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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the work of the British philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch. A
central concern of this work is a question Murdoch poses more than once: ‘How can we make
ourselves morally better?” This question is understood to initiate a form of philosophy which 1s
critical of much of its tradition and its understanding of reasoning and argument. It also
recognises its dependence on other disciplines.

Murdoch develops this form of philosophy in reply to the cultural phenomenon of
secularisation. In the absence of God, she attributes tasks to philosophy formerly performed by
religion. Most importantly, she advocates a concept of transcendent reality in philosophical
discourse. This reality is the Good. She finds that in order to do so, she has to reconstder
philosophy’s central faculty of reason. Drawing on literaty, philosophical and theological soutces,
Mutdoch develops an understanding of reason and of argument in which images, imagery and
imagination are central.

This study has three objectives. It first aims to present Murdoch as an imaginative
philosopher by exploring the role of literature 1n her philosophical writing. In doing so, it
challenges various presuppositions about philosophy, held by both philosophers and non-
philosophers. Its second aim is to reconsider these assumptions in general terms. This part draws
significantly on the wotk of Le Doeuff. In particular, it considers the presence of imagery in
philosophy as well as philosophy’s assumed neutrality, which has arisen from its long affiliation
with science. Thirdly, the thesis presents a reconsideration of the notion of imagination. This
notion is often invoked in the interdisciplinary debate between theology, philosophy and the arts.
Murdoch’s notion of imagination challenges two important assumptions. By releasing
imagination from the limited corner of art, it first challenges a strict distinction between literary
and systematic writing. By introducing fantasy as the bad opposite of good imagination, 1t

secondly cnitically assesses unconditional ‘praises of imagination’.
y P




PREFACE

This thesis examines the work of the philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch. ‘Her wotk not her
life’, I feel almost compelled to add, because of the notable media attention her life has recetved
in the years in which I have been working on this thesis. A film was released, depicting in
particular her last years, Conradi published his biography and Wilson added his memoirs.!

I shall not deny having enjoyed the more serious coverage as well as the sheer gossip,
which have almost transformed Murdoch from a thinker into - as I once read in a review of
Conradr’s biography in The Times - ‘the patron saint of senility’. This change in interest is perhaps
worthy of its own research, yet while this thesis does not pretend to reverse the interest, I have
felt the desire to do so. I hope this thesis confirms Murdoch as a thinker of great originality and
importance and invites its readers into Murdoch’s work and wotld, which features various
philosophers (except Atistotle), theologians, and novelists, as well as Oxford dons and London
artists, and which I have come to appreciate so much in the past years.

I would like to thank all those people who have helped me in writing this thesis. First of
all, I like to thank David Jasper for letting me share 1n his vast knowledge of thinkers and texts
from various traditions and for his ability to challenge my habits in thinking. I like to thank Edith
Brugmans for the careful reading she has given my wortk, and the many discussions we have had
about Murdoch. Thanks also to Mariétte Willemsen, with whom I have spent many hours
working on the translation of Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Good, until we couldn’t recognise one
word from another from sheer exhaustion or helpless laughter. Thanks to the University of
Glasgow for granting me a scholarship with which to pursue this research and to the Heyendaal
Institute for first enabling me to start it and in the end providing me again with a place to wotk
and an income to pursue it till the end. Of its members I would like to thank Ria van den Brandt
and Erik Borgman in particular for their interest in this research. I would like to thank Matia
Antonaccio for encouragement and suggestions in the eatly stages of this research. Darlene Bird,
Angus Paddison and Karen Wenell I thank fot proofreading parts of the final draft. The
members of the Centre for Theology, Literature and the Atts I like to thank for the many lively
and interesting discussions. Lastly, my gratitude is for Ardo van den Hout for being a constant
companion, far away and nearby.

! The film, Irés, had the curious tagline ‘Her greatest talent was for life’. See also P. Conradi, Iris Murdoch: A Life
(London: HarperCollins Publishers, 2001), A.N. Wilson, Iris Murdoch, As I Knew Her (London: Hutchinson, 2003), and

the various newspaper items, in particular in The Times, about these works.



CHAPTER ONE
‘How CAN WE MAKE OURSELVES MORALLY BETTER?’

MURDOCH’S IMAGINATIVE RESPONSE TO SECULARISM

1. Introduction: An Overview Of The Reception Of Murdoch’s Work

It is not easy to characterise the thought of Iris Murdoch in only a few lines. Murdoch has left an
original oeuvre, with respect to both content and form. Over a pertod of more than forty years,
she has written 26 novels. She is also the authort of several philosophical wortks, including the first
book on Sartre written in the English language.! This already significant and diverse amount of
works 1s complemented by several plays, an opera libretto and poems.?

Her unusual oeuvre has engendered a vast and diverse body of commentaries. An
important and returning question in many of these works is whether and how the literary and the
philosophical works may be understood to be related.? At first encounter, there seems to be a
strong relationship between the two. On the one hand, the characters in her novels use
vocabulary taken out of her philosophical essays or they write treatises with similar titles and in

similar tone, thus suggesting that the essays provide a clue for reading the novels. So, Marcus in

The Time of the Angels is working on a book provisionally entitled Morality in a World Without God.
An excerpt from that work in the novel leaves little doubt that Murdoch had her own The
Sovereignty of Good in mind.* A work of the philosopher Rozanov in The Philosopher’s Pupil is called
Nostalgia for the Particular, which is also the title of one of Murdoch’s earliest articles. Even more
often, characters simply quote lines taken literally or almost literally out of her essays.5

In her systematic essays, on the other hand, Murdoch often writes about art and especially
about literature. Art and literature play an important role in her motal philosophy. Novels, in
particular a selection of novels from the nineteenth century, she considers to reveal what
philosophical texts have much more difficulty in atguing for. Art thus indicates what an

exemplary state of consciousness can be like, but also shows more common, less ideal states of

! Conradi claims that Sartre: Romantic Rationalist is ‘the first book in any language on Sartre’, but a quick search shows
that this 1s simply not true. (P. Conrady, ‘Editor’s Preface’, in I. Murdoch, Exvstentialists and Mystics: Writings on
Philosophy and Literature (London: Chatto and Windus, 1997) p. xix-xxx. The quotation is found on p. xx1.)

2 See Fletcher and Bove for a complete list of works published. The bibliography in the thesis contains a selection.

3 For some it is even ‘the central problem which Iris Murdoch’s work poses for us...: is she a novelist-philosopher or
a novelist and a philosopher? In other words, is there a relationship between her novels and her philosophy and if so,
what is this relationship?’ (B. Le Gros, Rencontres avec Iris Murdoch, p. 63 as quoted in and translated by H. Spear, Irs
Murdoch (Basingstoke, etc.: MacMillan, 1995) p. 7)

4 Murdoch, The Time of the Angels, p. 128.

5 Compare for example: “What does he fear? is usually the key to the artist’s mind.” (Murdoch, The Black Prince, p. 85)
and: ‘(It 1s always a significant question to ask about any philosopher: what is he afraid of?)’ (Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’
and ‘Good”, p. 359) All references to Murdoch’s essays use her collection Existentialists and Mystics: Writings on
Philosophy and Literature (.ondon: Chatto and Windus, 1997) unless indicated differently. ‘Thus also applies to



mind. ‘Art’, Murdoch argues 1 ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, ‘presents the most comprehensible
examples of the almost irresistible human tendency to seek consolation in fantasy and also of the
effort to resist this and the vision of reality which comes with success.’® In particular
contemporary literature Murdoch assesses critically. She considets 1t no longer ‘concerned with
‘the human condition’ ... with real individuals struggling in society’.” Because of this failure
Murdoch gradually loses mterest in contemporary literature.

Murdoch’s oeuvre thus suggests different ways to relate the novels to the philosophical
texts. It has been examined for example whether Murdoch’s own novels meet the standards she

describes in her systematic essays. Some agree they do, others that they don’t.8 It has also been
argued that the novels are 1llustrative or expressive of ideas explored in the philosophical works,
or that Murdoch probes her philosophical ideas in her novels.? By and large, it is assumed that
there 1s relationship between the two.

It 1s then remarkable that the fiercest opposition to the suggestion that her novels and her
philosophical texts are in some way related has come from Murdoch herself. Most prominently in
an interview with Magee she has denied that the presence of philosophical ideas in her novels has

any significance, baffling her readers by stating that

I feel in myself such an absolute hotror of putting theories or ‘philosophical ideas’
as such into my novels. I might put in things about philosophy because I happen
to know about philosophy. If I knew about sailing ships I would put in sailing

references to The Fire and the Sun, The Sovereignty of Good, as well as the interview with Magee, ‘Philosophy and
Literature: A Conversation with Bryan Magee’.

® Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 352.

" Murdoch, ‘Against Dryness’, p. 291. Contemporary literature thus fails in moral/ terms and her essays on literature
often end with explicit recommendations what the contemporary should be concerned with. See for example
Murdoch, “‘Against Dryness’, p. 294-5: ‘Real people are destructive of myth, contingency is destructive of fantasy and
opens the way for imagination. ... Literature must always represent a battle between real people and images; and
what it requires now is a much stronger and more complex conception of the former.” Murdoch has been criticised
for evaluating literature in moral terms. For such a criticism see in particular. J. Wood, ‘Itis Murdoch’s Philosophy of
Fiction’ in The Broken Estate: Essays on Literature and Belief (London: Jonathan Cape, 199), p. 174-185. Bronzwaer
argues that 1n this form of criticism Murdoch shows her affinity to Plato. (W. Bronzwaer, ‘Images of Plato in “The
Fire and the Sun” and “Acastos™ in R. Todd, (ed.), Encounters with Iris Murdoch (Amsterdam: Free University Press,
1988) p. 55-67)

% In chapter three I argue that this concerns in particular the plea for portraying real characters. Conradi considers
her novels to do so, whereas Bergonzi thinks they don’t. (P. Conradi, The Saint and the Artist: A Study of the Fiction of
Iris Murdoch (Londen: HarperCollins Publishers, 2001), B. Bergonzi, The Situation of the Nove! London and Basingstoke:
MacMillan, 1979))

? See for the former P. O’Connell, To Love the Good: The Moral Philosophy of Iris Murdoch (New York, etc.: Peter Lang,
1996) and for the latter M. Willemsen, ““We are simply here”: Over de metafysica van Ins Murdoch’ in M. Hoenen
(ed.), Metamorphosen: Acten van de 20¢ Nederlands-V laamse Filosoftedag (Katholieke Universiteit Nyymegen, 1998) p. 101-
114.



ships; and in a way, as a novelist, I would rather know about sailing ships than
about philosophy.1?

The presence of philosophical ideas in the novels, Murdoch suggests here, 1s incidental and
should not be considered as a tool for interpretation of the work.

Despite this strong defiance of general agreement commentators have considered the
novels from the philosophical ideas extracted. Such research is often couched in terms of the
question whether Murdoch was a philosophical novelist. As the first to write a book about
Murdoch’s work Byatt wonders what the notion ‘philosophical novelist’ means, and ‘even
whether it 1s a term of praise or abuse.’'! Murdoch may feel ‘horror’ at being called a
philosophical novelist, but this sentiment is not a general one.

For Byatt Murdoch’s criticism of Sartre is essential to her appraisal. She wonders that if
for Murdoch ‘Sartre displays to us the structure of his own thought, but he does not give to us
the szjf of human life. How far, loosely, does this critical attitude to the philosopher as novelist
apply to Miss Murdoch herself?’12 Byatt continues: ‘I think that much of the uneasiness that her
readers experience with her symbols in particular and patterning in general might well be
attributed to the tension she herself seems to feel between her natural ability intellectually to
organize, and her suspicion of the #dying function of the kind of literary form which now comes

naturally to us. A novels, she says, has gof to have form; but she seems to feel a metaphysical

regret about 1t,’13

Quoting yet another interview in which Murdoch considers the possibility that
philosophical ideas seeping into the novels but where she also denies being a philosophical

novelist in the sense of Sartre or De Beauvoir, Byatt concludes:

But here she 1s disclaiming partly the didactic intention of which Sartre 1s proud;
and 1n any case the result of the deliberate planning which she does not disclaim,
is that the novels certainly gppear to centre on ideas, the variations on a theme, 1n
terms which we can analyse them without feeling that we are seriously distorting

them. The characters are approached from the theme, whereas with other writers,

10 Magee, Philosophy and Literature: A Conversation with Bryan Magee’, p. 19-20.
11 A.S. Byatt, Degrees of Freedom: The Early Novels of Iris Murdoch (London: Vintage, 1994), p. 208. Byatt also nghtly
remarks: ‘Reviewers have talked a great deal about whether Miss Murdoch is or is not a ‘philosophical novelist’;

those who say she is not tend to describe her as a compulsive storytellet, which is not of course incompatible with
being a philosophical novelist.” (Byatt, Degrees of Freedom, p. 207)

12 Byatt, Degrees of Freedom, p. 209.

13 Byatt, Degrees of Freedom p. 209 and 216-7 respectively.



Joyce Cary, Angus Wilson, one has the sense that character or action 1s where the

novel began and that theme developed from there.!

Byatt here argues that it is no mote than natural that Murdoch, as a ‘practising philosopher’, 1s
considering ideas when writing novels. It is this practise which has been recognised by various
commentators.

