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Abstract

Iris Murdoch (1919-1999) was a well-known post-war British
novelist who produced twenty—six novels in almost four decades of
writing. The novels she produced are well received among common
readers and critics, among which The Black Prince won The James
Tait Black Memorial Prize in 1973, The Sacred and Profane Love
Machine Whitebread Prize in 1974, and The Sea, The Sea Booker
Prize in 1978. However, she was not only a novelist, but more
importantly, a literary critic with her own moral and philosophical
viewpoints; and her special understanding of moral philosophy and
literature is always illuminating. Peter Conradi sang high praise of
her contribution, “In at least three fields, the study of Platonic and
Kantian ethics, the introduction to British students and readers of
French existentialism and its Kierkegaardian roots, and in the inquiry
into the nature of art and of beauty, Iris Murdoch has made
contributions which, alone, would ensure something of her
international stature.”

Literary practice and philosophical meditations over human life
are never apart in her novels; she spent her whole life in applying
artistic imagination and literary exposition to the demonstration of
human being’s moral life and the discovery of the nature of reality:
- characters are “thinkers” in disguise; meaning is implied in
complicated human associations; and the formalized plot, typological

characters and setting provide a “non-historical” situation for her
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thoughts. A sound interpretation therefore must examine how her

thoughts are dramatized by the artistic representation. Following these
considerations, this book, on the basis of critical researches of
Murdoch’s novels, is intended to have an exploration of her literary
creation from the perspective of “criticism of type”.

Besides introduction and conclusion, this book consists of five
chapters.

The introductory part first has a survey of Murdoch’s thought
and creation, and then takes a critical review of studies of Murdoch’s
novels, proposing a theoretical framework of criticism of type by
drawing on the Marxist theory, psychoanalysis, theory of value, etc.,
to make a cultural and textual analysis from such aspects as
motivation, theme and style, and to have a close reading of the
operative level in text on the basis of theoretical exploration, with the
aim of presenting the productive function of rhetoric of type as the
form features of discourse.

Chapter One, origin of rhetoric of type in Murdoch’s literary
creation,  starting with an examination of Murdoch’s theory of novel,
has a theoretical study of reasons which lead up to the appearance of
type in her novels. For Murdoch, contingency as the nature of both
human beings’ and the world’s existence is an authentic mode free
from the imposition of any form; and what the novel should display is
this contingency of human beings and the world. Nevertheless, such a
contingency is nothing but that of moral world abstracted from other
social factors, since consciousness, for Murdoch, is the fundamental
mode of moral being and the resultant contingency is mainly
represented as that of human consciousness on the level of morality.
The contingency of human being in her novels is thus assumed to be

various types of moral consciousness; and the fictional world full of
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contingency is merely a “simplified” moral society. Moreover,
Murdoch’s portrayal of modern man’s moral situation as the cave-
like dilemma further limits readers to a comprehension of the
character’s moral consciousness on the level of “expecting to be
liberated”. In the light of the evidence referred to above, the
philosophical contemplation intrinsic to Murdoch’s theory of novel
can be seen as the primary reason of her literary creation of type.

Chapter Two centres on literary creation and Plato’s Cave
metaphor. It mainly has an investigation of the thematic effect of her
novels, aiming at revealing the embodiment of type on the level of
“thought”, i.e., with the character’s “consciousness type” as the
aesthetic object of our study to cope with the process of how the
unenlightened psyche is liberated from the predicament. With Plato’s
theory of Forms as theoretical framework and the Cave metaphor as
the standard to classify characters’ consciousness types, i.e.,
“shadow” and habit, “fire” and neurosis, and “the sun” and silence,
each part of this chapter begins with a section of theoretical
investigation of Murdoch’s understanding of modern man’s moral
situation to provide the theoretical background, against which a clear
understanding of the motive of her portrayal of certain consciousness
type and its moral and ethical significance can be achieved. And the
following sections are textual illustrations for the explanation of the
consciousness type. This chapter, with a historical dialectical stance,
has a contrastive study of “consciousness type” and man in society,
intending to uncover both its depth in her reflection on society and
its one—sidedness.

Chapter Three, rhetoric of type: Murdoch’s style selection, aims
to reveal how type is embodied as a narrative feature of Murdoch’s

novel on the ground of three respects: plot, characterization and an
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“unhistorical” setting. Studying “type” means studying how Plato’s
Cave metaphor is successfully employed in the allotropic repetition of
stories. It not only serves well for the purpose of her artistic creation,
where form meets contingency, but also shows its critical features.

Chapter Four is an exploration of rhetoric of type and the
tendency in style. Through our discussion on different features in
Murdoch’s different novels, it reveals the relationships between text
and the political, economic and cultural facets in rhetorical situation.
Dialogical narration, cross—style creation, etc., such features not only,
in practice, shows us Murdoch’s contribution to literary creation and
the function of her dual idéntity as both a social individual and a
discourse subject to the formation of meaning in the text, but also,
theoretically,  has an analysis of the interaction between the
ideological function and the author’s aesthetic selection, with an aim
to present how meaning is implied in style, and how different styles
are used to show her rational svision of social life.

Chapter Five, selection of points of view and ethical narration,
takes typology as the perspective of study, narratology as theoretical
framework, to study such aspects as the first person male narration,
multiple points of view and identity discourse, and peripheral
character narration, so as to have a theoretical exploration of both the
stylistic function of narrative point of view and the ethical
significance conveyed from her selection of point of view in different
texts.

In the conclusion part, it first draws a brief conclusion on our
discussions of rhetoric of type and ethical narration, and then
positions it in the context of the current novelistic writing, = thus
proposing its applicability and necessity; second, in view of the

analysis of Murdoch’s outlook on type by way of her moral thoughts,
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it points out her aesthetical thinking, regarding that her creation is a

kind of writing of value, by which Murdoch attempts to emphasize

ethical and moral functions. The allotropic presentation of this

rthetorical creation presents readers similarities and differences

between various moral conditions with multiple points of view and

multiple levels.
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