬂture" (p. 383{. His philosophy shown to be inadequate
. \ .
and his life in shambles, he copld not accept a nihilistic

view of exiétencg as expressed by’julius, aﬁé insteaﬁ.chooges
suicide. According to Tallis, Rupert Qas the viéiimlof'
"human failure, muddle and sheer chance"'(p. 399); His deaﬁh
affifms the fact that éxistence‘}s"contingent, that life: is

for the most part illusory, and that within people there are,

t
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N "insuperab\.Le psycholoq.ical barriers to goodness" (T.S.G.,
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“The juxtaposition ‘of characters, in the novel can thus'

-d ‘ be, seen to rely upon an underlying juxtaposition between

P .
- et . y . .
T .+ ', pointlessness and value. If the characters in their words
p . <\ ' .
: - . . N\ .
; oo ‘and acts reveal one idea to the reader, it is that "nothing
. - in life is of any value except the ‘attempt to be virtuous™
1 . . ) . s . N -
N (ToSoGo, p- 87) ;, ‘ '
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~ sages, 8o dn,se‘lf\ish is. his'attitude toward others. Even’

. v ) o
\ o ’ . i .

o . , & Allusion and Symbol T
» * O ~ ~

’ ' : . < ‘ JT .

. -

* .The characterization 'in the novel is enriched through

the dﬁe of allusions and symbols. By Eirawiﬁg ‘apalogies be-

e

{ -
» tween her characters and Biblical and mythical figures, Mur- .

. . ~ B ) 3
doch universal}zes their experiences and establishes a broader ’

context for her theme. ‘ .
) , 5

» It is perhaps Murdéch‘s use of Biblical~"allusions and.
PN 4

* e

Christian symbols'in'pértiéular that;is most prevalent 'in
AN . o .
the novel.

{

throughout the novel as a demonic character.' This appears

Julius, for eXample,.éppéars in various passages
. ; S

v
Al

inconsistent with Murdoch's realist stance, as discussed . .
. :

eq;lier, for to see Jul%us as such ie to view the novel as. a )
. . M A .

. moral-fable with Julius suggestive of the charactér of Vice
Y]

’ - .3
ES
in the morality plays of the Middle Ages. . Certdinly a moral

parable is hinted at by ‘the‘sﬁggestion of life &s a éilgriﬁ—
age. Noke of the characters, however, is ‘purely good or evil.

Julius is unique in that although -he is subject to the pértia}
viewgqints’of other char@cfers, he ocannot be seen aal round

N .

and summed up as such. It is possible, however, to suggest

that in the most 'significant passages the characters become

Y . t

spiritﬁal forces that meet in personal form.

P
4

Tallis is portrayed as a Christ figure in various pasm - e
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Morgan is able~to percelve this in Iallxs, as when Bhe notes
that‘be "used to rem;nd me of blessed are the poor in spirit”

(p. 115). Michael Bellamy sees Tallis's pushing of his empty

-

cart up the road_aféer~having unloaded Morgan's possessions ‘

- - >
as”a crucifixion image.138 In her interview with Bellamy- .

Murdoch points‘to an underlying allegorical structure in the
. novel;, with Julius as ‘Satan and Tallis as Christ, in which
| 4 ) .

they both vie for supremacy over the human soul.139 ' o >

’

. J Dipple comments on thls use of allegory by notlng that

o . .
. e ln the novel, - .

= VUL S ST —

i Realism. struggles agalnst allegory and mythology
by u51¥g them ironically as a basic device for Y
. - identifying-the main characters. Thus, although. ‘
i Julius is Satan, Tallis Christ, Leonard God the
i ) - = Father and Morgan the human soul,:these allegorical,
' identifications are subservient to the transTiﬁted
sense of real personality in. the characters.

~

Mhrdoch's irony consists in éontinuall; uodercutting the
character's spiritual or mythic dlmen51on by emphasizing his
. humanlty. Her irony is 1ntended to avoxd a compléte identi-
;ication oetoeen a'charac;er and his mythic analogue. Because
-.;,no analogy ia oomplete,-each character's individuality is .. ¢
left unqompromlsed by Suggestions that he may, at times, sym- -

' - . ' »

T e 13aBellamy, p. 136. S o
. 139¢pid., pp. .135-36. _ e - e
140 . '

Dipple, p. 186.
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bolize a certain archetype. - é
Murdoch's use of Christian symbols may appear puzzling

Y

to those who reallze that she is not rellglous. “For her, ’

o,

however,/ Christ is not used as a rellglous symbol but is

instead viewed.as a morat figure. Although not seen as God,

the historical Christ is noneth€less the exemplar of the

Good Man. h .