In contrast, the possible influence of her novel-writing on her philosophy has been much
less debated. Still, in the interview with Magee Murdoch does not only deny the relevance of
philosophy for her novels, but also tries to save philosophy from any literary contagion. These

remarks have occasioned confusion, when she argues that whereas there

1s not one literary style or 1deal literary style ... I am tempted to say that there 1s an
1deal 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 decoration. Of course this need
not exclude wit and occasional interludes; when the philosopher is at it were in the

front line in relation to his problem I think he speaks with a certain cold clear

recognisable voice.13

The statement has been severely criticised by Martha Nussbaum in The Fragility of Goodness.
Nussbaum introduces the quotation as exemplification of the prevalent philosophical style in the
Anglo-American philosophical tradition. She understands Murdoch to defend a philosophical
style of ‘plain hard reason, pure of appeal to emotions and sense’, which is ‘content-neutral’. This
style, however, is not at all Murdoch’s. Nussbaum acknoﬁledges this in a later text.16

The interview with Magee then contains curious remarks for anyone familiar with
Murdoch’s oeuvre. She seems to defend a style which is not her own. The misunderstanding,
created by the quotation above, is partly explained by Murdoch’s choice of words, which 1s

surprisingly similar to that of scientific objectivity. Such remarkable vocabulary 1s not uncommon

Y Byatt, Degrees of Freedom, p. 210. Byatt quotes from an interview in The Times, 13 February 1964.

1> Magee, ‘Philosophy and Literature’, p. 4-5.

16 See M.C. Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambndge: Cambnidge
University Press, 1986) p. 16. In Love’s Knowledge Nussbaum repeats her argument, but adds that she cannot
understand how these statements relate to Murdoch’s own thoughts. (M.C. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on
Philosophy and Literature (Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press, 1990) p. 251 and note 8.) Compare M. Antonaccio,
Picturing the Human: The Moral Thought of Iris Murdoch (Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press, 2000) p. 19-20 and
199n58, and See also M.C. Nussbaum, ‘Love and Vision: Iris Murdoch on Eros and the Individual’ in M.
Antonaccio and W. Schweiker (eds.), Iris Murdoch and the Search for Human Goodness (Chicago and Loondon: The
University of Chicago Press, 1996) p. 29-53.




in Murdoch’s writing. Antonaccio notes how in one of her more distinctive examples Murdoch

also suggest an analogy between her understanding of moral realism and scientific observation:

(Murdoch] writes: “Rilke said of Cézanne that he did not paint ‘I like 1t’, he
painted ‘“There it is>.” The sharp contrast drawn in the passage between the artist’s
personal or subjective desite on the one hand (“I like it”), and the clear vision he
achieves on the other (“There it is”), suggests that “reality” stands apart from the

self as something wholly “impersonal”.l’

At first glance, in the interview with Magee Murdoch seems indeed to support the scientific
approach Nussbaum discerns by speaking of ‘anambiguous plainness and hardness’, the
avoldance of ‘thetoric and idle decoration’ and the ‘cold clear’ voice. It 1s indeed possible that
Murdoch 1s here more supportive of a scientific approach than in most other texts. Yet, it could
be too that Murdoch 1s considering a form of objectivity which is acquired through consideration
of self, rather tﬁan by disregarding 1t.'® Here I am reminded of the opening sentence of ‘On
‘God’ and ‘Good”, where Murdoch argues that ‘[tjo do philosophy is to explore one’s own
temperament, and yet at the same time to attempt to discover the truth.”!? An unselfish style is

acquired through exploration of personal temperament.

By calling this style “austere’ Murdoch suggests that the ability to explore in this way is not
easily acquired. Murdoch is reluctant to call herself a philosopher. In answer to Le Gros she
states that she 1s ‘a teacher of philosophy and I am trained as a philosopher and I ‘do’ philosophy
and I teach philosophy, but philosophy is fantastically difficult and I think those who attempt to
write it would probably agree that there are very few moments when they rise to the level of real
philosophy. One is writing about philosophy ... One is not actually doing the real thing.”® The
real thing 1s an austere ideal to aspire to.?!

The remarks in the interview may also be explained by observing the rigid
presuppositions in Magee’s introduction and questions. The interview is part of a series called

‘Men of Ideas’, after the gender of the other participants. Magee had invited Murdoch to talk

17 Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 138. Compare Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 348.

18 Compare in this respect Antonaccio’s notion of ‘reflexive realism’, to be discussed in the next part.

19 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 337.

20 Interview with M. Le Gros in Rencontres avec Iris Murdoch, p. 79, as quoted in Spear, Iris Murdoch, p. 8.

21 Her reluctance to call herself a real philosopher is perhaps even better portrayed 1n the comic image of pupils of
the philosopher Dave Gellman in Under the Net to whom ‘the wotld is a mystery; a mystery to which it should be
reasonably possible to discover a key. The key would be something of the sort that could be contained 1n a book of
some eight hundred pages. To find the key would not necessarily be a simple matter, but Dave’s pupils feel sure that
the dedication of between four and ten hours a week, excluding University vacations, should suffice to find it
(Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 25}




about ‘some of the respects in which philosophy and literature do ovetlap.” From the very
beginning, however, Magee’s firm assertions and subsequent questions ban many possible points
of overlap from the conversation. He begins the interview by stating firmly at the outset that ‘[1]f
a philosopher writes well, that’s a bonus - it makes him more enticing to study, obviously, but 1t
does nothing to make him a better philosopher.” In his first questions to Murdoch he maintains a
strict division between philosophy and fiction. Hence, he asks her: “When you are writing a novel
on the one hand and philosophy on the other, are you conscious that these are two radically
different kinds of writing?’, or he asserts: ‘In your novels the sentences are opaque, in the sense
that they are rich in connotation, allusion, ambiguity; whereas in your philosophical writing the
sentences are transparent, because they are saying only one thing at the time.” So, from the outset
one perceives in Magee’s wotds the desire to ascertain a clear distinction between philosophy and
literature. Philosophy is pictured as straightforward and unambiguous, whereas literature is messy
and ambiguous.

These remarks by Magee evince to a commonly held position that whereas the influence
of philosophy on literature may be a matter of debate, a possible reverse influence of literature on
philosophy 1s less often considered. This position is in particular prominent among analytical
philosophers. It is therefore not accidental that the field of philosophy and literature has arisen in
patticular within the Anglo-American tradition. Yet, even in that field the relationship between
philosophy and literature is not always considered to be one of equals. The prominent work of
Nussbaum exemplifies this attitude. In a critical reading of her work Eaglestone argues that

Nussbaum engages literature as a way of expressing what cannot be said in philosophy.
Philosophy thus considers literature, but only to ‘help the work of philosophy’. This
apprehension of literature is revealed in Nussbaum’s limited recognition of the artistic aspect of
literature: ‘Nussbaum reads art works as people, made real through enactment and emotional
involvement, but she is never able to admit that they are just art works.’?2

Murdoch occupies a more complex position in this debate. The importance she attributes
to art also appears in her answers to Magee. These only supetficially concur with the image of
philosophy and literature delineated. Even though she replies in the affirmative to Magee’s
questions and assertions, in her answers the distinction between philosophy and literature
becomes more confused. Thus, she introduces 2 third category of ‘thinket’ to accommodate

‘great writers’ such as Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.

Murdoch’s oeuvre then ratses the question of the relationship between philosophy and

Literature and it offers different ways to consider this relationship. Yet, her ocuvre has not only

22 R. Eaglestone, Ethical Criticism: Reading After Levinas (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), p. 57.



been studied because of this relationship, prominent though that it may be. The importance of
her wotk is not only or even primarily decided by the unusual combination of disciplines.
Murdoch’s novels and her philosophical work have been independently considered in relation to
contemporary works and issues in both literature and philosophy.

Byatt remarks how it is not easy to position Murdoch as a novelist.>> Murdoch was first
associated with the ‘Angry Young Men’ and Under the Nef's Jake Donaghue was compared to their
‘rootless picaresque heroes’.?* Subsequent novels showed that this classification would not do.
The Sandcastle and The Bell separated Murdoch from these contemporaries.® Henceforth, she has
been regarded as a novelist in her own kind, where her yearly-published novel becomes a
phenomenon, wittily portrayed in the character of Arnold Baffin in The Black Prince.?

Interpretations of the novels have ranged from such divers perspectives as feminist, post-
modern, and various religious ones. One prominent aspect in many of these interpretations has in
recent times taken a rather peculiar form. This body of interpretation namely testifies that
Murdoch must have been a most imposing person. Murdoch is indeed considered to have
decided up to a considerable extent the interpretation of her novels. Backus points out that the

narratives of both Murdoch’s ‘detractors and her supporters’ are inadequate, precisely because of
their shared starting-point ‘that Murdoch’s readings of her novels is critical, or at least of

overwhelming importance, for their correct reading.’?’ Even if one considers Murdoch’s reading

as crtical (to which Backus objects in general), then it remains difficult to distil a distinct voice,

for Murdoch’s own criticism is full of inconsistencies, especially in the interviews.?8 It may be

most natural to ask Murdoch about her own work, but it would be misleading to regard these

interviews as unequivocal instruction for reading it. The interview with Magee may serve as
llustration here.

Murdoch’s personal concern for the criticism of her work has recently had 1ts parallel in
the attempts of some scholars to reinterpret her work from life. Conradi’s biography and recent

-——-——-—_________
23 See also Spear, Iris Murdoch, p. 121: “One problem is that she defies classification: she is not a Modernist; she is not
a Post-Modernist; she is not, like many of her female contemporaries, a feminist writer; yet, despite the fact that she

employs many Victorian devices in her novels, no serious reader of her fiction could place her among the
traditionalists.’

4 Byatt, Degrees of Freedom p. 207, Speat, Iris Murdoch, p. 23-24.

2> Byatt, Degrees of Freedom, 207.

26 See the various biting remarks by his fellow author Bradley Pearson, in particular his review of Baffin’s latest
book. (Murdoch, The Black Prince, p. 151-2) For a concise outline of the development of Murdoch’s novels in
different periods, as well as a description of returning imagery, see R. Todd, Trs Murdoch: veertig jaar
romanschijven’ in Wjsgerig Perspectief 35-3 (1994/5), p. 66-71.

21 G, Backus, Iris Murdoch: The Novelist as Philosopher, The Philosopher as Novelist: ‘The Unicorn’ as a Philosophical Novel
(Bern etc.: Peter Lang, 1986), p. 13.

28 Backus phrases his general objection as follows: *... to locate, as a general principle, the controlling intention in a
work of art or philosophy squarely with the artist is mistaken. Heidegger’s compelling accounts of Descartes as
preoccupied with being and Nietzsche as the last metaphysicians of the West, Dernda’s story of Husserl as a
protogrammatologist: these interpretations are falsifications enough.” (Backus, Iris Murdoch, p. 13)

10




article represent this approach.?” Already in the preface to Exvstentialists and Mystics Conradi
speculates on a similarity between the novels and real life: ‘Is 1t an impertinent speculation to find
something owed to Franz Stein in the gentle, scholatly and dying Peter Saward, a character in
Murdoch’s second published novel The Flight from the Enchanter (1950) ... Or 1n Mischa Fox, the
enchanter himself, something owed to the book’s dedicatee, Elias Canetti?*® In his biography his
tone is much more assertive, writing ‘Mischa Fox/Canetti’ as if the enchanter from The Flight from
the Enchanter and Canetti are one and the same.?! He considers this way of reading most natural,
remarking in his preface to the reissue of the second edition of The Saint and the Artist that “[1]t 1s a
relief to be able to report that writing her biography did not substantially change my view of the
shape of Murdoch’s work.32 Not all reviewers were taken in by Conradi’s reading of Murdoch’s
novels from her life.

Murdoch’s philosophical career experienced an original beginning with the publication of
Sartre: Romantic Rationalist in 1953, one year before the publication of her first novel, Under the Net.
To write this first work on Sartre in those days was, as Mary Warnock emphasises ‘an act of
genuine imagination and originality’. In the analytical philosophy of that time there was very little
interest 1n philosophy of the continent.3 Murdoch’s interest in existentialism originated out of a
deep dissatisfaction with much of the analytical philosophy she encountered in Britain in the
beginning of her career. Unlike many philosophers in Oxford and Cambridge in those days
Mutdoch was interested in moral value and concepts of consciousness. Existentialism promised a
philosophical consideration of these ideas. Yet, it is not certain if she ever considered herself an
existentialist. From the very beginning of her career she was not just curious about, but also
cntical of the tradition.

Her second book of philosophy, The Sovereignty of Good from 1970, was also
unconventional. At its first reception various commentators rematked on its unusual form of

argumentation.’* Now, it is regarded as an influential work in the analytical tradition.?> This is not

2 See also P. Conradi, ‘Did Iris Murdoch Draw from Life?’, in Iris Murdoch News Letter 15 (winter 2001), p. 4-7 and a
presentation at the first Iris Murdoch Conference: ‘On Writing Iris Murdoch: A Life. Freud versus Muldplicity’, 1st
Annual Conference of the Iris Murdoch Sodciety, St. Anne’s Oxford, 14 September 2002. Conradi has thus
contributed to the recent interest in Murdoch’s private life, which in some respect has overshadowed the interest 1n
her work.

