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Abstract

This account of Iris Murdoch’s moral philosophy takes the form of a critique. It

attempts to show the ways in which she falls foul of what she criticises. Murdoch 1s
concerned about the influence of the romantic tradition upon our contemporary
(post-war) accounts of morality. She charges contemporaries, such as Sartre and
R.M.Hare with having mistakenly extended freedom in ways that make morality seem
like a matter of free choice. Against this, her own most rigorous work (Zhe
Sovereignty of Good) advances three central claims: (1) an idea of moral perfection
(an ideal Good) is built into our ways of thinking and speaking; (2) this idea of
Good/perfection is not an unavoidable fiction but a reality principle, it helps to
undermine the* egocentricity that prevents us from doing justice to the reality of
others; (3) this idea of a single, unitary Good pulls us towards Platonic metaphors.
(We are like pilgrims, trying to move out of dark egocentricity and into the light of
attention to others.) My response to this is advanced in the following three parts:

Part One sets out Murdoch’s position, complete with an account of the stylistic

peculiarities of its exposition. (She believes that value-laden metaphors are

unavoidable, and in some cases irreducible.)

Part Two flags up her similarity to what she attacks. Far from being a moral quietist,
Murdoch is deeply critical of our everyday lack of moral ambition. (It is as if we are
content to lurk about in the dark.) She rejects everyday (‘bourgeois’) contentment in

favour of the command ‘be ye therefore perfect’. Having flagged up this shared
rejection of everyday contentment, I explore the way that Murdoch’s apparently
diffuse charge of ‘romanticism’ is held together by the idea of erotic striving. Such
romanticism is the general theoretical correlate of the wrong model of love, romantic

love rather than the slow patient love that she wants us to emulate. On this account,
avoiding romanticism requires us to meet the following conditions. Firstly, we must
direct loving attention towards the contingent reality of persons without puritanically
avoiding attention to messy detail. (We should not just ‘tag® people symbolically, as
one of these or one of those.) Secondly, our attention to the other should really be

about them, it should not covertly redirect attention to the self, Thirdly, we should




not allow our fascinating suffering to obscure the reality of death. (The realisation of

our finitude is a crucial aspect of undermining egocentricity.)

Part Three consists of chapter-pairs which examine the central Murdochian
metaphors of fallenness, eros, and the death of the self in an attempt to show that
Murdoch falls foul of what she attacks. The respective arguments advanced in Part
Three as follows:

Firstly, by shifting over to a form of Platonism, Murdoch strengthens her
early pre-Platonic account of contingency into an account of fallenness. (We are not
just finite but incomplete, ontologically flawed in ways which cannot be
comprehensively overcome.) This is generative of entrapment in a form of ontological
guilt. (Guilt about what we are.) Such entrapment is constitutive of puritanism.

(Given Murdoch’s own understanding of the term.)

Secondly, although Murdoch’s concept of love tries to fuse together elements
of Kantian agape in with Platonic eros, it is the latter which serves as the metaphor
for the fundamental constitution of the self. (Continuity of character is continuity of
erotic orientation i.e. desire.) The ultimate problems of Murdoch’s concept of love
are, consequently, those of Platonic eros. Having established this, I go on to show the
applicability of the standing charge that the Platonic preoccupation with a personal
ascent of eros involves an egocentric preoccupation with one’s own moral rectitude
rather than the well-being of others. The result is what Vlastos calls ‘spiritualized
egocentricity’.

Thirdly, Murdoch is critical of the romantic cult of suffering, but she avoids
the anti-Platonic charge of pursuing invulnerability because she embraces a form of
suffering (‘unselfing’, after Simone Weil’s decreation.) This requires her to allow for
at least two different modes of suffering: a good one and a bad one. Her criterion to
separate them out is that the suffering involved in punitive unselfing is informed by a

realistic death orientation. Our ultimate human contingency must not be covered

over. Murdoch’s problem here is that her own account of death is arbitrary, it does

not come to grips with the sheer ordinariness of our mortality. In particular, she

wants to use mortality to underpin a self-other asymmetry. (Loving attention is to be

directed thus: I am mortal, hence what is to be valued lies elsewhere.) However, our

shared mortality means that if my mortality devalues me, then your mortality will



devalue you. The ordinary, shared reality of death cannot plausibly be given the sort
of dramatic significance that Murdoch needs in order to separate out Murdochian

suffering from romantic suffering.

Although what is presented is a critique, it is intended not as a debunking
exercise but as a clarification of where the problems lie when it comes to developing
Murdoch's insights. That is to say, it may serve as a limited exercise, a propaedeutic
to the appropriation of what is of value in her approach towards morals and what is
deep in the way that she pictures human experience. As such, it may be seen as a step

towards demythologising Murdoch.
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Part One

" Introduction: Style and Content

The most systematic account that Iris Murdoch provides of her approach towards
moral philosophy is given in 7he Sovereignty of Good. The later (and longer) text,
Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, elaborates upon the same themes but does so in a
more discursive manner. Underlying both (and required for the comprehension of

either) is an approach towards fact, value and metaphor that Murdoch developed 1n a

series of articles written during the 1950s. Part One of this thesis will attempt to
explain Murdoch’s position and will draw upon this earlier work in order to address
concerns about the non-standard way in which she sets out her argument.

Murdoch is well known as one of the first post-war philosophers to challenge

the fact/value distinction. Part of what is peculiarly-Murdochian about her challenge

to the distinction is the way in which it draws in her view of metaphor. In her earliest
encounters with Gilbert Ryle and behaviouristic attempts to downgrade the metaphor
of inwardness, Murdoch came to the view that metaphoricity, although introducing
various dangers, is unavoidable in our attempt to picture humans. Metaphors, on this
view are not useful but dispensable devices that may be comprehensively reduced to
literal statements with definite, truth-conditions. This attitude towards metaphor is

tied into the fact/value question because part of what makes metaphors irreducible is

their value-ladenness. They cast a favourable or unfavourable light upon matters. The
attempt to reduce metaphors comprehensively to literal statements is viewed by

Murdoch as implicated in conceptual loss, an impoverishment of our ability to picture

humans in a realistic manner.