) 2 . ’

\ Christianity links_ultimate meaning -to a vision of a
] . ’ A ,

world beyond this world, to which the 0ld Testament image

.0f the Garden is but an earthly ‘analogy. The Garden scene

-

-lanlty Here the. soul s labour is rewarded by the turning

in A Eairl&WHonourable'Defeat is a nimesis of Eden (pp. 163~

_72), and, by exten51on, of the paradlse proﬂ1sed in €hrist-

1

of ‘time into flowers and-trees. - Murdoch makes the connection
S ' ’ .

here between light'as a physfcal,phenqmenon and the meta-

physical entﬁty éymbolic of goddness. Morgan is described

as "suddeniy looklng up“ whereupon "a strange regular' metallic

sound was comlngvdowh ‘out of the- sky She saw three swans

flylng, thélr wh1teness>k1nd1ed and almost invisible agalnst

the pale sun-brlmmlng sky" (p. 163). The threte swans are

symbolic of the Trinity,. and as»they emerge from the 1lght,

r-’\-
suddenly the 1nfln1ty of quge and time that separates,us
N,

from God dlsappears. Goodness can be :seen close up, in the

beauty of nature which is good in itself. The power of the

llght is such as to be dézzling to Morgan“rlnqering her vir-"

)
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tually unconscious, as.shown “in the passage already quoted.
Morgan"s vision here is’ illustrative of each character's ' .

potential to see reality in a more perfect way By'way of’

~

contrast with the earlier scenes 1nvolV1ng Morgan thlS epl-
) sode demonstrates that although surrounded by reallty, the

characters for the most part are without the power of vision

4

to appreciate 1t.
Murdoch's belief is that the quest one must undertake
is away from the self, and as such is in contrast’ to Freud,

" who seeks a knowledge of the unconscious activities &f the

mind through anal&siémaf"fhe self. For Murdoch, the uncon-

scious/iS'iaentified with ignorance. Self-examination ig an
7\- § > A -‘ - ' .’ X
encounter with the abyss of inwardness and can lead to nothing

2 v

/ constructive. Murdoch maintains an aloofness with the inner
\ .. . ——t

life and passes.over anything thatlmay be disturbing; slie
does not seek to penetrate self-delusions or dispei the

‘interior terrors that can afflict one. This is not -to say,

however, that she denies their existence. ‘Eﬁaeed*\ﬁs Dipple

notes, Freud is used by'Murdoch in support &f her thesis

" that human beings are not free.,l41

-

ever, such illusions serve to illuminate the shortsightedness

-

At the samé time, how-- "

of Freudian psychology. Murdoch's allusion.to Freudian,
psychodnalysis occurs most riotably in the two dreams experi- -

) | .
énced by-Simon. Simon's dreams certainly’ add a new and

- AR o

different dimension to his personality, and yet at the end

»

\ »
141Dipple, p‘ 94. . . . ! 4
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of the novel this dimension is virtually forgotten as the
reader pereeivé:s a character made whole f:y love.
[ Y . X
Freud regards dreams as visual images whose function

is to reduce tension by reviving memories of past events

and ohjects that are in some way gratifying to the <.‘a:e}':1mei:.]"42

The formation of such an image is called a wish -fulfillment.

As wish fulfillments, dreams are filled with disguised of

1

.

symbolic representations of repressed desires. When th,e v

disguise becomes too transparent, as at the end of Simon's

first dream, the dreamer wakes up. The resulting anxiety
) \
experienced by Simon is caused by the emergence of such re-

pressed desires.

A Freudian interpretation of Simon's first dream (p.
148) n\ight see t;u".s as an instance of Simon's Oedipus Complex
made manifest, a‘ state of affairs in which the boy craves
exclusivg.sexual pésses'sion of the mother and feels anta--
gonist,i‘c" toward the father. In the dream his mother leads
_him to his father's :grav:a. Compell'ed to dig éway the ash
from the body, he uncovers its f;atce, which is that of Rupert'.