30 Conrady, ‘Editor’s Preface’, p. xx.

1 As noted by M. Lievers, [review of Conradi’s A Life], in NRC Handelsblad, 19 October 2001.

32 Conradi, The Saint and the Artist, p. xvii.

33 Warnock writes how Ayer ‘was the only person (apart from Ins) who was credited with any knowledge of [the
existentialists’] philosophy; and I remember a peculiarly dismissive talk he gave in the Oxford Playhouse, to
introduce a translated version of Huis Clos that was staged there.” (M. Warnock, A Memoir: People and Places (London:
Duckworth, 2002) p. 86.)

34 See for example G.]J. Warnock, The Moralists: Value and Choices’ in Encounter 36 (Apnl 1971), p. 81-84.

33 Arguing the histonical as well as contemporary importance of Murdoch’s criticism of the distinction between fact
and value, Diamond mentions H. Putnam, Realism with a Huaman Face (Cambrdge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1990) as one to regard The Sovereignty of Good as ‘groundbreaking in this regard’. (C. Diamond, ““We Are Perpetually
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(yet) true of Murdoch’s last and largest wotk of philosophy.36 Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals
(1992) has baffled her readers even mote with its many asides, its long quotations and vast
amount of ideas and thinkers. Antonaccio argues that is may be best described with Murdoch’s
own words as “a huge hall of reflection full of light and space and fresh air, in which ideas and
intuitions can be unsystematically nurtured.”” While still working on it Murdoch suggested
another description, as noted by one reviewer of Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals. The review
quotes from a conversation between Crimond, and Gerrard in The Book and the Brotherhood on the

book the first is writing:

‘So, 1t’s like a very long pamphlet?’

‘No, it’s not a long simplification. It’s about everything.’

‘Everything?’

‘Everything except Aristotle. I regard him as an unfortunate interlude, now

happily over.38

This quotation 1s not only an apt description of Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals as a book about
everything except for Aristotle, it also indicates that Murdoch was keenly aware of possible
criticism of her writing. For both Murdoch’s novels and philosophical works have received
severe criticism. Whereas the novels have been criticised in relation to the philosophy most of all,
the philosophical wotks have been criticised for diverting from the philosophical tradition in
different aspects. Reviewers of Murdoch’s work often argue that their expectations have not been
met. In particular Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals has been accused of unclear argumentation ot
even lack of argument. All the same, it has also been called the most original contribution to
philosophy of the past century. This diversity in judgement raises the question what philosophy 1s
and what philosophical argument is. These questions motivate the present research. In particular,
it considers how Murdoch’s philosophical writing is affected by her interest in religion and
literature. It argues that her understanding of imagination, as pervading all perception and

thought and related to the Good, is 2 most valuable contribution to philosophy.

Moralists™: Iris Murdoch, Fact, and Value’ in M. Antonaccio and W. Schweiker (eds.), Iris Murdoch and the Search for
Human Goodness (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996) p. 79-109, p. 104n. 22

36 ‘That is, the last work published. Murdoch was writing 2 work on Heidegger and Wittgenstein, which she
abandoned when she became ill.

37 M. Antonaccio, [Review of Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals} in The Journal of Religion 74.2 (1994), p. 278-280.

Compare Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, p. 422.
38 Murdoch, The Book and the Brotherhood, quoted in 1. Hacking, ‘Plato’s Friend’ in London Review of Books, 17

December 1992, p. 8-9.
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2. How can we make ourselves morally better?’

The present research proposes an exposition of Murdoch’s philosophical writings. I just noted
how in comparison to the novels the philosophical texts have received limited attention. Whereas
there are many monographs on the novels, so far only a few works attempt to situate Murdoch in
contempotary philosophical debates. Of these Antonaccio’s Prcturing the Human provides the first
and thus far only systematic account of a// of Murdoch’s philosophical writing.>? The book 1s a
remarkable achievement for different reasons. By identifying Murdoch as a ‘reflexive realist’ it has
assembled Murdoch’s scattered oeuvre into a systematic framework and placed Murdoch’s
thought in a contemporary debate with which Murdoch was not directly engaged. Moreover, 1n
its methodological considerations it also provides means for reading Murdoch’s unusual
philosophical works.

The framework of ‘reflexive realism’ Antonaccio derives from the work of Schweitker.¥
Schweiker develops this framework as an intermediaty position in-between naive realism and
mere subjectivism. Reflexive realism has its starting point in consciousness, but avoids a purely
subjective position by assuming the possibility of surpassing consciousness in its reflexive
moments. Antonaccio uses this idea in particular when analysing Murdoch’s undetstanding of the
ontological proof. The Good that the proof is to prove does not exist ‘outside consciousness as a
property of things or states of affairs’, Antonaccio argues. In this respect the position of reflexive
realism differs from that of naive realism. The Good ‘can only be apprehended though the
reflexive activity of cognition.”! However, the Good that is grasped by the consciousness is not
an invention of that consciousness. Instead, it surpasses consciousness as a reality which
confronts the self. Reflexive realism is thus distinguished from mere subjectivism.4? Antonaccio
identifies Murdoch as such a reflective thinker, compatring her to other reflexive thinkers, like
Descartes, Kant, Taylor and Schweiker.

With this understanding of reflexive realism Antonaccio analyses what she considers
Murdoch’s most important contribution to contemporary ethics: her concern for humans in their

variety, and for the individual in philosophy:

3 O’Connor, To Love the Good omits Murdoch’s last and latgest work, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals.

40 See for the importance of Schweiker for this work p. 197n.35. Antonaccio refers here to his Responsibility and
Christian Ethics, p. 106-114, and admits to being deeply influenced by it. Schweiker, in his tum, confesses to borrow
terms from Taylor. See W. Schweiker, Responsibility and Christian Ethics (Cambndge etc.: Cambndge University Press,
1995), p. 114, and the chapters seven and eight. He refers here to Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self: The making of the
Modern Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), in particular its 23rd chapter, and 1ts conclusion. as
well as to Ch. Taylor, ‘Responsibility for Self in G. Watson (ed.), Free Wi/l (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 1982,
p. 111-126. On the difference between Murdoch as a reflexive thinker and Descartes, Kant, Taylor, Schweiker see
Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 216n.123 and p. 214n.27, and also p. 220n4.

41 Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 128.
42 See Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 15, and p. 123{f. For a more elaborate discussion of the ontological proof

see chapter five.
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The moral philosophy of Iris Murdoch presents an important challenge to current
ethical inquiry: the effort to reclaim a notion of the self as individual and to
reconcelve 1ts relation to an idea of moral value or the good. Specifically, Murdoch
seeks to retrieve the notion of consciousness as morally central to an account of
human being and, further, to conceive consciousness as inescapably related to the
idea of the good. Such an argument is bound to be controversial in an intellectual
climate characterized by an unrelenting critique of the idea of subjectivity, as well

as a suspicion of any attempt to make substantive claims about humanity ot the

human good.43

Here one encounters two groups of words which Murdoch - against the objections of an
‘intellectual climate’ that has largely abandoned these notions - seeks to rettieve and connect: self,
individual and consciousness on the one hand, and moral value and the idea of the good on the
other.

Antonaccio notes how Murdoch’s concern for the individual finds to some extent its
expression in her use of ‘persona’. Antonaccio speaks of ‘conceptual “persona’, in quotation
marks, when referring to Ordinary Language Man, Totalitarian Man and others.#* These personae
‘represent abstract theoretical positions in the form of identifiable human types.’* They,
Antonaccio argues, signify Murdoch’s understanding of moral philosophy as ‘the making of

models and pictures of what different men are like*®. She acknowledges that for Murdoch

moral philosophy needs a method appropriate to the nature of human beings as
Imaginative, self-interpreting creatures. ... Murdoch understands metaphysical
reflection as a form of imaginative construction that makes use of concepts,
images, explanatory schema, and metaphors to describe reality and human
expetience. In her view, metaphysics is not (as some analytical philosophers would

hold) a logically neutral attempt to explain the nature of reality, but a “figurative”

43 Picturing the Human, p. 3. This persuasion is repeated at the beginning of almost every chapter. Compare the
beginning of chapter three, where Antonaccio recapitulates ‘the book’s general thesis that the importance of
Murdoch’s thought for contemporary ethics lies in her effort to redescribe the moral self and its integral relation to
the good.” (Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 61). Compare too the first pages of chapter four, five and six.

+ Ordinary Language Man and Totalitarian Man appear in “The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited’. (Murdoch,
“I'he Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited’, p. 268-270)

4 Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 23.

46 Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 23. The quotation is taken from ‘Metaphysics and Ethics’, p. 74.
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activity of creating myths, concepts, and images to describe and illuminate human

existence.4’

Yet, despite acknowledging the importance of imaginative construction for Murdoch’s
philosophy, Antonaccio chooses a conceptual approach to Murdoch. In Picturing the Human she
distils from Murdoch’s scattered writings the systematic position of ‘reflexive realism’.

Picturing the Human has thus undoubtedly made a significant contribution to Murdoch’s
recognition as philosopher. By fitting Murdoch into an existing framework Antonaccio has not
only translated the arguments into a systematic whole, but also given Murdoch’s work a status it
has frequently been denied. It is likened to the wotk of such established philosophers as
Descartes and Kant. Picturing the Human has also directed the present research in particular in the
beginning. Certain assumptions I now consider mine originated in reading Antonaccio’s book.
This 1s in particular true for the importance of the ontological proof in Murdoch’s philosophical
thinking. Antonaccio is not the only one to attest to the importance for this proof for Murdoch’s
thought, but she does provide the most extensive reading of .

Nevertheless, while pursuing this research points of divergence have emerged. In
particular I question whether understanding Murdoch as a reflexive realist satisfactorily
acknowledges her originality and creativity. By positioning Murdoch’s work within an existing
framework Antonaccio has not only provided status and recognition, but also overlooked some
of its original, imaginative and comic features. By disregarding the fiction Antonaccio in a way
endorses Magee’s strict distinction between philosophy and literature.

This thesis differs from Antonaccio in considering Murdoch’s contribution to philosophy
in closer relation to her interest in literature and her practise as a novelist. It argues that Murdoch
1s an important philosopher, because she has not confined herself to philosophy. In order to
encompass the truths from literature in her philosophical writing, it becomes literary and
Incorporates literary elements as metaphor, imagery and imagination. This incorporation, I argue,
has significant consequences when regarding the scope and nature of her argument.

The present research starts from a question or from questions Murdoch herself poses on

different occasions. I consider these the central questions of her oeuvre:

What is 2 good man like? How can we make ourselves morally better? Can we

make ourselves morally better?#

47 Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 22.
18 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 342. Compare Murdoch, ‘The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’,
p. 364 and p. 368. Murdoch uses ‘man’ when speaking of the whole human race. In chapter two it 1s argued that she
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These are the questions, Murdoch writes, ‘the philosopher should try to answer.*#?

The addition that ‘the philosopher should try to answer’ these questions reveals
Murdoch’s assessment of contemporary philosophy. Philosophers show/d try to answer these
questions yet, Murdoch would maintain, in current philosophy the questions are neither posed
nor answered. On the contrary, ethics and moral philosophy have almost been forced out of
philosophy.>® And even the few philosophers who are concerned with ethics do not ask questions
about becoming morally better. Rather, their intention is to provide neutral descriptions of
different forms of morality, concentrating on the notions of will and decision.

Murdoch, in contrast, considers it impossible to provide such neutral descriptions. She
objects to the way in which the objective of neutrality has substantially affected the language
used. At the beginning of “The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’ Murdoch argues
against attempts of what she calls ‘modern behaviourist philosophy’ to divide metaphors into

non-metaphorical components:

One of the motives of the attempt 1s a wish to ‘neutralize’ moral philosophy, to
produce a philosophical discussion of morality which does not take sides.

Metaphors often carry a moral charge, which analysis in simpler and plainer terms
i1s designed to remove. This too seems to me to be misguided. Moral philosophy
cannot avoid taking sides, and would-be neutral philosophers merely take sides

surreptitiously.-!

Murdoch strongly objects to any attempt to neutralise moral philosophy. In different essays she
petsistently tries to show how the assumed neutral views of the wotld are not neutral after all, but

instead assume a particular set of values.52

considers the position of ‘man’ to be universal, whereas ‘woman’ is not. I do not comment on this use of these
words apart from the designated pages in chapter two. In my own writing I try to avoid using concepts which apply
to constderably less people than intended.

49 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 342.

%0 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 339: ‘Empiricism, especially in the form given to it by Russell, and later by
Wittgenstein, thrust ethics almost out of philosophy. ... Ethics took place in this scene. After puenle attempts to
classify moral statements as exclamations or expressions of emotion, a more sophisticated neo-Kantianism with a
utilitarian atmosphere has been developed. ... The cult of ordinary language goes with the claim to be neutral. ...
Linguistic analysis claims simply to give a philosophical description of the human phenomenon of morahty, without
making any moral judgments. In fact the resulting picture of human conduct has a clear moral bias.’

>1 Murdoch, ‘The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, p. 363.