It 1s a consequence of this standpoint (and not a matter of whim or intellectual
indiscipline) that Murdoch’s own account of morality has to rely heavily upon
metaphor. What adds to concern about the metaphoricity of Murdoch's texts is her
preference for specifically-Platonic metaphors. This may strike some readers as being
quasi-religious, mystical, or (in brief) unrealistic. Her commitment to Platonism raises

concerns, that I accept as legitimate, about whether there is anything of general




philosophical value going on, and, if so, how this value can be cashed out. To try and
make sense of the work that Murdoch’s metaphors do, I draw upon Davidson’s idea
(not unrelated to Murdoch’s own concerns) that the cognitive value of metaphors is
to be found in the way that they jolt us out of our regular ways of thinking and
redirect our attention to something that we might otherwise be in danger of missing.

What Murdoch believes we are constantly in danger of missing is the complex
reality of others. Because of our normal human egocentricity (sometimes acquisitive
but sometimes punitive, hence not mere selfishness) we are continually caught up 1n
ourselves and fail to see others realistically. We suffer from something akin to aspect
blindness in our view of others. The work that Murdoch’s metaphors do is to redirect
us towards these failings and possible ways to combat them. She sets out the idea of
the need for attention. This is a general (visual) metaphor for the various sorts of
efforts that may be made in order to overcome our aspect blindness with regard to
others. Morality, for Murdoch, must be rooted in realistic moral vision, it must be
rooted 1n the just discernment of the other person.

Our regular failure to attend (to taken the necessary care and make the
necessary efforts) provides an overlap with the novels where this everyday,
moment-to-moment failure is a constant feature. In the novels, anger, jealousy,
romantic love and complacency involve ordinary, decent, and non-malevolent,
characters in views of each other that are seriously flawed. This shared concern of the
novels and the philosophical texts is not taken by Murdoch to justify a collapse of the
genre distinction between the two. There are limits to the extent to which Murdoch is
prepared to break with analytic norms of argument presentation. (Philosophical
novels with an axe to grind, tend, in Murdoch’s view, to be not only argumentatively
weak but also poor novels.) However, this overlap of concerns still indicates that the
novels can be used to help cash out Murdoch’s view of what humans are like and

what it 1s about the normal human condition that she 1s concerned to combat via her

heavily-metaphorical Platonized account of morality.

The contention of this thesis will be that Murdoch’s morality ultimately fails
to combat the human problems that it identifies. Instead, it falls foul of what it is
seeking to resist. Although this is a critical assessment, I have attempted to encounter

Murdoch’s texts in an appropriately sympathetic (i.e. attentive) manner. This should

be particularly evident in Part One which accepts that she is directing us towards a

2




real problem and that the stylistic peculiarities, obscurities, ambiguities and difficulties
that her texts present to the reader are themselves well-rooted in her arguments.
Chapters One and Two will show the way in which the content and style of her texts

are intimately related. This, in turn, will allow for the subsequent formulation of an

approach towards critique.




Chapter 1: Metaphor and Style

I. Breaking with the Analytic Style

It 1s one of the quirks of Iris Murdoch that she advocates a simplicity of style
that does not characterize her own texts. 'Philosophy too should attempt to use
ordinary language and avoid pre-emptive jargon. All right, traditional metaphysics has
a certain amount of specialised terminology, but it is not for us to presume to add to
it' [M.296 paraphrased at M.172]. This sits uneasily with her earlier view that 'the task

of moral philosophers has been to extend, as poets may extend, the limits of the
language'." It sits even more uneasily alongside the programmatic statement that 'We

need more concepts than our philosophies have furnished us with...We need more

concepts in terms of which to picture the substance of our being...We need a new
vocabulary of attention.” Her attempts to supply such a vocabulary by writing about

eros and the void are apparently not to be counted as jargon. Perhaps we can make
sense of them as extensions of ordinary vocabulary or else borrowings from the
existing 'specialised terminology' of metaphysics. By contrast with the linguistic
creativity of someone like Heidegger, Murdoch sticks fairly close to ordinary
language and its established extensions in the belief that 'Meta-languages gain their
sense from the language they are explaining' [M.296]. There is no leaping out of, or
instant semantic ascent from, saying what we mean in ordinary discourse.

For Murdoch, truthfulness is associated with lucidity and simplicity, a term
with frankly moral overtones, 'the egoist has a narrow moral world, the better man a
larger and more complex one; yet...there is a sense in which the good man's world 1s
again simple: simple in the sense that he may see what is right without prolonged
doubt and reflection' [A.325]. When she thinks of Christ, Socrates and certain saints
'it is the simplicity and directness of their diction which chiefly colours our conception

of them as good'. Contemporary candidates for goodness are also 'perhaps most

convincingly met with in simple people'.” Murdoch's strictures on stmplicity of style

are moral strictures. 'The great artist, like the great saint, calms us by a kind of

Lye, 90.

2 AD, 293. For Murdoch’s concern with conceptual impoverishment, see Diamond (1988).
3
GG, 50.
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unassuming simple lucidity, he speaks with the voice we hear in Homer and in
Shakespeare and in the Gospels. This 1s the human language of which, whenever we

write, as artists or as word-users of any other kind, we should endeavour to be

worthy." Insofar as Murdoch advocates such simplicity of style and not just a

restriction of jargon, she falls foul of her own strictures. Aware of a modern 'tendency

towards mystification and blunting of verbal precision' she introduces her own forms
of imprecision. Lucidity is compromised by her extensive deployment of metaphors.’