#His mother is described as wearing "steel-rimmed spectacles"
(p. 148), which thus identifies or connects the mother figure
‘With- Mgrgafl, ;JhO likewise wears such specgacles.
Sim_on's second dream involves being lifted u; by the

142

' o See  ghove, note 3.

i
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‘ waist by his. father, or Rupert, and later by Julius, and the

cpnsequent‘feeling of anxiety 'a;nd sh;—.\me. The c'lream‘ dex:iv‘es

] from 'an occurrence in Simon's youtj,l'y.-:fzhen; he ‘was lifted by

) an older student so as t&_enable him ,to retrieve a ';etter

' from.hi's mother.. Freud might view such a dream as an instance

of Simon's -castration complex.’ The development of the Oedipus
C'omp,lex créatés this ;ew anxiety for the boy. If he persists.
in feeling sexually attracted to the moéhqr he runs the risk
of being physically harmed by the father/ - The: spécific fea\xﬂ

which the boy harbours is that his father will remove the

e

offending sex organ of the boy.

Freud would see these infantile characteristics, which -

were once“domin'ant, as now belonging to Simon's unconsgious. ,
These peculiar mentahl mechanisms,; although unconscious, cor-
. respgnd or somehow affect the kind of thoughts -we"have in \
waking life. Simon's interactions with'Morgan, Rupert, and
 Julius are certainly affected by _uncénscious motives, but )
, . . ~
| ‘by no-.means are-they dominant. simon's char_actery is richer / \
K | ' ;nd more flexible than what a pschoanalytic ‘interpretation
‘ ) V:IOl'lld reveal. The Vbsycl'foanalyticlapproach to human motiva- R
/ ﬁion, with its mewc':hanilétid éxplanatipné; rejects the‘ideal-
, , / istic belief in the eternal 'chéracter of spiritual values.

Freud's analysis of hqmdsexuality is typical of his
143

]

_deterministic approach to human. behaviour.

B ek

Y
Freud accounted
. {

-

143Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, p. 3\69.l ' T
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for the formation of the ego by the mecthanism of identifi-

éation, whiph is defined as the incorporation of the quali-

.ties of an external object, usually those of another person,

into one's personality. One such'ty‘pe of identification is

called narcissistic identification, which is seen by Freud
\ M : -

as,ihvolving self—{ove, the name being derived from the myth
1 . -
of Narcissus, who fell in love with his own image which he

saw x’ef]sected in a pool of water. If the factor of narcis-

sism is very. strong, a person may derive .satisfa\nction on;y’
' B

-
°

from choosing a love object who resembles himself. This

is one reason Freud believes a person may choose homosexuality

in preference to heterosexuality. v
A strictly psychoanalytic approach to character would

necessarlly view Slmon and Axel as the most self-absorbed

~

of characters, the ones who are least capable of loving some—- .

-

one apart ‘from their 1nd1vu{ual selves. The novel demon-
strates the fallacy of spch z;hlnklng as it.is Simon and Axel

who attaln the vision of lové at the end of the novel.’

Murdoch's depiction of the two homosexual characters reveals

a*belief that their love is as valid morally as that between

b -
heterosexual characters. The suggestion that love involves

a-norm or biological standard is not a part of her vocabulary
of viston.
A further series of a]..lusions‘ that serve to universalize

the central themes in the novel involves‘ Murdoch's use of

’ \
.
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Shakespeare, and in particular his plays A Midsummer Night's

Dream and The Tempest. Indeed; the whole idea of the prank
arranged by Julius, whereby a ;:englezvous' is made by Rupert
and Morgan in a location convenient _to Julius so that he and
Simon can eavesdrop upon the scene, is borrowed from the

"play within a play" scene in A Midsummer Night's Dream

\ (Act V, Scene i). The reader is thereby made particularly
aware that the relationships between the characters in vari-
ous combinations are indeed plays, summoned into life by a
‘mgc,hanical force and just as easily made to vanish&,

Julius comments upon the scene involving liUperf and
Mqi:gan in a sarcastic manner, stating that "both were burst-