52 See Diamond, ‘Fact and Value’, on the importance of Murdoch’s cniticism of the distinction between fact and
value. Diamond points out that Murdoch was one of the first to crticise ‘two closely related ideas’, “accepted as
virtually unquestionable’ in the 1950s: ‘that it is a logical error to attempt to infer any evaluative conclusion from
factual premises, and hat there 1s a fundamental distinction between fact and value.’ (D1amond, ““We Are Perpetually
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Instead of aiming at neutrality, Murdoch argues, moral philosophy should do two things.
First, it should provide a realistic picture of human beings and secondly recommend an 1deal.>> In
recommending an ideal, but also in its “realistic” picture of human beings Murdoch’s position is
significantly different from that of her contemporaries. The “realistic” picture of human beings
Murdoch provides is, as she describes hetself, ‘rather depressing’ and could not be more removed
from ‘the wotld in which people play cricket, cook cakes, make simple decisions, remember their

childhood and go to the circus’ of contemporary analytical philosophy>*:

[H]uman beings are naturally selfish [which] seems true on the evidence, wherever
and wherever we look at them, 1n spite of a very small number of apparent
exceptions. About the quality of this selfishness modern psychology has had
something to tell us. The psyche is a historically determined 1ndividual relentlessly
looking after itself. In some ways it resembles a machine; in order to operate it
needs sources of energy, and 1t 1s predisposed to certain patterns of activity. The
area of 1ts vaunted freedom of choice is not usually very great. One of its pastimes
1s day-dreaming. It is reluctant to face unpleasant realities. Its consciousness is not
normally a transparent glass through which 1t views the world, but a cloud of
more or less fantastic reverie designed to protect the psyche from pain. It
constantly seeks consolation, either through imagined inflation or self or through

fictions of a theological nature.>>

‘Selfish’ 1s the crucial word in Murdoch’s description of human beings. Human beings are very
selfish, concerned with their own anxieties, safety and well-being, and in preservigg themselves
they rather act like 2 machine: “The area of its vaunted freedom of choice is not usually very

great.” Murdoch considers this description self-evident, ‘true on the evidence, whenever and

wherever we look at them.” Such references to the obvious one often encounters in Murdoch’s

Moralists”, p. 79) In the conclusion of this part Diamond outlines points where Murdoch’s wortk is still relevant for
contemporary analytical philosophy, in particular her understanding of fiction.

33 ‘It should be realistic. Human nature, as opposed to the natures of other hypothetical spiritual beings, should be
suitably considered 1n any discussion of morality. Secondly, since an ethical system cannot but commend an ideal, it
should commend a worthy ideal. Ethics should not be merely an analysis of ordinary mediocre conduct, 1t should be
a hypothesis about good conduct and about how it can be achieved.” (Murdoch, “The Sovereignty of Good Over
Other Concepts’, p. 363-4) In the earlier discussion of the notion of ‘reflexive realism’ it was argued that this notion
of ‘realism’ can be understood in different ways, hence the quotation marks around the word in the subsequent
sentences. See also the discussion of realism 1n chapter four.

>4 The image of cricket playing and cake eating comes from Murdoch, Sartre: Romantic Rationalist, p. 78-79. It 1s a
description of Ryle’s The Concept of Mind.

> Murdoch, “The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, p. 364.
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writing. She frequently uses words like ‘simply’, or ‘surely’. These words often designate the
‘realistic picture’ which philosophy should acknowledge.>¢

The modern psychology which Murdoch refers to, is mainly the work of Freud. Murdoch
is reluctant to call herself a ‘Freudian’, but adopts his ‘important discovery about the human
mind’. This discovery Mutrdoch describes with the theological tetms of original sin and fallen

marn.

modern psychology has provided us with what might be called a doctrine of
original sin, a doctrine which most philosophers either deny (Sartre), 1gnore
(Oxford and Cambridge), or attempt to render innocuous (Hampshire). ... One
may say that what [Freud] presents us with us a realistic and detailed picture of the

fallen man.>’

In Freud Murdoch recognises her ‘depressing’ image of human beings. This image she considers
not ‘anything very new, since partially similar views have been expreésed before in philosophy, as
far back as Plato.”3 So, this image of human beings is not a creation of Freud, or Murdoch.
Rather, 1t 1s an msight almost lost with the recent decline of religion. For Murdoch, Freud merely
retrieves rather than creates this image. Murdoch does not consider these insights Christian, but
rather insights also expressed by Christianity.

When this is indeed the state human beings are 1n, it is obvious why Murdoch considers 1t
impossible for moral philosophets to remain neutral. For to provide neutral descriptions of
different forms of morality, when faced with this unfortunate state of being, 1s to ignore what
Murdoch regards as obvious reality. It 1s also a moral decision, namely the decision not to get
involved, in which the reality is (consciously) ignored, whereas one could also decide to try to, as
Murdoch puts it, ‘defeat’ ‘the enemy’, which is ‘the fat relentless ego.™

Philosophers, according to Murdoch, should be engaged in this ‘fight with the enemy’, as

she phrases it dramatically. Indeed, for Murdoch it has become all the more important for

36 See also chapter three, 1n particular the discussion of M and D.

57 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 341. Several works have in recent years provided an account of Murdoch’s
ambiguous relationship with Freud and psychoanalysis. J. Tutner, Murdoch vs. Freud: A Freudian Look at an Anti-
Freudian New Yotk: Lang, 1993 (American University Studies. Series 4, English Language and Literature, vol. 140))
provides a psychoanalytic reading of eight of Murdoch’s novels. Tumer distinguishes different reasons why
Murdoch distances herself from Freud so strictly. She distrust the emphasis put on introspection, fearing that the
other will disappear in this process. In addition, Turner argues, ‘[Freud], too, is a father-figure she 1s emulating and
castrating in order to be effective as herself.” (Tumner, Maurdoch vs. Fread, p. 12) This last remark indicates the
disappointing turn the readings of Murdoch’s novels take. Based on admittedly hittle biographical information
Turner reads Murdoch’s novels from assumptions about the relationship between her and her parents. I find his
readings rather constrained. He ignores possible arguments against Freudian 1deas in favour of personal analysis.

*8 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 341.
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philosophers to do so, because of what she calls ‘the collapse of religion’. Religion shared with
moral philosophy this aim of combating against the fat relentless ego and its assumed collapse
makes 1t all the more important for moral philosophy to undertake this task.6

Mutrdoch does not substantiate her assumption that religion, and by religion is meant the
Christian religion, 1s disappeating. She admits that the assumption ‘that ‘there is no God’ and that
the influence of religion 1s waning rapidly’ may be challenged.f! However, this challenge does not
affect her thought, because such a challenge, she would argue, does not acquit moral philosophy
of 1ts task to consider the question of becoming morally better. The disappearance of religion
merely makes it all the more urgent for moral philosophy to do so. Murdoch is writing for a
growing number of people for whom religion, in particular Christianity, no longer provides any
help or direction when they looks for answers to the question ‘How can we make ourselves
morally better?’. In ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good” Murdoch refets to these people as ‘those who are not
religious believers’. Her own relation to Christianity she abridges to ‘a neo-Christian or Buddhist-
Christian or Christian fellow traveller.’6?

Her concern for the disappearance of religion underlines both het fiction and her
philosophy. From The Bell onwards her literary imagination forcefully teveals this preoccupation.
The novels may feature nuns, priests and even bishops who are often in doubt about their calling,
but very few ordinary churchgoers. The Bel/in particular provides a most powerful image of the
situation Murdoch considers her readers to be in: an interim period, the time of the angels.63 The
Bell features two communities: one of nuns and another, next to the abbey, of people who belong
neither in a religious order nor to the wotld. The latter have limited access to the abbey, only
some of them are allowed to enter and then only when they are called for. This limitation is
however in a way self-imposed. The youngest member once climbs into the convent, imagining “a
picture of nuns fleeing from him with piercing screams [or] nuns leaping upon him like
bacchantes.’* Instead, he meets a very friendly nun, who invites him to try the swing and shows
him that the door is not locked at all.

Murdoch’s concern with Christian imagery in her novels has invited various responses, in
particular from theologians. Jansen at the beginning of his chapter on Murdoch points out how
the identification of Murdoch as a ‘religious writer’ is interpreted very differently:

59 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 342.
6 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 337.
6 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 361.
62 See respectively Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 344 and Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, p. 419.

63 This 1s the title of one novel, which features a rectory of an atheist priest isolated from the world by permanent
fog. It is also a term used by the philosopher Rozanov to characterise the present era. (Murdoch, The Philosopher’s

Pupil, p. 187)
64 Murdoch, The Be/l, p. 177.
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For Elizabeth Dipple, the religious character of Murdoch’s novels consists 1n
spiritual discernment of “bourgeois complacency and prejudice.” Suguna
Ramanathan argues that “... [Murdoch] penetrates to the very heart of Chnstianity
and interprets it to the contemporary world 1n terms which it will find
acceptable.” Yet a third point of view 1s offered by Peter Hawkins who has
recently purported to find in Murdoch’s novels “the strange possibility that an
avowedly non-Christian writer, using Christtan language and tradition for her own
different ends, can produce novels of powerful and genuine Christian

interpretation.” o0

Even though Murdoch may be ‘an avowedly non-Christian writer’, her novels can be mnterpreted
in quite different ways, ranging from the ‘spiritual’ to the ‘Chnsttan’. This variety in interpretation
may be understood as affirmation of the strength of her art. However, Jansen cautions against
interpretations favouring one’s own intention over those of the author.

The readings which consider Murdoch’s novels as reinterpretation of Christianity
interestingly contrast to Murdoch’s understanding of contemporary literature, expressed in
different essays. In this sense she is a rather odd companion for those interested in the relation
between literature and theology. Murdoch has little belief in contemporary literature. Her
emphatic statement that ‘[flor both the collective and the individual salvation of the human race,
art is doubtless mote important than philosophy, and literature most important of all’ 1s about
literature from the nineteenth century, rather than contemporary art.%? Of course, this general
judgement allows for felicitous exceptions, and her own novels may be those.

Murdoch may not have much esteem for contemporary literature, yet she cherishes
particular nineteenth century novels. This literature she considers most important for the
salvation of the human race, after the collapse of religion. It is her most important tool when
considering the question which I consider the central question of her oeuvre: ‘How can we make
ourselves morally better?’. The answer concerns an understanding of consciousness in relation to

an external reality. Literature is not the only tool in answering this question, but its importance is

65 Murdoch, The Bel, p. 180.

66 H. Jansen, Laughter Among the Ruins: Postmodern Comic Approaches to Suffering (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang Verlag,
2001) p. 61. The quotations are taken from E. Dipple, Iris Murdoch: Work for the Spirit (Llondon: Methuen, 1982) p. 3,
S. Ramanathan, Iris Murdoch: Figures of Good (Houndsmulls, Basingstoke, London: MacMillan Press, 1990) p. 23, and
P.S. Hawkins, The Language of Grace: Flannery O’ Connor, Walker Percy and Iris Murdoch (Cambndge, Antonaccio: Cowley
Publications, 1993) p. 91.

67 Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 362.
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signified in its presence and influence in Murdoch’s philosophical writing when considering this
question.

This thesis argues that Murdoch’s understanding of this literature provides the position 1n
her philosophical writing from which she criticises contemporary philosophy, in particulat
linguistic analysis and existentialism, and which inspires her own philosophy. From incidental
remarks in early essays literature develops into an intrinsic part of the argument. The thesis
further argues that the form of the philosophical argument changes accordingly, featuring images,
imagery and metaphors. This form of imaginative philosophy teceives its fullest expression in
Murdoch’s understanding of imagination and fantasy in relation to the Good.

Before I proceed to distinguish the different chapters of this thesis, it should be noted
that the terms used above - imagination, image, imagery - are notoriously difficult to define or
describe. This point is evidenced when studying imagination, and it has indeed proven to be a
popular point to make at the beginning of any book or article on 1magination. Thus Strawson at

the beginning of an article which has inspired other works on imagination writes:

The uses, and applications, of the terms ‘image’, ‘imagine’, ‘imagination’,
‘imaginative’, and so forth make up a very diverse and scattered family. Even this
image of a family seems too definite. It would be a matter of more than difficulty
exactly to define and list the family’s members, let alone establish their

relationships of parenthood and cousinhood.68

Because it 1s more than difficult to define and distinguish these related words, Strawson briefly
acknowledges different areas of association. He subsequently putsues to connect two particular
modes in which the word imagination is u-sed,' and thus to acquire better understanding the
notion of imagination.6

Similarly, the pursuit of this thesis, in particular its second and fourth chapter, further
develops understanding of the notions of imagination, image and imagery by considering
Murdoch’s understanding of these. Murdoch’s understanding proceeds from what she assumes to
be an immediate understanding of imagination and imagery. Imagination is not always described

in detail, but also introduced by urging her readers to consider - what she regards as - great art:

68 P, Strawson, ‘Imagination and Perception’ (L. Foster, J.\W. Swanson (eds.), Experience and Theory. London:
Duckworth, 1971, p. 31-54), p. 31.

69 The three areas distinguished are ‘the area 1n which imagination 1s linked with image and image 1s understood as
mental image ... the area in which imagination 1s associated with invention ... the area in which imagination 1s linked
with false belief...”. In the remainder of the article he is mntend to connect Kant’s use of imagination in The Critigue of
Pure Reason to perceptual recognition. (Strawson, ‘Imagination and Perception’, p. 31)
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the novels of Tolstoy, the paintings of Velasquez and Titian.”® This understanding inspires the
present preliminary understanding of imagination as a faculty of the mind, at work 1n particular in
art and literature, but not only there. This faculty creates images, examples of which have been
mentioned in this chapter, as for example in the image of human beings retrieved from Freud, ot
the 1mage taken from The Be//.’! Images collectively are called 1magery.