Three in particular will figure prominently in the present study: fallenness, eros and
figurative death (or 'unselfing). 'We may have to use very general and ambiguous
terms or other images in answer to the question, "How do you mean?"' [A.329]. In
extremis, 'Such speculations live near to the edge of nonsense, but are valuable, for
instance in reflection upon theological pictures' [A£.344].

The simplicity she appeals to is also less of a warning about what to expect
from her texts than a way of attacking deconstruction. "Technical meta-language
terminology must be ancillary to basic looking, and not something which (as in
deconstruction) takes its place' [M.168]. Her target is abstruse language in
combination with doctrines which challenge the referentiality of language and where

obscurity is used to endorse the idea that language is self-enclosed play. (As if there
were nothing beyond the text.)° Other, and different, forms of obscure and
referentially opaque discourse, such as mysticism, are admired and in certain respects

emulated by Murdoch. She applauds the way that mystics 'have attempted by

extremities of language to portray the nakedness and aloneness of Good, its absolute
for-nothingness'.” These are not the words of someone unduly bound by the stylistic

norms of the analytic tradition. Insofar as the problematic contrast of analytic and
continental makes sense, at least in terms of style if not content, Murdoch leans

towards the continentals. Her culminating text, Meftaphysics as a Guide to Morals

(hereafter the Metaphysics) is not written with analytic precision.®

‘sw 242,
> SW. 241.

® This supposed recursive or sclf-referential enclosure of language is parodied in A Word Child

where Hilary Burde finds it difficult to interact, learns languages he will never speak, and likes to
ride around the circuit of the Underground. He also repeats his mistakes.

758G, 90.
8 . : 1,
The Metaphysics is a substantially expanded reworking of the 1982 Gifford Lectures.
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This does not mean that there are no norms of precision at work there or
elsewhere in Murdoch's texts. She aspires to a different kind of precision which
relates to content and (metaphorically) to focus, rather than style. Murdoch admires

the ‘chaste self-critical precision' of great art which is bound up with the idea of
truthfulness.”’ She too is committed to writing with a clear focus upon truths that she

believed philosophy, as practised in post-war Oxford and Cambridge, was in danger
of obscuring or loosing sight of 'Both art and philosophy constantly re-create

themselves by returning to the deep and obvious things of human existence and

making there a place for cool speech and wit and serious unforced reflection.’ Such
deep and obvious things include the way in which art, emotion and morality are about
truthfulness. For Murdoch, certain trends within English-language philosophy, while

technically rigorous, were in danger of loosing this plot. (Specifically: emotivism,
prescriptivism and analytic behaviourism.)'’

This is a populist attack. Not necessarily false, but it has a certain rhetorical
quality, it plays upon good common sense while remaining philosophically
respectable. Views similar to (and occasionally stemming from) Murdoch's approach

to these trends, have since become well represented within analytic literature where
article structure is often influenced by the model of logical proof.'? This is perhaps

one reason why Murdoch's work has been less influential that might otherwise have
been the case. In retrospect, we may be tempted to reflect that Murdoch did not need
to go down her more experimental road in order to connect at least morality and the
emotions to truth, or to point out the difficulty of reconciling behaviourism with our
first-person experience of the world. That she did go down this road seems curiously
accidental, a drift rather than a conscious break. Her earliest pieces, "Thinking and
Language' and Nostalgia for the Particular’ may lack strong analytic structure, but we

should not mistake the tentative nature of these first texts for a commitment to a

? SW. 240.
10 oW 242.

11 L - e .
Behaviourism has a range of critics, such as Searle; non-cognmtivism in morality faces the

Frege-Geach problem and the fact-value distinction faces both narrowly technical attacks (Searle

again, and Philippa Foot) and a broader challenge of implausibility (notably by Hilary Putnam). The

cognitive component of emotions (whether a belief, construal or seeing-as) is championed by
Nussbaum, among others.

'2 Murdoch focused upon the following works as problematic exemplars: Ayer, Language, Truth and
Logic; Ryle The Concept of Mind, RM.Hare, The Language of Morals.

6
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discursive rather than analytic style. Subsequent attempts at a synthesis, her challenge
to the fact-value distinction in 'Vision and Choice in Morality' and 'Metaphysics and
Ethics' (1956 and 1957 respectively) do combine somewhat discursive individual
sections with clear overall argumentative structures. Stylistically they have similarities
to Martha Nussbaum's writings with the notable difference that the reader is left to
supply the subdivisions. Similarly, in the novels, chapter headings disappear and even
when Murdoch experiments with textual fragmentation in the Metaphysics, titled
subdivisions remain an anathema to her. Directions are largely internal to the sea of
text. This stylistic peculiarity should not be allowed to obscure the comparatively
strong analytic component of these early articles.

'Vision and Choice' consists of four substantial sections respectively arguing

that the inner life has been downgraded; that moral concepts help to structure the
particularity of this life; that the contemporary focus upon universalizable moral rules
obscured this; and that the idea of a naturalistic fallacy has been misused to provide
an apparently neutral logical support for the abandonment of the unique individual.
The overall structure of the latter and later of the two texts (‘Metaphysics and Ethics')
is even more analytic and takes its starting point from opposition to Ayer's logical
positivist programme of the 'elimination of metaphysics'. Murdoch advocates the

conceptual holist response that a broad metaphysical framework or conceptual

scheme, must be in place for individual claims to make sense.”” And that framework

will lead us to encounter the world in a value-laden manner. The particulanty of this
moral-metaphysical background is bound up with the particulanity of persons, we
don't all see the same facts. The crux of her argument is that we encounter the world

as always, already, laden with values and the very attempt to separate out facts from

values is itself embedded in a liberal attempt to extend freedom into the moral sphere

by treating the latter as something that might be chosen.'*

'3 While she had no hesitation about classifying the prevailing existentialist/analytic vision as 'our
Libecral Weltanschauungen', she was less eager to apply the terminology to her own philosophical
view. It was, at best, a matter of ‘what I have rather vagucly called conceptual or metaphysical
frameworks', PB, 504. Her sympathy with the conceptual-scheme terminology peaked in "The Idea of
Perfection’ (1962) where 1t was used without qualification: philosophy of mind was about ‘the
provision of rich and fertile conceptual schemes', IP, 43. Although subsequently cautious about this
terminology, the equation of metaphysic and Weltanschauung docs recur in the Metaphysics, M.84.