«

ing with curiosity and interest and excitement at having so
unexpectedly inspire:d Eassionate love in the other one, and
both resolved to carry'the whole thing through with discre-.
tion, compassion; wisdom, the lot . . . " (p.'364). The .
nature of Rupert and Morgan's 'love' is of the greatest im-
portance to the novel's perspective, and the critical ﬂjudge-
ment that theirs is a "decent" passion is an even more telling
comment on contemporary social mores. Julius sees the s'cene

. as "a midsummer enchantment, with two asses" (p. 236). The

P
parallel with A Midsummer Night's Dream is thug made quite

explicit. In the play, supernatural forces in‘f‘_ervene in the
acEivities of the characters, turning their intentions upside

do

y
v

n and directing their actions. ‘ The novel presents a varia-

\‘ -
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tion on this idea with Julius playing the role‘of the evil
manipulator. Initi_ally in thé novel we ‘are led ¢o believe
that something outside the various characters is . the 'cause
of their downfalls. Increasingly, however, we see that
character is a deeper and more important influence in human
af fairs than is any. external influence. The individual's
fate is determined from within, by his vision, or thé lack
thereo’f. )

As in the play, dream-world and realitya merge imper-
ceptibly in the novel, so that Rupert and Morgan are not

sure themselves, as the full ramifications of the prank be-

come obvious, in which sphere they move, nor whether what

they have gxpefienced has been imagined, or whether it oc-

curred in fact; The idea that what has happened has been a
dream or illugion is often expressed from ve;rious standpoints
by the characters themselves.

A further parallel with Shakespeare is in Murdoch's use
of a particular']_.} subtle fo;rm of dramatic irony; shg creates
a gap in the awareness between some of her characters, parti-
cularl)'( Rupert, Morgan, and Hilda, and the reader. The reader
is given ‘notice of matters which are concealed from the char-
acters, and as the reader progressively becomes more aware,

the characters become more muddled. The letters introduced by

_ Julius make the reader more cognizant of what is to happen while

at the same time plunging Rupert and Morgan into confusion.
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Julius can in one se_hse bé seen as a comifé dévice in that
he creates the initial ‘deception, which precipitates the

comic process. Throug\h Julius, .M_urdoch produces a gap be-
tween the reader's knowledge an;i thgt‘: of the protagonists.
The protagonists are deludeﬁ and deceived, and fall into'
e_ntanglement's which become more ‘gc;mplex as the novel pro-

gresses. This web is untangled by an immediate and simple

solution--Tallis's phone call--and, as if by chance, the’

social order is once again restored.

Where Mutrdoch blends comedy with tragedy is in the fact

« that while circumstances are fortuitous for Simon and Axel,

Rupert's dilemma is resolved only by death; the potentiaf

disaster which originally appeared as-comical, but which the

reader] surmised would resolve itself, is rea}iz'ed. The har-
mony of ‘the social order at the begihni‘ng of the novel is
only partlally reachleved at the end. If love re-emerges

at the end, its v1ctory in the “case of Simon and Axel -is:

tempered by 1ts defeat in Rupert's case. This notion of

¥ -
the co—existence of victory and defeat has 1ts source in

Murdoch's belief that while llfe itself may be tragic, human
activity is comic.l“' Dipple sees thi's,a_s “the paradox of

her [Murdoch's] own joy in life in the world in the light'

1“mpple, p. 46. ) .
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of her knowledge of its horrors.

At the end of, the novel, 'it is in the degre9 to which

Y

each character's knowledge: appioaches that of éhe reader
that demonstrates how well they have reallzed their potentlal.

Simon and Axel become more self—perceptlve, more aware of
J

themselyes as hav1ng been fooled, and also as havlng galned
~ ~ .

in insight. ‘Hilda and Moréﬁn simply divorce themselvea from -
: o ' &
their past, yet rélain unchanged. Tallis continues to suffer,

It is with Rupert, however, that the read%r is confronted

o

with death——hls corpse floatlng in the pool is a stark sym—

bol of a falled potent1al

The swimming pocl, around Whlch a few of the scenes take

place, plays a central role ln the symbollsm of the novel. ..