The argument of this thesis proceeds as follows. The second chapter considers the
presence of imagery in philosophical discoutse and more generally the often problematic
relationship between philosophy and rhetoric. The chapter features a study of the work of
Michele le Doeuff and her notion of the philosophical imaginary. The work of Le Doeuff 1s of
importance for two reasons. It provides first a general consideration of the relationship between
philosophy and imagery, and secondly methodological considerations for regarding the imagery
in Murdoch’s philosophical writing.

The third chapter examines the role of hiterature and in particular of character in
Murdoch’s eatly work. It considers the role of these in the confrontation with contemporary
analytical and existentialist philosophy. It thus considers Murdoch’s earlier writings, from the first
essays 1n the beginning of the 1950s to “The Idea of Perfection’ from 1964. This last essay also
features the image of a mother M and her daughter-in-law D, which has taken a prominent place
in commentaries on Murdoch’s work. The discussion of this image in this chapter wonders to
what extent Murdoch is able to uphold an understanding of the inner life and of transcendent
reality.

The fourth chapter discusses the notion of imagination as in a way the successor to
Murdoch’s understanding of character. It presents the distinction between good imagtnation and
bad fantasy and Murdoch’s discussion of the notion 1n Kant and Plato. By leaving Kant’s
understanding of the aesthetic imagination out of the small corner Kant had allowed 1t, Murdoch
presents an epistemology in which different faculties are no longer strictly distinguished. She
subsequently considets Plato’s understanding of the Good not only as the means of guiding this
imagination, and distinguishing it from fantasy, but also as a source of inspiration for high
imagination.

The fifth and last chapter considers this notion of the Good. It argues that understanding
of this notion of the Good needs elaboration of Murdoch’s concept of religion. The discussion

of Acastos presents the particular point of view with which Murdoch considers religion. The

10 See for example Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 353, where the imperative ‘consider’ urges the reader to look
at Velasquez or Titian, or to read Shakespeare or Tolstoy. See chapter four for a more thorough discussion of this
and simuilar parts.

1 See p. 18 and p. 19 respectively.



chapter proceeds to discuss her perception of the Ontological Proof, wondering in particular

about the position of the fool.

3. Reading Murdoch

Reading Murdoch’s texts can be an exhilarating and also exasperating activity. I have already
noted that Murdoch’s texts and in particular Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals are difficult to read.
She refets to many different texts, from philosophy, literature as well as theology. Especially
when first reading her texts, or when unfamiliar with Murdoch’s intellectual tradition a reader
encounters various unfamiliat arguments, ideas and thinkers, which are often referred to only in
passing.

Understanding of these ideas and thinkers seems assumed, but it would be impossible to
study all these different ideas as well as Murdoch’s use of them. Even a limited study may lead
one ultimately from Murdoch’s writing, for the ideas and thinkers she tefers to are often of great
complexity. Moreover, her use of texts and ideas does not always ask for a thorough study of the
thinkers and ideas she mentions. It is not uncommon that statements are not based on any
thorough study, even though it is suggested differently.’2

Also, 1n considering Murdoch’s wotk I encountered a variety of thinkers, which wete
sometimes unfamiliar to me, or discussed in an unfamiliar way. To this difficulty of interpretation
another one is added, because I consider texts from a period of more than forty years, on a wide
variety of topics. Most explanation of the way I have handled these difficulties is to be found in
the different chapter, where I comment on the difficulties encountered when reading the text and
I explain my reasons for reading the text in the way I do. I consider the texts Murdoch refers to
sometimes, but not always thoroughly. Generally speaking I have chosen to stay with Murdoch’s
text as much as possible. Disputable interpretations are noted, but I am more concerned with the
way in which Murdoch’s interpretation affects her thinking, rather than with any confrontation
with another, more generally accepted interpretation. My concern has been with the development
of Murdoch’s thought and I have been guided in these interpretations by what she considers
important herself: literature, metaphor and imagery.

Even though I am concerned with literature and imagery I do not provide a lengthy

discussion of any of Murdoch’s novels, though I occasionally refer to them. I do not regard

"2 In an earlier version of this thesis I added here within brackets that I doubted that Murdoch ever read The Critigue
of Pure Reason, basing this doubt on her reading of Kant’s notion of imagination discussed in chapter four. In
between first submitting my thesis and defending it I have had the opportunity to look at her library, presently held
in the Iris Murdoch Centre at Kingston University. I found that it contains a well annotated copy of The Critique of
Pure Reason. 1 thus revoke my eatlier supposition, and I am excited by the possibility of new research to be done once
this collection 1s fully catalogued.
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Murdoch’s novels as well as her consideration of literature as sphetes separate from the
philosophical concerns. Yet, a lengthy discussion of the novels is not indispensable for my
research. It focuses on Murdoch’s understanding of literature in her philosophical writing.
Though I consider her considerations of literature most likely to proceed from her own
experience as a novelist, it would be hard to decide in what way. I refer to the novels mainly to
argue the pervasiveness of certain ideas in Murdoch’s thought. More importantly, this study does
not aim to assess the philosophical texts in relation to the novels, as the novels have been
assessed 1n relation to the philosophy. Rather, it intends to show Murdoch’s imaginative
philosophy, which is a form of philosophy inspired by her understanding of literature, as a
important challenge to many supposition about philosophy, and makes ample use of imagery. I

examine the presence of imagery in philosophy. Such examination may seem unusual if not

tecalcitrant, as it can go against the grain of the text or of ordinaty interpretations. As the work of

Le Doeutff argues, such characteristics are nerther unexpected nor regrettable. The next chapter

introduces her thought as inspiration for reading Murdoch’s philosophy.
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CIIAPTER TWO
MICHELE LE DOEUFF AND THE PHILOSOPHICAL IMAGINARY:

WOMEN, PHILOSOPHY, REASON, ETC.

1. Introduction

The previous chapter argued that Murdoch entrusts philosophy with a task occasioned by the
decline of religion. In ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good” she urges philosophy to rescue the values 1nvolved
in this ‘collapse of religion’. In Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals she contends that in order to change
Christianity ‘into something that can be generally believed ... it might also be necessary for
philosophers to become theologians and theologians to become philosophers, and this is not very
likely to happen either.”! Philosophy’s main concern becomes the question ‘How can we make
ourselves morally better?’. An answer to this question, I shall argue, comes most importantly in
an understanding of self in relation to the Good, which involves the use of images, imagery and
imagination.

In her last work of philosophy published in 1992 Murdoch considers it unlikely that
philosophy is to assume this task. In the philosophy she encountered at the beginning of her
carcer - linguistic analysis and existentialism, to be discussed in the subsequent chapter - she had
great difficulties merely raising the possibility. Any discussion of the notion of the Good was
likely to have been frowned upon. Linguistic analysis, on the one hand, is modelled after a
positivistic idea of science, in which there is no room for a more substantial understanding of self
or for metaphysical concepts as God or the Good. In different articles Murdoch pictures how
Moore’s successors banished the Good from philosophy. Existentialism, on the other hand,
seems reluctant to ever grant any authority to anything but the individual consciousness itself.

The difficulty Murdoch faced when introducing the Good has been more complicated
than presenting an unappreciated subject matter. Linguistic analysis in particular did not only not
regard the Good as some sort of ‘property’, but also employed a language, and favoured a form
of argumentation which thwarted any consideration of the Good, or a motre substantial
understanding of sclf.> So, one finds that Murdoch is not only proposing consideration of an
unfashionable topic, but also constantly probing what philosophy should and could be like, what
is proper philosophical questioning and proper philosophical argumentation.

! Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, p. 419.

2 Murdoch considers Moore to have initiated, though not endorsed this understanding of good, by distinguishing the
question ‘what things are good” from the question ‘what does good mean’. Yet Moore, Murdoch argues, ‘was not
wholly of the modern time in that although he pointed out that ‘good’ was not the second name of any natural or

metaphysical property, he could not rid himself of the conviction that it was nevertheless the name of 4 property,
the unanalysible non-natural property of goodness...”. (Murdoch, ‘Metaphysics and Ethics’, p. 60) See for 2
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In doing so, Murdoch is concerned with an aspect of philosophy, which has been
disregarded by many philosophers. Even to suggest that philosophy prefers a form of language ot
argumentation which 1s unfriendly to certain topics is an intricate thing to do. It suggests that the
language and arguments used are not neuttal to the object of argumentation, and that the author
intends to convince his or her readers by other than pure argumentation. It presumes the
prescnce of rhetoric in philosophy.

This suggestion 1s not easy to maintain, for it counters a conviction long held in the
history of philosophy. Especially, but certainly not exclusively in the analytical tradition
philosophy is considered to be contrary to rhetoric.? Indeed, it partly receives its identity from
not being rhetorical. Rhetoric 1s regarded as superfluous, even inimical to philosophy. It 1s hereby
assumed that it is possible to fully distinguish philosophy and thetoric. Yet, the rhetoric Murdoch
discerns in analytical philosophy is one which 1s intrinsically bound with the argument and cannot
be entirely separated from it. She denies philosophy its assumed position of neutrality.

The opposition between philosophy and rhetoric 1s found throughout philosophy’s
history and not limited to linguistic analysis. In this chapter I discuss the implication of this long
held conviction in general terms. In particular I am concerned with the presence of images and
imagery in philosophical texts. My discussion focuses on the work of the French philosopher
Michele Le Doeuff and her notion of the philosophical imaginary.

Le Doecutf 1s a philosopher and also a feminist thinker. She holds that “thinking
philosophically’ and ‘being a feminist’ appear as one and the same attitude’. In Hipparchia’s Choice
she argues that it is not just possible to think the two together, but even that ‘[b]eing a feminist 1s
also a way of integrating the fact of being a philosopher. Because for two centuries a feminist has
been a woman who does not leave others to think for her...’.# Still, I first consider objections
made against regarding Murdoch’s work from a feminist perspective. I do so not just beca{Jse I
find that these objections tsnd to come up anyway, but also because underlying such objections,
as well as underlying Murdoch’s understanding of feminist thinking, are presuppositions about
philosophy and rhetoric central to this chapter. These considerations well introduce the chapter’s
central concerns of the relation between rhetoric and philosophy. Starting from a discussion of
feminism, philosophy and rationality I proceed to imagery in philosophy and the work of Le

Doeuff. In particular I discuss her methodological propositions for considering imagery in

discussion of the differences between Moore’s and Murdoch’s understanding of the Good, Antonaccio, Picturing the
Hauman, p. 116-123.

3 However, Le Doeuff’s work confirms that the strict distinction between rhetoric and philosophy 1s not absent
from the work of philosophers on the continent.

+ Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice: An Essay Concerning Women, Philosophy, ete., translated by T. Selous (Oxford UK &
Cambridge MA: Blackwell, 1991) p. 29.
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philosophy. I finally apply these to the image of the fool, which I consider to be Le Docuff’s
founding myth.

2. Women, Philosophy, Rationalsty

It may seem immaterial to observe in a study on Murdoch that for a long period women were not
allowed to enter universities and study philosophy in an academic environment. Murdoch did not
write about feminism. Only when questioned in interviews she commented on it, and then merely
to admit in general terms that she regarded it of great importance.> When studying her work it 1s
easy to forget that for women to study and teach philosophy at a university, as she did, was a
rather new thing to do. Indeed, Murdoch actually experienced some of the past’s regulated

inequality when she was at Cambridge. The University did not grant degrees to women until
1948. Murdoch was there a year before.

There are not many discussions of Murdoch’s wotk in relation to feminist philosophy.
Indeed Murdoch - always impressive when it comes to the mterpretation of her work - has

dissuaded critics from considering it from a feminist perspective. Griffin writes that ‘Murdoch
does not want to acknowledge any gender difference ... while being aware of the fact that

Western culture has been dominated by men.”” When asked about her preference of male

narrators Murdoch explains:

I think I want to write about things on the whole where it does not matter
whether you’re male or female, in which case you’d better be male, because male

represents ordinary human beings, unfortunately, as things stand at the moment,

whereas a2 woman is always a woman!3

Murdoch may express her sympathy for feminism and her discontent with the situation where

women only represent women. However, the quotation above also suggests a strong sense of

resignation and disinterest to explore this situation.

> G. Gnffin, The Influence of the Writings of Simone Weil on the Fiction of Iris Murdoch (San Francisco: Mellen University
Press, 1993) p. 6-7.

6 There are a few commentaries on her novels from a feminist perspective. (For a discussion of these works, reading
the novels from a femunst perspective see Gnffin, The Influence of the Writings of Simone Weil on the Fiction of Iris
Murdoch, p. 7- 13.) I know of only one short reference to her systematic writing: M. Deveraux, ‘Feminist
Aesthetics’, in ]. Levinson (ed.), Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) p. 647-666.
Murdoch’s wortk 1s here mentioned as possible subject for future research.