By contrast with Camap (and, more ambiguously, Quine) concepts may overflow their linguistic
expression. 'Such a description will clearly not cover all that we mean by "mental concepts™, TL, 33.
Hence conceptual schemes cannot be equated with linguistic frameworks.

14 . el :
Here, she may have a point, although it is clearer in Carnap than Ayer. Carnap's classic paper
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The success or failure of her argumentative strategy is not, for the moment,
what I am concerned with. What I view as important is that an analytically normal
argumentative strategy is there at all. For once, she makes her alignment with the
tradition of 'linguistic analysis' clear, ‘although a lot of what I have to be say will be

critical of recent developments of that tradition, the criticisms which I make will also,
I believe, come out of the tradition'.” However, within this normal structure, the

germ of a quite different approach is already present, 'it would be a pity if, just

because we realise that any picture is likely to be half a description and half a

persuasion, we were to deny ourselves the freedom in the making of pictures and the
coining of explanatory ideas which our predecessors have used in the past’.'® This is

to advance the claim that philosophical writing will -above all- embody a value-laden

way of seeing or picturing the world. The significance of the collapse of the fact-value

distinction is that argumentative structures will only ever be part of what is going

on.'’

Her early acceptance of analytic norms of writing comes to an end almost by

accident with her two 1959 articles on the Kantian sublime. Tailored for the more

literary readerships of the Yale Review and the Chicago Review, the close
argumentative style of two years previously is dropped. Instead, Murdoch sets up a
genealogy of decline from older and better ways of picturing humans that are
embodied in the 19th century novel but which have become swamped by the legacy of
Symbolism and Romanticism (in which Kant is implicated). 'Against Dryness', two
years further on, brings together her literary aesthetic and her philosophical claims to

criticize 'a general loss of concepts, the loss of moral and political vocabulary' that she

associates with a certain 'dryness’ of both 'Anglo-Saxon philosophy' and the novel.'®

This supposed desiccation of texts is a general (perhaps epochal) phenomenon. Her
criticism of Anglo-Saxon philosophy is still primarily in terms of its content while 1t is

the contemporary novel that receives a much more direct criticism for its constrained

'Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology' advocates 'tolerance' as opposed to *prejudice’ in allowing the
proliferation of linguistic frameworks between which a pragmatic choice may be made. His

discussion of the difference between internal (factual) and external (value) questions is thus given an
explicitly liberal twist.

1> ME, 59.
16 ME. 75.

'7 Murdoch's rejection of the distinction is well covered by Diamond (1996) and Mullhall (2000).
18
AD, 287.



language use. Explicit alignment i1s made with T.S Eliot (and T.E.Hulme) whose
claim is precisely that the new sciences of the Renaissance era helped to engender a
subsequent 'dissociation of sensibility' in modern writing style. I am inclined to believe

that Murdoch 1s extending a related charge to cover analytic philosophy. However,

this is never stated in so many words."”

What is clear is that Murdoch is a champion of the parallel between
philosophy and art rather than the sciences, and that she never again approximates to
a normalized analytic style. A year after 'Against Dryness', the first of Murdoch's
seminal Sovereignty of Good articles was delivered as a lecture (appearing in print a
further two years on, again in the Yale Review). While it is true that a comparatively
strong argumentative structure reappears in each of these three articles, there 1s also a
great deal of metaphor, vagueness and imprecision, coupled with the late inclusion of
an alarming appeal to mysticism as insightful about the ultimate ineffability of Good.
Whatever merits the Sovereignty has (by virtue of homing in on matters of most
substance) they are different from the merits of expressive exactitude and the
precision aspired to by Ayer, Ryle and Hare. At one point she comments, 'On the
state of the argument there is perhaps little, or else too much, to say. In so far as

there is an argument it has already occurred. Philosophical argument is always

inconclusive, and this one is not of the most rigorous kind'.** Murdoch's commitment

to analytic stylistic norms is never again quite as strong as it was in her early years.

In part, she may be seen as indulging in an affordable luxury. By the time the
first of the Sovereignty articles had appeared in print she was an established novelist
and had a number of good, innovative and influential philosophical articles under her
belt. Coupled with her transition from Cambridge and the day-to-day discipline of
teaching philosophy to teaching at the Royal College of Art in London, she enjoyed
the luxury of writing in a more discursive style, with more or less guaranteed
publication and a reasonable prospect of still reaching a philosophical audience. The
Metaphysics appeared in print thirty years later and whatever its merits, it is even
further removed from analytic stylistic norms. However, as well as career and
circumstance, there are also matters of substance that help to drive Murdoch's writing

style, not only her view of the significance of the value-ladenness of language but also

19 T.S.Eliot, 'The Metaphysical Poets' (1936) is the key text here.
GG, 1



her endorsement of its irreducibile metaphoricity. (Indeed, we shall see that there is a

sense in which Murdoch considers the latter to be an aspect of the former.)

I1. Metaphor as Irreducible
Murdoch made her philosophical breakthrough at the start of the 1950s,

drawing upon firsthand experience of the Parisian scene and introducing
existentialism to an analytic audience. She drew out thematic connections between
the two traditions, in particular identifying a shared and flawed idea of human
freedom that underestimated pre-formed character. Stylistically, however, the
traditions were worlds apart. Being and Nothingness employed argumentative
structures, but worked and reworked them discursively in a variety of different ways.