[y

The staring into the pool is an allusion to the Narcissus

H RN

' myth and is perhaps the culmlnatlng 1mage of the human condi-

 tion. The image of man trapped by h1s own distorted reflec-

, tion is expressive of the deSpalr an‘ longliness of man, who

/

is confined within- his @ind by an_endless progre851on of
re v R L 4 .

iMages that are merely his own distorted reflection. This
' ¢

'is the despair of Rupert,*who‘fails to pié;ce the éurfacé

I

oflthe water, of his'own'reflection} and instead drowns in

‘his own anguish. ' Peter Wolfe cofments, perceptlvely on thls
: o
mlrror symbollsm when he  states that . .

~ o

v

1455;pple, p. 79.F reeL

.

| . hed ' " 4

.
b e e P i DA R




- b N 106 ,
—es -
- e . - . . . ] .
." . N
. ) . people only expdustxiife (their own) when they
o " decline to pass through the jmage of the selfy

into the world of material objects and of other
»  minds. As the mirror image implies, discontent

with one's surface reflection promiseSIQgpths of

self-knowledge otherwise unabtainable.

-

. . .Whereas Rupert dies in the swimming pool, Simon q@erges

'from it haﬁing asserted himself againsﬁ-Julits (pp. 332-36).

"*.The game initiated by Julius in which each apparent reality
. N . J g
S is revealed as an appearange, an illusion, is a device to

uncdver this fundamental absurdity of being. The fixed point

from which we as yreaders feel we can safely watch the world

4 . s - , ) 4
’ of the novel is itself shown by means of the "play within.
v - 3 1 . ' * S
a play" to be an appearance.
Although water is a destructive force in the novel, it
2/ -~ is traditionally symbolic of fertility or rebirth. Morgan's

&:)\»~\_, recitation to Peter wvile in the garden of"the passage from*
The Tempest (Arfel's song in Act I, Scene, ii) points to the

potential role of water in thﬁ cleansing of one's vision.’

In The Tempest, Alonzo is a man of sin,'but capable of remorse

and redemption., It is he who is referred te-by Ariel when he

-

Ts : sings, "Those are pearls that were his eyes;/ Nothing of him

e

h . that- doth fade/ But doth suffer a sea-change/ fnﬁo.something

~

g rich and stranqé? (I;f{:398-401). This idéa of a "sea-change"
' ar babtism By water is an exterqal sign of the a%té;ation in
g B ‘
b . l‘?GWOlfe,'p.,B(‘S. ‘
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one/s orientatiqp’to reality, necessary for one's eyes,to
become like pearls. Far from indicating blindness.to real-
ity, this image emphasizes the value placed both on reality
itself, and the’faculty of perception. Unlike Alonio, the
_“sea-change" suffered by Rupert in the swimming pool is nct
gomething positive. For Rupert to have reeiized the true
path of lo?e, "the mountain path with many twiets;and turns"
(p. 1%2), instead of worrying about the-preservation of h;s
social iméce, the pool would have taken on a differentvfunc-
tion, ‘as a place of baptism from appearance to reality.”‘
Freedom and love are two concepts integral to the defi-
nltlon of--vision apd together they form a thread that holds
together the different aspects of Murdoch's moral and aesthetic
philosophy. These are the essence of life; the source of a
spontaneous and creative iife.“ Modern man has sold his hirth—
right to live in a céi;ective illusion. Murdoch enjoins her
reader to be_satisfied i hwnothing less than the freedom to
respond with the whole self to ultimate reality. We must
attempt to turn from the emptiness of self-involvement to the
fullness of light, this process of turning involving an® ascent.
The theme of love as a means to enlightenment and life as a
perlod of preparatlon in which the SOul ascends to higher
things is fundamental to both character and artist. . Both
must travel on the road to transcendence and their achievement

'

must be ‘one which is beyond perscnhality.
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The wetrld is indeed a closed door, and it is by the -

power of visioh that we perceive the way through. The qdéqt,

however, is not without its Rsriods of darkness. The exper%-

N - T \
ence of those chara¢terskwpo are able to make the transformar

\
.

d

: ™~
tion from the false to the real reveals the truth that love

- ' - | o N A -
is both form and ‘substance, intuition-and action.
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