7 See Griffin, The Influence of the Writings of Simone Weil on the Fiction of Iris Murdoch, p. 7.

8 J.-L. Chevalier (ed.), Recontres avec Iris Murdoch, p. 82, as quoted by D. Johnson, Iris Murdoch (Brighton: The
Harvester Press, 1987) p. xu.
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This emphatic statement made Johnson practically apologise in her Iris Murdoch for using

feminist theory:

My aim 1n this short book has been to suggest a critical evaluation of the novels
based on close reading and located within the context of contemporary feminist
debate about the nature of ‘women’s writing’.

Such an approach, especially when conducted within the narrow limits of a very
short book, will necessarily appear partial and eccentric (that is, at a tangent to the
dominant cultural tradition in which Itis Murdoch writes). I undertook the work
with some misgivings, being particular anxious to avoid what might be construed

as a ‘narrowly feminist’ reading.9

In her ‘short’ ot ‘very short’ book Johnson aims at placing Murdoch within a debate that is
different from Murdoch’s own tradition. Both the modest length of the work and the different
angle introduce her misgivings for doing so.

However, i1t 1s not clear what Johnson’s misgivings are. In her discussion of Johnson’s
book Gnffin appropriately remarks that ‘{o]ne cannot help wondering (and these questions
remain unsolved in the text) why [Johnson] was “particulatly anxious to avoid”, what she
assumes would “construe”, and what she takes to be “narrowly feminist reading’’.1® One
wonders whether Johnson would have had similar misgivings if her approach had been equally
un-Murdochian yet not feminist. Does Johnson think that feminist readings as swch are more hikely
to be narrow, or that a feminist reading of Murdoch’s work in particular is more vulnerable to such
criticism?

Stll, Johnson’s qualms do not stand on their own. Rather, they reflect the atmosphete
surrounding Murdoch and her work. There seems here no need to be reminded of the long and

pervasive bias of much of Western Culture against intellectual women. On the other side of the
Canal, Simone de Beauvoir, Murdoch’s senior by only eleven years, was ‘taken in hand’ by Sartre
and only 1n recent studies has she been established as an independent thinker.!! In the year that

Murdoch went to Oxford Virginia Woolf published Three Guineas, and yet Murdoch can confess

% Johnson, Iris Murdoch, p. xi.
W Grffin, The Influence of the Writings of Simone Weil on the Fiction of Iris Murdoch, p. 12.

11 Sce for example K. Vintges, Filosofie als passie: het denken van Simone de Beauwir (Amsterdam: Prometheus, 1992), and
M. Le Doeuff, Hipparchia's Choice, 1n particular the second and third notebook. The quotation ‘taking in hand’ she
discusses in this third notebook. It is taken from Simone de Beauvoir, Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter.
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to be ‘not very interested in the female predicament’.!? Because of Murdoch’s own reluctance to

consider her position as a woman philosopher and writer they have hardly been discussed at all.
Instead, it has been considered to be no more than normal, that at the time when
Murdoch started her philosoplﬁcal career Oxford and Cambridge employed quite a number of

female scholars. Among them were prominent philosophers, friends and colleagues of Murdoch.

With Elizabeth Anscombe Murdoch shared a passion for the work of Wittgenstein and she
dedicated Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals to her. With Mary Midgley she vied for the same job at
St. Anne’s and from their studies at Sommetville Philippa Foot was a life long friend.!>

These women seldom addressed their novel existence as female philosophers employed
by a college. Yet another Oxford philosopher, Mary Warnock, has done so. Both in her Women
Philosophers and in her memoirs she comments on the gender of these philosophers. In the
memoirs she is rather brief and evasive. She notes that Foot, Anscombe and Murdoch atre all
three ‘remarkable and original women’, and adds: ‘[o]n whether their originality, had anything to
do with gender, I cannot make a final judgement, but I suspect that women are less prone to |
jump on bandwagons than at least some of their male colleagues, and more reluctant to abandon
common sense’.!* This remark seems based on an everyday psychological observation, even
though 1t may be stretched to support Le Doeuff’s suggestion that feminism and philosophy as a
form of thinking for oneself are indeed very close.

However, this suggestion does not find any suppott from Wartnock in her collection of
essays by female philosophers, where she naturally has to comment on ‘women and
philosophy’.!> Yet, for one who has compiled this collection she 1s surprisingly reluctant to
consider the possibility that there would anything different to say about ‘women and philosophy’
than there is to be said about ‘men and philosophy’. This is in particular clear when Warnock
explains why she has included only a few feminist texts in the collection. She admits that much of
what 1s written on ‘the Women Question’ would satisfy her ‘criteria of generality and of the
hoped-for explanation of phenomena; a great deal is concerned to go behind the supetficial and
to expose the presuppositions of society as a whole.” She mentions a number of wortks, ‘all
plausibly purporting to be philosophical’. However, they are not included for the following

YCaso1ls.

12 In an interview with J.I. Biles, ‘An Interview with Iris Mutrdoch’, in Srudies in the Literary Imagination X1 (Fall 1978),
p. 115-125. The quotation is taken from p. 119, as quoted by Griffin, The Influence of the Writings of Simone Weil on the
Fiction of Iris Murdoch, p. 6.

13 See Conrady, Iris Murdoch: A Life and also Warnock, A Menwir. The latter provides an intellectual as well as
personal description of Anscombe, Murdoch, and Foot.

14+ Warnock, A Memoir, p. 37.

15 With these words Le Doeuff describes the topic of Hipparchia’s Choice. (Le Doeuff, Hipparchia's Choice, p. 3ff.)
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yet, just as in the case with religion, there tends to be too much unexamined
dogma in these writings, too much 1ll-concealed proselytising, too little objective
analysis, to allow them to qualify for inclusion among philosophical wrting
propet. Moreover, as we look at these titles and others like them it becomes clear
that they fail, after all, the test of generality. For the great subjects of philosophy,
the nature of human knowledge, the limits of science, the foundations of morality
or aesthetics, the relation between our language and the world, must be concerned
with ‘us’ in the sense in which ‘we’ ate all humans. The truths which philosophers
seek must aim to be not metrely generally, but objectively, even universally, true.
Essentially, they must be gender-indifferent. ... And so, with some misgivings, I
decided to represent the most famous and one of the earliest feminists, Mary
Wollstonecraft, and no one else who published under that banner....

My other reason for omitting most writing that would be called specifically
feminist is that I wanted to show the variety of philosophical topics on which

women have written, and written well.16

Feminism for Warnock fails to be general enough for inclusion in a volume of philosophical
texts. Her plea to include only wnting which 1s universal seems to me one which many
philosophers would support. Yet, Warnock seems unaware of the fact that this criterion used
strictly would abandon many prominent works from the philosophical canon. Many texts
consider only a privileged group, often of male Europeans, and thus are neither ‘concerned with
‘as’ 1n the sense 1n which ‘we’ are all humans’.

Warnock’s book, while being an interesting collection of texts, uncomfortably steers
between two thoughts.!” On the one hand, she has selected texts by women philosophets only,
and it cannot have escaped her that the fact that there is no need for such a selection of texts by

men is significant. The cover text wonders whether ‘the woman philosopher [has] a distinctive

voice’. On the other hand, however, the possibility that women may have a distinct voice is
repudiated from the very beginning. The text on the cover states that the ‘great subjects of

philosophy ... are arguably gender indifferent since the search for truth is objective.” Warnock

16 M. Warnock, Women Philosophers (London: Everyman, 1996), p. xxxiti-xxxiv. Warnock does include Anne Conway,
Catherine Cockburn, Mary Wollstonecraft, Harret Martineau, The Hon. Victoria Lady Welby, Mary Whiton Calkins,
L. Susan Stebbing (the first woman professor of philosophy in Britain and in this volume the only British academic
preceding Murdoch), Susanne K. Langer, Hannah Arendt, Simone De Beauvoir, Iris Murdoch, Mary Midgley,
G.E.M. Anscombe, Philippa Foot, Judith Jarvis Thomson, Onora O’Neill and Susan Haack.

17 As reviews can hardly fail to notice. S. Gonzalez Arnal [review of M. Warnock, Women Philosophers], in British
Journal for the History of Philosophy, 6-2 (1998), p. 306-8) is milder than B. Clack [review of M. Warnock, Women
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then recognises that female and male philosophers are not equal 1n all respects, but her idea of
philosophy prevents her from researching whether any possible difference may be significant.!®

Warnock’s selection bears out that women philosophers are still exceptional. For her, this
exception 1s only one of numbers. There have not been many women philosopherts, yet presently
this limited number will be only something of the past as women are now allowed to pursue
academic careers. Warnock cannot allow any change to philosophy because of this growing
number of women (and of individuals from other groups formetly excluded from pursuing
academic careers), for then she would have to admit that philosophy has not been the quest of
general truth she considers it to be. Admitting the change would diminish the image of
philosophy. Feminist perspectives are too particular to qualify as philosophical reasoning proper.

I do not assume that Warnock here fully represents Foot’s, Anscombe’s or Murdoch’s
conception of women and philosophy. Her remarks on women philosophers writing on religion,
for example, testify to the contrast, as they clearly dissent from Murdoch’s mnterest 1n religion.
Nor do I maintain that it is always necessary to remark on the gender of a philosopher. I use
Warnock here for different reasons. Her work reveals a tension between recognising the different
positions of women and men in philosophy, and at the same a desire to maintain philosophy’s
claim of universality. This tension I find also present in Murdoch’s writing as well as in
commentaries on her writing. Moreover, the tension is not just a difficulty within a philosophical
discourse, but instead it concerns a central argument as well as anxiety in the history of
philosophy. In otder to conceive how profound this difficulty and this anxiety are I turn to an
article by Alcoff, from a recent discussion of this problem.

Alcoff in her article ‘Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’ not only shows how
these presuppositions are still prevalent, but she also considers the arguments as well as anxieties
sustaining them. She engages in a discussion with recent articles by Nussbaum and Lovibond. 1
In a critique of feminist philosophy Nussbaum wonders whether it is correct to criticise the
philosophical canon for being patriarchal, whether it is possible to critique philosophical

Philosophers), sn Women's Studies International Forum, 5-6 (1997), p. 452-3). Where the former speaks of ‘wonder’, the
latter moves from Tlimitations’ to ‘inadequacy’ and ‘poverty’.

18 Warnock has included De Beauvoir, even though she had doubts about doing so, not because she does not
consider De Beauvoir a philosopher, but rather because she thinks it impossible to distinguish her thoughts from
those of Sartre. Interestingly, she finds at the end of the introduction that despite the omission of feminist texts, still
a disproportionally large number of texts is concerned with one topic, i.c. moral or political philosophy. Warmock
remarks: “This, I suppose, lends some colour to the view prevalent in the 1950s and 1960s ... that moral philosophy
was 2 woman’s subject, a kind of soft option. It is certainly true that there are many women who are good at moral
philosophy. But this is not to say that women have not worked successfully in other fields as well.” She concludes:
‘In the end, I have not found any clear “voice’ shared by women philosophers. ... [IT]hey turn out, unsurprsingly, to
be as various as their male colleagues. I believe this is a matter not for disappointment but for pride.” (Warnock,
Women Philosophers, p. xlvii)

19 See M.C. Nussbaum, ‘Feminists and Philosophy’, in INew York Review of Books 20 October 1994, p. 59-63, and S.
Lovibond, ‘Feminism and the ‘Crisis of Rationality” in New Left Review 207 (Sept/Oct 1994), p. 72-86).
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reasoning while at the same time using this reason as means of critique, and lastly 1f such a
critique does not undermine the process of emancipation. She fears that by abandoning reason
women lose the means to claim their equality.*

The accusation that the philosophical canon 1s patriarchal has been around for some time
and thanks to years of research there now exist impressive collections of examples of misogynist
quotations as well as of their opposite.?! Alcoff provides ample of both, opposing Nussbaum’s
collection and her own. Nussbaum ‘cites Mill’s argument for women’s liberation, Plato’s against
the use of convention to maintain women’s exclusion from spotts, and Aristotle’s emphasis on
the role of emotion in practical reasoning.” Alcoff, in contrast, wonders if philosophy 1s at all
concerned with truth when ‘Aristotle explains that women are deformed males, when Rousseau
advises to consult women’s opinions only in bodily matters and never in matters of morality or
understanding, when Kant jokes that a woman who reasons might as well have a beard, and when
Hegel likens the differences between males and females to those between animals and plants’.?
How 1s one to relate to these remarks, are they a mere triviality or do they imply a more
important problem?

Alcoff describes how a common reaction when she was in school was to consider
remarks as those from her list as ‘relative trivialities, asides rather than central theses ... This
explanation then justified the fact that these passages lay unattended to, passed over in class
except perhaps to joke about in was which were usually discomforting (as if painful sexism was
simply funny), but never examined for their relationship to the central ideas of the text.’> That
this may be still the case in certain departments is partly explained by the dissatisfaction with the
alternative conceived. This alternative discards the possibility that reason can be universal and
independent.

Of the two authors Alcoff responds to, Nussbaum in particular seems to suggest that the
alternative to this position is a radical banishment of philosophical reasoning, which she
considers the acceptance of irrationalism. This position, which worries Nussbaum and Lovibond
most, 1s that of radical feminism, a term introduced by Braidotti and adopted by Lovibond.
Radical feminists, among whom Braidotti and Grosz, and Alcoff suggests also Irigaray, consider

20 L.M. Alcoff, ‘Is the Femnist Critique of Reason Rational?’ in Philsophic Exchange 26 (1995-96), p. 59-79. The
quotations are taken from p. 59, 61-63.