Its language was unashamedly emotive, tolerant of vagueness and metaphorcal

throughout. For Murdoch, this was part its attraction. One could see a real
connection between the richly textured writing and lived experience. Reviewing
Gabriel Marcel's Gifford lectures in 1951 she wrote 'It is not clear, to me at any rate,
on what grounds the hygienic and dehydrated analysis of mental concepts which we

use 1n this city (Oxford) can claim to be more accurate than the more lush efforts of
M.Marcel.?! He appealed to 'mystery' and deployed metaphors of 'availability' and

'participation’. On the question of metaphor, and particularly its use to describe first
person experience, Murdoch leant towards the continentals, albeit cautiously. "This

kind of description cannot escape from metaphor; but unless the metaphors are

accompanied by a close critical commentary the result is often vague and confusing,*2

In other words, Marcel went too far.
The use of metaphor to picture mentality was defended in her first major

article, 'Thinking and Language' (1951) a contribution to an Anstotelian Society
symposium with Gilbert Ryle and taking its cue from The Concept of Mind. Ryle

wanted to dissolve the Cartesian myth of an inner realm containing a ghostly mind

thing. Murdoch held that 'all general descriptions of the mind must involve

hypostatisation.”> It was a problem we had to live with, a price we had to pay.

1127
2 M127.

23 Sartre, 127.
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Metaphors of inwardness were still our best way of picturing experience. "we
naturally use metaphors to describe those states of mind, or to describe 'thought
processes', in those cases where a sentence giving the verbal content of the thought 1s

felt to be inadequate. In such a context metaphor is not an inexact faute de mieux

mode of expression, it is the best possible. Here, metaphor is not a peripheral
excrescence upon the linguistic structure, it is its living centre."** This may seem to

place Murdoch close to the Cartesian tradition and its modern phenomenological (and
existentialist) representatives. However, in the follow-up article on Nostalgia for the
Particular' Murdoch rejected the phenomenological bracketing of the world, holding
that a defence of metaphors of inwardness need not collapse into literal description of
discrete ideas, reified thoughts, pains and emotions or indeed anything identifiable

independently of the outer context, by simple introspection. (A view that is crucial

later on in her rejection of moral progress through introspectively gained
self-knowledge.)

Neither the extreme curtailment of metaphor, nor a confusion of metaphor for
literality is seen by Murdoch as providing an adequate way forward. She is committed
to the view that ambiguity is something that we have to live with and work with if we
are not to be unduly reductionist in our account of what it is like to be human.

Language is 'fundamentally metaphorical'. Consequently, "We do not 'suddenly’ have
to adopt the figurative mode; we are using it all the time."”> What this is in danger of

doing is broadening the concept of metaphor to the point where it is difficult to tell
just what it is. Although one might still be guided by certain paradigm cases, a formal
definition may prove difficult. None is given by Murdoch. Instead she remarks that 'I
use the words "metaphor" and "image" in the wide sense where one form indicates
another and where it may be very easy or very difficult to translate into a
non-figurative mode' [M.306]. (Such translation would have, in any case, to be
localized and not general.) By the mid-1950s, she had already extended the scope of

metaphor to cover not only mentality, but also the phenomenology of moral

experience. 'Metaphors often carry a moral charge , which analysis in simpler and
plainer terms is designed to remove. This too seems to me to be misguided. Moral
philosophy cannot avoid taking sides, and would-be neutral philosophers merely take

24 11 3940,

% TL, 40; sce generally 3640,
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sides surreptitiously.”® For Murdoch, metaphoricity and value-ladenness go hand in

hand and the removal of one is likely to involve removal of the other. This is the basis

of her rejection of determinism: a 'total translation' of value-laden metaphors into
neutral scientific terms is 'unthinkable'.?” It is in this sense that her view of the

irreducible metaphoricity of language is treated as aspect of the value-ladenness of
langauge.
But even if the comprehensive removal of metaphor 1s no longer a

fundamental desideratum (or possibility), putting metaphors on the surface of a

theory remains important to avoid the sorts of confusion particularly associated with
the continental tradition. Whether or not something is a metaphor 'is of course a
fundamental question to be asked about metaphysical explanation, about for instance

what we are told in the Critique of Pure Reason and the Phenomenology of Mind,

and indeed such works could not exist without the help of metaphor'.*® Murdoch's

Sovereignty, The Fire and the Sun, her Acastos dialogues and ultimately the
Metaphysics all endorse the ubiquity of metaphor, its partial concealment, and the

view that 'Metaphors aren't just ornaments, they're fundamental modes of

knowledge'.* The latter phrase recurs with minor variations: metaphors are
'fundamental modes of understanding' and 'fundamental forms of our awareness of

our condition'.*® More technically, 'it seems to me impossible to discuss certain kinds

of concepts without resort to metaphor, since the concepts are themselves deeply

metaphorical and cannot be analysed into non-metaphorical components without a

loss of substance'. 3!

This is a significant departure from analytic approaches which are geared

towards the removal of ambiguity. Indeed, for Ayer, this is precisely what

'philosophical analysis' is all about, the removal of ambiguity and clanfication of

definite truth-conditions that is exemplified by Russell's Theory of Descriptions.*?

%8G, 75-6.

27 DPR, 201. This is later softened by an 'it can be argued' clause GG,51.
28 FS, 67. Sce also M.306.

29 Acastos, 106-7.

*0 A£.305-6; SG, 75.

1 SG, 75.

32 Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, Chapter 3.

12



Meaningfulness and definite truth-conditions are taken to go hand in hand. This 1s an
area where the continuing influence of logical positivism is still strong. Metaphors are
generally viewed either as paraphrasible into literal statements (i.e. as a kind of

shorthand with more or less clear truth-conditions) or else as pseudo-propositions

lacking any real cognitive content. Disambiguation 1s a prime consideration. The
disadvantage of the alternative (Murdochian) view of the irreducibility of metaphor, 1s
that ambiguity is ineliminable and truth-conditions problematic. As a matter of how
things are, we might concede that significant metaphysical discussions do happen to
be ambiguous. But Murdoch is claiming that this is an unavoidable state of affairs,
that the attempt to make progress by comprehensively disambiguating our theories 1s
not going to work. (As well as ambiguity about truth-conditions, we might not even
be in a position always to separate out meaningful from unintelligible.)

There is, however, one notable analytic account that does not agree with
Murdoch's approach but which can still be used to support the legitimacy of her
work. I am referring here to the mixed account set out by Donald Davidson and
appealing to a Murdochian-sounding concept of 'attention’. According to Davidson,
metaphors have no secondary, ineffable, 'metaphorical meaning', but only their
primary literal one, which is usually false. Someone who writes I fear we are in rat’s
alley where the dead men lost their bones is unlikely to be telling us a literal truth.
The obviousness of the falsity, or in the case of metaphors which are literally true, the
redundancy of stating the truths involved, is part of what makes metaphors
recognisable as metaphors. (We do not need to be told that No man is an island’ any
more than we need to be told that No man is a G-clamp' and so we infer that
something else must be going on.)

What separates this out from cruder non-cognitivist accounts of metaphor is
that issues of truth and falsity are still at stake because of the way in which metaphors
redirect our attention. What matters is not what they say but what they accomplish.

'Metaphor does lead us to notice what might not otherwise be noticed, and there 1s no

reason, I suppose, not to say these visions, thoughts, and feelings inspired by the
metaphor are true or false.”> This is a form of truth-aptness by proxy but it does save

the appearance of metaphors as both irreducible and meaningful and 1s well-geared to
separate out the meaningful from the meaningless in theories such as Murdoch's

33 Davidson (1984), 257.
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where intelligibility may sometimes seem strained. When, for example, her
speculations 'live near to the edge of nonsense' we might try to make sense of where
and how our attention is being directed.

This applies across the board to philosophical texts where ambiguity seems
intractable, or at least deep-rooted. A prominent example is Heidegger's discussion of
everything as 'nothing' in 'What is Metaphysics?" Heidegger moves by a senes of
steps from claiming that Being is not itself a thing, to the claim that 1t 1s a nothing
before going on to write about 'the Nothing'. He plays with 'the Nothing' as a

substantive and is charged by Carnap with an elementary confusion about the logic of
negation and quantification.>® Along Davidsonian lines, it can be argued that

Heidegger is not hopelessly muddled but is directing our attention to a problem of
metaphysics: how can we to talk truthfully about everything without reifying it into an
actual thing?

Promising though this Davidsonian approach may be as a way to defend the
intelligibility of problematic texts such as Murdoch's, its promise is not redeemable 1n
strictly Murdochian terms. For Murdoch, ‘attention’' is itself a rather complex

metaphor. If we stick to her understanding of this concept, Davidson's theory will be
circular because set out in metaphorical terms.”” This would deprive the theory of its
own cognitive content. (Possibly turning it into a complex form of redirecting.)
Curtailment of the sense of 'attention' to remove its metaphoricity might be a way out

for Davidson (my point is not to attack his account per se) but it is not a way out for
Murdoch. Murdochian 'attention’' sometimes does work by a kind of redirection, but
as a conceptual holist, she binds its meaning to a series of other metaphors which are

not comprehensively reducible to literal terms.

IT1. Working within the Limits of Expressibility

Murdoch's position on metaphor presents literal communication as limited or in some
way compromized. The puritanical character Hugo in her her first, and most explicitly

philosophical novel, Under the Net, is drawn towards a Wittgensteinian silence

because of such limitations. 'The whole language,' he reflects, 'is a machine for

34 Carnap (1959).
> See Chapter 2 below for the metaphor of ‘attention' in Murdoch.
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making falsehoods'.”® In the novel he is seen to have a point. His friend Jake has

drawn ideas from their conversations and set them down in a book. Jake is worried
about having stolen Hugo's more original thoughts. Meanwhile, Hugo wonders where
Jake could have got his quirky ideas from. He does not recognize them as his own.

Communication between them is imperfect.

Murdoch refines this idea, she does not abandon it. The first of the
Sovereignty essays, a decade later, claims that while we initially learn concepts by
mastering the public criteria for their application, they then undergo a private and

personal refinement that may be obscured since 'words are often stable while concepts
alter'3” We do not have the same concepts of love and courage that we had when we

were sixteen. Key moral concepts can have a deeply personal resonance that goes

beyond what we can confidently expect others to readily understand. 'We do not

simply, through being rational and knowing ordinary language, "know" the meaning
of all necessary moral words. We may have to learn the meaning; and since we are
human historical individuals the movement of understanding is onward into increasing

privacy, in the direction of the ideal limit, and not back towards a genesis in the

rulings of an impersonal public language.”® What we tend to underestimate is the
extent to which 'communication may break down and the same words may occasion

different results in different hearers.”> We may, charitably assume that we do not

have significantly different conceptual schemes from others, that interlocutors can
readily make sense of what we say and vice-versa, but "Language has limitations and
there are moments when, if it is to serve us, it has to be used creatively, and the etfort

may fail.' At such moments, Murdoch suggests we rely not upon chanty but upon

'faith and hope'.®°

3 Under the Net, 68.

37 IP, 28 repeating a point made at V'C 95. In both cases her exemplar of shifting concepts are 'love’
and 'courage'. This meaning variance is one of the mechanisms that Thomas Kuhn later identified
for the conccalment of conceptual change in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.