2 See for an extensive selection of philosophical writings about women - from Laotse, Konfuzius and Demokntos

to Horkheimer, Marcuse and Gehlen - A. Stopczyk (ed.), Was Philosophen siber Frauen denken (Miinchen: Matthes &
Seitz Vetlag, 1980).

22 Alcoff, Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 65 and p. 61 respectively. Nussbaum argues these are
‘only temporary lapses of reasoning’.

23 Alcoff, ‘Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 65.



reason as essentially tainted by ‘complicity with the sexual power structure’. Reason 1s beyond
repair and radical feminism suggests a replacement of reason by a ‘feminist symbolic’.%4

In response, Alcoff challenges the limitations in Nussbaum’s understanding of reason.®
More importantly for the present discussion she offers a third possibility, next to the alternatives
outlined above. She first illustrates how the feminist project of rethinking reason and enlarging
the understanding of reason may be situated within a long philosophical tradition of criticising
reason, and not in opposition to 1t.2¢ Referring to MacIntyre she argues that a historicist
understanding of reason does not imply relativism: ‘to locate an epistemology or a concept of
reason 1n a social history ... is not to say that it cannot understand or communicate with other
traditions, that 1s it shares no common ground with them upon which it can criticize their
positions ot learn from them how its own positions are limited. Nor does it follow that nothing
we say represents the real.’?’ Rethinking reason 1s not re‘stricted to feminist philosophers. It 1s a
general philosophical activity.

In a most interesting footnote Alcoff wonders also whether the distinction between
‘dutiful versus rebellious daughters’ holds. This distinction is introduced by Braidotti, who
positions herself with the latter, while Nussbaum may be assumed to join the former. Alcoff
wonders, whether ‘this trope of dutiful versus the rebellious progeny, representing as it does what
is really a male oedipal scenario, can be correctly applied to any woman.” Refetring to a Nye’s
Philosophia, on Rosa Luxembourg, Simone Weil and Hannah Arendt, who did not find either
attitude in the thinkers, Alcoff concludes, that ‘[p]erhaps our female status as the disinherited may
free us from the dialectic of the sons oscillating between loyalty and rebellion, and will make 1t
possible to create a new relationship to the fathers, less caught in binaries, more capable of
independence.’8

Lastly, while wondering why feminist philosophy has been singled out in receiving the
criticism of being irrational Alcoff points out how the discussion is also troubled by a deep
philosophical anxiety. This anxiety does not immediately disappear when noticed. From the
examples given in the beginning of the article Alcoff shows herself not exempt from these. This
1s an anxiety held deeply, the ‘the Philosophy/Rhetoric split we all intoned in graduate school as
the primary legitimation for philosophy, that is philosophy’s distinctiveness from and supetiority
over writing which aims primarily to persuade, which appeals to emotion, which supplants
4+ Alcoff, ‘Is the Feminmist Critique of Reason Rational?’| p. 66. The quotations are from Lovibond, ‘Feminism and
the ‘Crisis of Rationality”, p. 76.

25 Alcoff, ‘Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?”, p. 62F.
26 Alcoff, ‘Is the Feminist Crtique of Reason Rational?’, p. 63ff.

2T Alcoff, Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 69.
28 Alcoff, ‘Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 77n.18.
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aesthetic for logical critetia, or which conceals from view its ideological content or overriding
strategic aim.’?? In contrast to philosophy, thetoric has been of old considered at its best as
supetfluous and at its worst as misleading.

So, in conclusion Alcoff pleads for ‘philosophy ... to beccome more rhetorically self-
conscious’.® Referring to Gadamer she introduces a ‘dialogical model of truth. Here, the
positivist model of knowing in which an active knowing agent confronts a passive object 1s
reconceptualized as a conversation between participants all of whom have their own horizon ot
interpretive perspective.”! She concludes: ‘If truth is understood as the product of an argument
(involving two or more participants), then all the contributing elements of that argument need to
be analysed within an epistemological characterisation of its results.’>? The imagery, metaphors
and myths of a philosophical text ate part of this conversation.

This emphasis on the dialogical character is one which fits Murdoch’s work well.
Murdoch wrote dialogues, texts propetly deserving this title, as well as many conversations
between fictional characters in her novels. It has also been argued that her philosophical writing
in general and Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals in particular is best characterised by a dialogical ot
mime-like character.33

Murdoch then occupies a complex position in between the two extremes discussed. When
asked in interviews she argues, that because she is concerned with ‘things on the whole” her main
characters are males. When thus considering her novels Murdoch equates the male with the
universal position.3* She recognises the particularity of the position of women, but also retains
the possibility of a universal position. Could one infet from these reflection on her novels, that in
her philosophy she also regards philosophical reasoning as universal?

Mutrdoch does not commend on feminism in relation to philosophy, or on the presence
of misogynist excerpts.’®> However, she exposes the assumed neutrality of arguments and does
not hesitate to consider temperament a valid part of philosophy. Then again, like many

philosophers, she is also imbued with anxiety about the split between philosophy and rhetoric.

This 1s found in her writing, but most of all in interviews. Murdoch, other than Alcoff or Le

2 Alcoff, ‘Is the Femunist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 69

30 Alcoft, ‘Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 70.

31 Alcoff, ‘Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 71.

32 Alcoff, ‘Is the Feminist Critique of Reason Rational?’, p. 71.

33 See especially D. Tracy, ‘Iris Murdoch and the Many Faces of Platonism’ in M. Atonaccio and W. Schweiker
(eds.), Iris Murdoch and the Search for Human Goodness (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996) p.
54-75.

34 Then again, the readings of for example Griffin and Johnson testify that her novels do not simply approve of this
situation.

35 I know of no occasion in which Murdoch comments on feminism and philosophy. Conradi notes that Murdoch
read De Beauvoir’s The Second Sex and considered it a book ‘whose ‘fierce war-like manner’ [she] believed fifty years
ahead of its time.” (Conradi, Iris Murdoch, p. 309) She does not discuss this book in het own writing,
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Docuff, never explicitly pursues the question of the split between rhetoric and philosophy. When
questioned in interviews about aspects relating to this split, het arguments are confusing rather
than elucidating in relation to her own writing.

To recognise the importance of rhetoric, in particular of imagery and imagination in
Murdoch’s philosophical work, I tutn to the work of Le Doeuff and her notion of the
philosophical imaginary. Le Doeuff addresses more extensively than Murdoch the presence of
imagery in philosophical texts. In particulat, she discusses the way in which philosophers’ interest
or disinterest 1n imagery decides their understanding of philosophy. In the first chapter the aim of
the present thesis was described as presenting Murdoch’s philosophy as a form of imaginative
philoseply, thus expressing the importance of imagery and of imagination in Murdoch’s thought.
Reading Murdoch through Le Doeuff’s notion of the philosophical imaginary highlights features of
her work which a reading using her own vocabulary may leave more obscure. In particular, it

reveals Murdoch’s generous use of imagery throughout her philosophical works.

3. Philosophy, Metaphors and Imagery
That recognising the presence of imagery in philosophical texts may change one’s expectation
and understanding of philosophy becomes apparent at the introduction of the topic. A study on
imagery and imagination in philosophical texts may be expected to define these concepts at its
start. However, Murdoch not Le Doeuff commence their wotk by decisively answering the
question what images are, or what imagination is. Neither do they state fully what is and what is
not philosophy. One way in which they uphold their positions as philosophers is by finding
themselves competent companions: Le Doeuff claims that the Shakespearean fools she wanted to
be when she was a child, ‘wete the distant heirs of Socrates’ and Plato is for Murdoch ‘the
philosopher under whose banner [she is] fighting’.3¢

Even if they are excused for not defining philosophy - as they are certainly not the only
philosophers to shy away from this question - a definition of images and imagery may still be
expected. This expectation has to be adjusted, with respect to the work of Murdoch and Le
Docuff. In the opening of ‘The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, Murdoch most
explicitly maintains that the use of images, pictures, and metaphors is neither marginal nor

accidental and that philosophy cannot and should not avoid using these:

Metaphorts are not merely peripheral decorations ot even useful modcls, they are

fundamental forms of our awareness of our condition: metaphors of space,

3¢ Le Docuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 9, and Murdoch, ‘The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, p. 364.
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metaphors of movement, metaphors of vision. Philosophy 1n general, and moral
philosophy in particular, has 1n the past often concerned itself with what 1t took to
be our most important images, clarifying existing ones and developing new ones.
Philosophical argument which consists of such image-play, I mean the great
metaphysical systems, is usually inconclusive, and is regarded by many
contemporary thinkers as valueless. The status and merit of this type of argument
raises, of course, many problems. However, it seems to me impossible to discuss
certain kinds of concepts without resort to metaphor, since the concepts
themselves are deeply metaphorical and cannot be analysed into non-metaphorical

components without loss of substance.’’

Murdoch argues here that her interest 1n consciousness or ‘our awareness of our condition’
requires the use of imagery and of metaphors. Even though contemporary philosophers may not
consider them of any value, she considers herself in alliance with philosophy of the past versus
contemporary thinkers.

Murdoch does not distinguish ‘metaphor’ and ‘image’ sharply. The notions are explored
throughout the essay. In the quotation above Murdoch argues that metaphors make one aware of
one’s condition, and that it is impossible to discuss certain concepts without using metaphors.
She also indicates three possible forms: ‘metaphors of space, metaphors of movement,
metaphors of vision’. Later on in the same essay she reflects on the metaphor of the Good,
which she deems the most important of all.’8 Here she also considers the imagery by which the
Good 1s explained: the image of the sun and the allegory of the cave.?? She also mentions Love as
a metaphor. %

It 1s possible to extend this list of what may be understood as image or metaphor.
Antonaccio remarks how Murdoch uses pictures and imagery in her thought. As a prominent
example she mentions the mother M and her daughter-in-law D from “The Idea of Perfection’.4!
Yet, this addition revives the question of definition. Is it right to speak of picture or imagery with
respect to M and D, or would story be a better term? If so, what distinguishes the two notions?

Then again, 1t could even be suggested that any study of metaphots docs not need to limit itself

37 Murdoch, “The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, p. 363.

38 Murdoch, “The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, p. 377f.

3 Murdoch, “The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, p. 376 and 382.
H Murdoch, ‘The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, p. 384.

1 Antonaccio, Picturing the Human, p. 22.
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to the Good or Love, but would also include for example the battle-ike metaphors which
Murdoch has a preference for in The Sovereignty of Good.4>

At the beginning of The Philosophical Imaginary Le Doeuff also refrains from any definition.
Arguing that ‘philosophical discourse is inscribed, and declares its status as philosophy through a
break with myth, fable, the poetic, the domain of the image’, she notes that nevertheless one
finds 1n philosophical texts ‘statues that breathe the scent of roses, comedies, tragedics, architects,
foundations, dwellings, doors and windows, sand, navigators, various musical instruments,
islands, clocks, horses, donkeys and even a lion, representatives of every craft and trade, scenes of
sea and storm, forests and trees’#3,

The absence of any general description is deliberate here. Even though Le Doeuff does
not explain the absence immediately, one finds her explanation in the pursuit of the text. For one,
such a description may make one disregard that ‘there is not one reason, or one imaginary.’** More
importantly, for Le Doeuff, imagery is connected to the question of philosophical reasoning.
What counts as imagery in a particular philosophical text 1s also decided by the reasoning of that
text.*> Therefore, what is and what is not an image cannot be decided 1n general terms, or prior to
the reading of any particular text. Moreover, using imagery, or disapproving of such use in
philosophical texts, is not just engaging in an argument on stylistic means within such texts.
Rather, such use or disapproval arises from values undetlying the thought. These values often
concern the nature or status of philosophical reasoning and of philosophy.

With the term ‘imaginary’ another member of what Strawson characterised as ‘a diverse
and scattered family’ of terms is introduced. Chapter one argued that the terms imagination,

image and imagery are part of an extensive family of related terms. These terms were said to be

notoriously difficult to define or describe and the relationship of one to another best understood
from careful examination. A preliminary understanding of imagination and image I retrieved
from what Murdoch considers an immediate understanding of these terms obtained from
considering art.