38 1p 28,
¥ 1P, 32,

%0 VC, 90. This position bears some resemblance to early Quinean 'indeterminacy’ of translation, the
view that we are not strongly constrained in our interpretations. Davidson's response, his rejection of
communicative failure across different conceptual schemes ('On the Very Idca of a Conceptual
Scheme') involves the principle of charity to the effect that attributions of language-use must involve
the belief that interlocutors are using language in ways that are broadly similar to our own. However,

it is formulated in terms that accept Carnap and Quine's equation of conceptual scheme and
linguistic framework, hence 1t does not apply to Murdoch's position in its current form.
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In effect, Murdoch is presupposing that Frege's strictures on the objectivity of
sense, and Wittgenstein's strictures on the impossibility of talking meaningfully about
a certain kind of privacy, have been overextended to bolster a behaviouristic

downgrading of the idea of inwardness. Neither are tackled directly (at least in the

Sovereignty). Over-extensions of Wittgenstein come in for criticism rather than
Wittgenstein himself,*' In part, this may be due to an understandable reluctance to get

drawn into the private language argument (Depending upon how it is to be read and
whether it is correct, it may pose a problem for Murdoch's views on language.) In
part it may also be due to an early identification with Wittgenstein as someone who 1s
not reduced to silence but who is an original philosophical stylist, someone who
struggles against the limits of language and, in spite of them, manages to make

progress.

Murdoch shares a diagnosis of the limitations of language with a series of
different intellectual currents, but also sees herself as struggling against the puritanical
response of Hugo, of Tractarian silence, and rather differently of literary symbolism
which urges us to abandon novelistic prose for the greater expressive adequacy of

poetry. For Murdoch, 'Words are the most subtle symbols which we possess and our
human fabric depends on them'.*> Her Platonic study of the mid-1970s, The Fire and

the Sun is, in part, a defence of words, of working with what we have. "The careful
responsible skilful use of words is our highest instrument of thought and one of our

highest modes of being; an idea which might seem obvious but is not now by any
means universally accepted. There may in theoretical studies, as in art, be so-called
ultra-verbal insights at any level; but to call ultimate truth ineffable 1s to utter a

quasi-religious principle which should not be turned round against the careful

verbalisation of humbler truths."

The idea of struggling against expressive and discurstve limits leads Murdoch

- towards a rethink about Plato and his myths. Once his myths are taken as exemplars

*1 This docs change in the Metaphysics, Chapter 9. Under the influence of Kripke, she reads the

private language argument as a kind of scepticism and summarily dismisses it for failing to do
justice to our experience of what we are able to do.

2 For a brief but inconclusive account of Murdoch in relation to the private language argument sce
Currey (1990).

B 1P, 33.
* Fs. 87-88.
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of such a struggle -against those limits which Plato writes about in the Phaedrus- the

deeply problematic Forms of the middle dialogues recede into the background, as one
more piece of imagery among others.*’ The myths are no longer seen to be accessing

a transcendent other place, but struggling against discursive limits in order to picture
this world. In particular, Murdoch sees Plato's dialogues as an exemplary attempt to
picture the problematic reality of Good. On this view, what Plato understood is that
Good is in some sense a real force within out lives, something that genuinely helps us
to transcend or go beyond our default egocentric or deluded condition. What we

need, therefore, is not the abandonment of a realist conception of Good as

transcendent, but its demythologisation.

Such demythologisation is taken by Murdoch to be a progression through
successive forms of imagery, a metaphorical pilgrimage from appearance to reality.
Murdoch's favourite images for this progress are the Platonic metaphor of the Cave
(an interior in which movement is possible), and the Phaedrus/Symposium myths of
eros, in which love allows us to ascend in a return to perfection. These are lateral and
vertical metaphors of progress out of fantasy and into the more realistic realm of
imagination. (The categories of fantasy and imagination are, in a sense, overlaid on
top of the Platonic imagery of progress, as opposite favoured and unfavoured ends of
a continuum.) The focus upon these particular dialogues and myths as the heart of

Platonism owes more than a little to Plotinus, the Neoplatonic tradition and its

mystical offshoots.*® Important discontinuities between Platonism and mysticism

(such as the association of one with mental balance and the other with risking mental
instability) are given little consideration. As such, it is a reading which can at times
seem a little idiosyncratic, or overly-generous. Through Murdoch's familianty with,
and admiration for the mystical tradition (especially St John of the Cross and Dame
Julian of Norwich) Plato is understood in the religious spirit of Pseudo-Dionysius as a

successive demythologiser of an ineffable moral absolute (in less mystical terms, an
indefinable Good).*’ This approach is anticipated in her article 'The Sovereignty of
Good Over Other Concepts', it is extended in The Fire and the Sun and dominates the

b IP, 31. The contemporancous comments on the Phaedrus in The Unicorn 117-118 may perhaps
be read as an accompaniment to this. Similarly, sce SW, 236; FS, 21-23.

% See Chapter 8 below on the ascent of eros.

47 . . .
Of the two cited mystics, St John of the Cross provides the clearer link to Pseudo-Dionysius.
Murdoch’s interest in these particular examples of mysticism owes something to Simone Weil.
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opening and closing chapters of the Metaphysics. (Thereby strongly suggesting that 1t
structures what comes in between.) Murdoch makes 1t clear, but only at the end of
the Metaphysics, that the reality of Good 1s in some sense that of an Idea [A.508] and
that the notion of a Good beyond being is ‘figurative' [M.507]. The idea of

'transcendence' does not ultimately imply 'separation' but concerns 'going beyond'
one's 'egoistic self [M.498]. Transcendence is about getting beyond egocentricity, and
as such it 1s a never completed task.

Such candid statements appear only at the end of the Meraphysics. Chapter
One makes it clear that only at a more advanced stage of the journey can a
demythologised Good be understood without collapsing into a crudely subjective
understanding of morality. Prior to this, we have to exercise extreme caution about
how we challenge and replace old formulations of the idea of the transcendent, just as
we have to exercise caution in our criticisms of transcendence in art and religion if we
are to avoid the loss of what is truthful in both [AM.511]. The most obvious example
of such a demythologising Murdochian movement is that from 'God' to 'Good'. The
former is tied up with an idea of moral objectivity that has to be preserved and not

simply abandoned.

This approach towards Platonism, first developed in the Sovereignty but
continued in the Metaphysics, has the convenient consequence that it allows us to
understand what is going on when Plato, a key influence upon Western art, sets out
his censorious strictures against it. For Murdoch, these strictures involve a puritanical
refusal to work with an inadequate medium and so put Plato into conflict with his
own philosophical output and standpoint. 'Art is about the pilgrimage from

appearance to reality (the subject of every good play and novel) and exemplifies in
spite of Plato what his philosophy teaches concerning the therapy of the soul.’ 8 Like
the Demiurge of Plato's ZTimaeus, a mythical being who creates our world and 1n
doing so tries to realize perfect form in its darker pre-existent maternials, we should
accept that the medium we work in will be inherently flawed. The Fire and the Sun
not only sets out the idea of a demythologising pilgrimage through successive forms
of increasingly adequate (but still flawed) imagery, its overall argument 1is a reductio
of Plato’s puntanical assault upon art. Instead we are given a more cautionary

warning about the dangers of self-indulgent and fantasising imagery (such as

B rs 80.
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pornography) and of letting imagery ossify and block further progress (as in
organized, doctrinaire religion). In a sense, the identification of Platonism as a

doctrine about Form-things 1s an example of such an ossification, and does not do

justice to the transitory role they are taken by Murdoch to play in Plato's dialogues.

IV. The Genre Distinction between Philosophy and the Novel

The range of metaphors and imagery that Murdoch deploys might seem to
point to a blurring of the genre distinctions between philosophy and other kinds of
literature. (A distinction which impacts upon our view of just what 1s to count as

Murdoch's philosophical work.) With the exception of a couple of years at the starts
of the 1950s, her lasting position is that such genre distinctions must be respected.®
Indeed, 'literature’ is contrasted with ‘philosophy' and novels are taken to be better

equipped to deal with some aspects of reality than philosophical texts. (Hence, the

two cannot be equivalent.) When outlining human contingency, a philosophical text
may be overly-systematic, its 'form' can give a misleading impression.>® Yet, in her
attacks on structuralism Murdoch tends to the view that this is a necessary sacrifice if
a philosophical text is to avoid unnecessary ambiguity and self indulgence. 'I am
tempted to say that there is an ideal philosophical style which has a special
unambiguous plainness and hardness about it, an austere unselfish candid style. A

philosopher must try to explain exactly what he means and avoid rhetoric and idle

51

decoration.”” This may seem to come (perilously) close to the claim that there is

some content-neutral schematic form in which philosophy ought to be wntten.
(Precisely the view that characterises the logical positivist style.) Less alarmingly, it
may be taken as a return to Murdoch's calls for a simplicity of style in opposition to

the spectre of structuralism. Philosophical writing is to be characterised by a certain

% The view that there is somcthing wrong, from an acsthetic point of view, with the philosophical
novel, only emerges in a strong form in Sartre (1953). It consolidates several shifts away from her
carliest essays on existentialism. 'The Novelist as Metaphysician' (1950) is generally sympathetic to
'the metaphysical novel' and 'The Existentialist Hero' (1950) treats existentialism as an unromantic
standpoint, EI1. 112, 115. This explains the unrepecatedly philosophical character of Under the Net
(1954). It predates this commitment and may have helped to convince Murdoch that real characters
cannot bec symbolic exemplars. If so, it sets a precedent for using the novels as a medium for
philosophical expcrimentation.

>0 Antonaccio (1996).

51 ) . : :
LP, 4. The 1nterview is not off-the-cuff. Murdoch was given the opportunity to carefully rewrite
her answers.
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austerity, but how this works out in the practice of Murdoch's own textual
construction is hardly content-neutral.
The carefully rewntten interview from which the above quote is taken

occurred only months after the publication of The Fire and the Sun, a short and dense

work 1n which Murdoch allots herself only the closing pages as a clue to the general

precepts that guided her inquiry.”® There is an austere self-constraint. But the whole

point about this heavily-Platonic text is that philosophy and art are legitimate and
overlapping ways of unifying and making sense of experience. However the ideal
‘austere unselfish candid style' was to be conceived, it was not to the exclusion of this
important connection. Her follow-up, the first of two Platonic Acastos dialogues,
leaned back in the direction of literature and Art while still remaining a philosophical

text. Both dialogues ignore her aesthetic priorities for the novel by adopting the

Platonic norm of using character to express argument. (The Acastos Plato not only
espouses puritanical views about art, he also acts like a puritan.) With or without

some 1deal stylistic endpoint, Murdoch's philosophical writing style is continuously

experimental.

Her final philosophical text, the Metaphysics, is one more piece of
expennmental writing. In spite of the brevity of the Gifford Lectures on which it is

based, the Meraphysics is written on an entirely new, grand scale and with serious
misgivings about its workability.”® I am not of the opinion that it may be set apart as

her final, desired endpoint although it is clearly undertaken as her last chance for a
grand synthesis.’* The final substantial chapter is a brief important indication of its

limits. The whole text moves towards this chapter on the Void, the pace of the text
increases as the chapter length shortens. It culminates in this image of incompleteness

and lack. On the way to this uncertain destination, the text deploys the same

modernist literary devices that had increasingly appeared in her novels during the

>2 Bronzwaer (1988).

>3 Misgivings about a great projected work of synthesis, always detectable in the novels, deepen
during the writing-up process for the Metaphysics. They colour the plot of The Message to the
Planet (1989), where a mystical figure cannot write his culminating philosophical work, "You tried

to put it all in ordcr as if it were a single argument, but all I can sec is old thoughts placed end to
end. You think there's some great further philosophical step, some ultimate move, some ultimate
place. But it's no good, we can't get there, human beings can't get there', 340.

* The Phi losophers Pupil, published a year after Murdoch's Gifford lectures, gives us a character,

Bozanov, who has left a synthesis of his philosophical work too late. He expresses doubt about the
1dca that a p<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>