The term ‘imaginary’, however, cannot be treated in quite the same way as imagination

and image were in the first chapter. ‘Imaginary’, the word introduced by discussing Le Doeuff, is

42 In “On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, for example, Murdoch treats the history of philosophy as a chronicler. She uses many
words relating to adventure and battle. “To do philosophy is to exp/ore one’ own temperament, and yet at the same
time to discover the truth.” Present-day philosophers, however, are experiencing hard times, because ‘areas penipheral
to philosophy expand ... or collapse’, and the proper heir, existentialism, is degenerated, yet still capable of ‘getting
into the minds of those ... who have not sought it and may be unconscious of its presence.’ Battle is everywhere:
“Wittgenstein had attacked the idea of the Cartesian ego or substantial self and Ryle and others had developed the
attack.” And: ‘Determinism as a philosophical theory is not the enemy ... In the moral life the enemy is the fat
relentless ego.’ (Murdoch, ‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 337ff., emphasis added)

43 M. Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, translated by C. Gordon (London: The Athlone Press, 1989) p. 1.
4 Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 5.
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an important word in feminist thinking. Indeed, Le Docuff has been critictsed by certain feminist
thinkers for using the term the way she does. It has been argued that Le Docuff’s use of the term
‘imaginary’ is vague, and does not provide ‘a reading position 1n relation to the wholc’, or a ‘stable
reference point’.46

In reply to this criticism it should first be reiterated that Le Docuff argues that there 1s
not one imaginary. Le Doeuff accentuates that even though this statement may be accepted in
general terms, ‘yet as soon as it comes to putting it into effect, almost everyone abandons the
principle in favour of a preponderant reference to ‘the imaginaty’ — and Jung remains the great
provider of tools for interpretation.’# The call for a “stable reference point’ suggests such an
understanding of ‘imaginary’ as #be imaginary. Le Doeuff, in contrast, arguing against the ‘radical
heterogeneity of reverie and objective knowledge’ concludes that ‘imagery copes with problems
posed by the theoretical enterprise itself’. She consequently assumes that if image and theory are
so closely connected a work may feature its own particular images, rather than a ‘collective
imaginary’.48

In this context it is llluminating to repeat the argument put forward by Anderson, in her
A Feninist Philosophy of Religion where she maintains ‘a critical distinction between Le Doeuff’s
philosophical imaginary and Irigaray’s male imaginary’. Quoting Grosz it is argued that Le Docuff
‘distinguishes her [philosophical] notion shatply from Lacan’s. It is not a psychological term
describing the narcissistic and identificatory structure of two-person relations; rather, it is a
thetorical term which refers to the use of figures of imagery in philosophical texts.’#? Le Doeuff’s
notion of the philosophical imaginary is, thus, a thetorical term. Consequently, and to be
discussed at length in the fifth part of this chapter, Le Docuff proposes with her notion of the
philosophical imaginary a form of research into philosophy’s thetoric and the specific use
particular texts make of imagery. Thus the imagery under scrutiny is not necessarily found in any
collection of images known. The variety of the imagery to be possibly considered becomes

apparent from the use I make of the notion to understand the working of Murdoch’s

4> See the fifth part of this chapter.

46 M. Morns, ‘Operative Reasoning: Michéle Le Doeuff, Philosophy and Feminism® (Ideo/ogy and Consciousness 9 (1981-
82) p. 71-101) p. 72, as quoted in S, Maras, “Translating Michéle Le Doeuff’s Analytics’ (M. Deutscher (ed.), Michéle
Le Doeuff: Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice (New York: Humanity Books, 2000) p. 83-104), p. 87. Maras
criticises certain interpretations (Grosz and Morris) which have arisen from certain translations of the term Jimagier,
complaining that Le Docuff’s use of the term imaginary 1s vague.

Y1 Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 5.

8 Le Doeuft, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 5-6.

¥ L. Grosz, Sexual Subversion: Three French Feminists (London and Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1989), p. xviii-xix, as
quoted in P.S. Anderson, A Feminist Philosophy of Religion: The Rationality and Myths of Religious Belief (Oxford: Blackwell,
1998), p. 210.
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understanding of literary character in her work, but also for example 1n the reading of analytical
imagery by La Caze.>

The notion of the philosophical imaginary thus introduces a strong connection between
imagery and argument. Such a connection between imagery and argument is only suggested by
Murdoch when she writes that ‘[p]hilosophical argument which consists of such image-play ... is
usually inconclusive, and is regarded by many contemporary thinkers as valueless.” Is one justified
to discern a causal relationship here? Is it that because this image-play, which needs metaphots, is
inconclusive, that 1t is regarded as valueless? Le Doeuff would be more assertive here. Yet both
thinkers agree on the importance of imagery and are constantly questioning what philosophy is
and should be about.>! In an examination of imagery the latter question cannot be ignored.

What 1s regarded as imagery by either Murdoch or Le Doeuff may be learnt from the lists
they provide and from their reading of actual texts. Le Doeuff considers it impossible to decide
what imagery is before reading a particular text, as this would counter the exercise of considering
the imagery in philosophical texts as she conceives it. What 1s imagery is also decided by that text.
If one acknowledges the presence of such elements in a philosophical text, it may be impossible

for philosophy to remain conclusive.

4. Michéle Le Doeufl: A Philosopher-Fool

From the beginning Le Doeuff shows herself to be an unusual guide into the wotld of the
philosophical imaginary. This impression remains on further acquaintance. One could introduce
her by describing her present position as Director of Research at the Centre Nationale de
Recherche Scientifique in Paris or her major works.>? While these works may confirm Le
Doeutf’s standing as philosopher, 1t has also been noted that it is not easy to characterise her

philosophy. Gordon, in his note preceding his translation of The Philosophical Imaginary, asks and

** See M. La Caze, (M. Deutscher (ed.), Michéle Le Doeuff: Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice (New York:
Humanity Books, 2000) p. 61-80).

°! See for example the opening paragraphs of the other two essays which together with “The Sovercignty of Good
Over Other Concepts’ make up Murdoch’s best known philosophical work The Sovereignty of Good. In “The 1dea of
Perfection’ she mentions those ‘musts’ in which ‘lie the deepest springs and motives of philosophy’. Murdoch lists
two: ‘Contemporary philosophers frequently connect consciousness with virtue, and although they constantly talk of
freedom they rarely talk of love. But there must be some relation between these latter concepts, and it must be
possible to do justice to both Socrates and the virtuous peasant.” (‘The Idea of Perfection’, p. 299, 300) ‘On ‘God’
and ‘Good” starts thus: “To do philosophy is to explore one’s own temperament, and yet at the same time to
discover the truth.” (‘On ‘God’ and ‘Good”, p. 337)

°2 L'imaginaire philosophigue (1980) was translated into English in 1989 as The Philosophical Imaginary. Her second book,
L’ etude et le ronet: des femmes, de la philosophie etcetera (1989) was translated in 1991 as Hipparchia’s Choice: An Essay
Concerning Women, Philosophy, etc.. Her latest work is called Le sexe du samir, published in 1998 and translated into
English in the autumn of 2003 as The Sex of Knowing (London: Routledge, 2003). Added to these three works a
number of essays have been translated into English. Less well known in the English speaking world is that her work

1s much more divers than these three titles suggest. She has also published on philosophy of science and has
translated Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis into French as well as different works by Bacon.
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answers the ‘unavoidable’ question ‘[w]here... 1s Michele Le Doeuff to be located on the maps of
contemporary French philosophy and feminism? The shortest answert, and one which the author
might herself favour, would be: elsewhere, or nowhere. Her wniting is singularly bare of the
period’s usual fashionable impedimenta; it shows no systemic affiliation, no signs of a formative
debt or repudiation.”? Le Doeuff’s philosophy is then in no obvious way described by an -ism or
-can. It would, however, be incorrect to consider it in any way insular, for being cleatly rooted 1n
the French feminist movement she is concerned with topics which are also discussed by other
French feminist thinkers and she is a critical reader of different authors in the philosophical
tradition.>*

In his introduction to Michéle Le Doeyuff: Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice Deutscher
likewise rematks on the difficulty of characterising her work: ‘People seem always to have found
it hard to place the writings of Michele Le Doeuff.’>> His introduction is preceded, however, by a
quotation from Hipparchia’s Choice to which he never refers, but which reveals a possible reason
for these ditficulties. At the beginning of Hipparchia’s Choice Le Doeuff describes how het
inspiration to become a philosopher was preceded by a childhood desire to be a Shakespearean
fool. After initial disappointment that life was not written by Shakespeare, that there were no
fools around and that Shakespeare’s fools were all men, she found the possibility to live by this

aspiration in philosophy:

Looking back it seems to me that what had seduced me in the Shakespearian
characters was already philosophy. With their sarcastic and corrosive utterances,
their unseasonable taste for truth without pomposity, their corruption of words
and their art of impertinence which forces authority, sometimes royal authority, to
enter into their irony, my fools were the distant heirs of Soctates, of Diogenes the
Cynic, of Epictetus and many others. One day Aristippus of Cyrene was asked
what benefits he had gained from philosophy. And he, whom they called ‘the
royal dog’, replied: ‘that of being able to speak freely to everyone.” Shakespearian

>3 C. Gordon, ‘Translator’s Note’, p. vi.
** Le Doeuff prefers to speak of the Movement, with capital M. See Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 320n.21 for her

reasons for doing so. See M. Walker, ‘Silence and Reason: Woman’s Voice in Philosophy’ in Awstralasian Journal of
Philosophy 71- 4 (1993), p. 400-424, for a comparison between Irgaray, Lloyd and Le Doecuff on the exclusion of
women from philosophy. E. Grosz’s, Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1989) is an
introduction to Irigaray, Kristeva and Le Doeuff; Maras ‘Translating Michéle Le Doeuff’s Analytics’ distinguishes Le
Doeuff from other forms of textual analysis, in particular Derrida and Foucault.

>> M. Deutscher, ‘Introduction’ in Michéle Le Doeuff: Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice New York: Humanity
Books, 2000) p- 9.
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characters are certainly closer to the Greek philosophers than Auguste Comte ever

was.20

Thus in the first pages of Hipparchia’s Choice Le Doeuff proclaims to be a philosopher and a fool.
As if to demonstrate this particular disposition she adds the rather shrewd remark on Comte and
Socrates which concludes the paragraph. Such remarks, she seems to suggest, one should expect
from an author of ‘sarcastic and corrosive utterances’, from “a corrupter of words’, from
someone with ‘an unseasonable taste for truth without pomposity’ and ‘an art of impertinence
which forces authority, sometimes royal authority, to enter into [her] wrony’.

Even though Le Doeuff emphasises that philosopher-fools are not exceptional 1n the
history of philosophy, her defensive remark on Comte tllustrates that this image 1s not undisputed
either. To speak of the wisdom of fools, or destred by fools, 1s a deliberate twist on the prevalent
image, where fools are regarded as the opposite of wise, and philosophers (as their name gives
away) desire wisdom. Indeed, fools have been introduced into philosophical work to show its
potency when it proves ttself able to convince even them. Such fools should not be thought of as
stupid or simple-minded. Convincing the simple does not signify a victory of reasoning. Rather
they are intelligent but reluctant to appreciate an argument or its conclusion.”’ To convince such
fools may indicate reason’s strength, as even those who are not sympathetic to what is argued
have to yield to the conclusion. A famous example of such a fool can be found in Anselm’s
Proslogion, where an infidel against his own (dis)belief is convinced of God’s existence.”8

The fool 1s clearly an ambiguous 1mage. Hence, 1t should not be surprising that the
writing of one who calls herself a fool 1s not easily characterised. Closer analysis of the 1image of
the fool may thus be needed. Such an analysis 1s also expedient because this 1mage appcars in the
work of an author who claims that her ﬁst interest is always in imagery.”? These reasons are

supplemented by yet another, for the image appears at a pivotal stage in Hipparchia's Chozce. It 1s

°6 Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 9-10. For Aristippus Le Doeuff refers to Diogenes Laertius, Lives and Opinions of
Eminent Philosophers, R.D. Hicks trans. (London: Heinemann and Cambridge, Mass, Harvard University Press, 1925),
vol. II, p. 98-102. Deutscher does not use this exact quotation, but offers an abbreviated quote from the longer
section, leaving out some of the more scathing remarks.

°1 See V.K. Janik, ‘Introduction’, in Fools and Jesters in Literature, Art, and History: A Bio-Bibliographical Sourcebook
(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1998) p. 1-22, on different kinds of fools.

°8 Anselm’s Ontological Proof is discussed at length in chapter five. There I also argue that the fool does not
necessanly signify the opposite of Anselm.

> In the interview with Mortley, she remarks that the imaginary is indeed a unifying them, adding: ‘Some people find
it strange that I sometimes work on imaginary islands, utopias, or the idea of the island of reason, for example, and
sometimes on the representation of women in philosophical texts. I can’t see why they wonder, since it is one and
the same approach in a sense... My work is about the stock of images you can find in philosophical works, whatever
they refer to: insect, clocks, women or islands. I try to show what part they play in the philosophical enterprse. But,
-::Jbviously, when I work on the figure of ‘woman’, something more important 1s at stake than when I work on
imaginary islands.” See R. Mortley, ‘Michéle Le Doeuff in French Philosophers in Conversation: Levinas, Schneider, Serres,
Irigaray, Le Doeyff, Derrida (London and New York: Routledge, 1991) p. 80-91. The quotation is taken from p. 85-86.
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introduced at a point where self-validation seems unavoidable. Is it worth writing on women and
philosophy as Le Doeuff proposes to do? Yet self-validation 1s what Le Doeuff criticises
philosophy most for. Her recurrent argument is that philosophy can only be self-validating at the
expense of exclusion. It needs to exclude what is other: images, primitives, women.® Le Doeuff
then tries to avoid self-validation and its unfortunate consequences, but 1s unable to do so
without stating what she herself values in philosophy. At this point, where a premature collapse in
contradiction is looming, Le Doeuff introduces the fool. The fool 1s 1n a way Le Doeuff’s
founding myth.

Regarding these reasons for examining the 1mage of the fool, 1t 1s remarkable that in most
commentaries it i1s not even mentioned. Deutscher cites part of Le Doeuff’s text introducing this
image, but he does not entertain the tmage in his introduction. Sanders includes the fool 1n an
article on the use of the concepts ‘philosophy’ and ‘rationality’ in feminist writing. She argues that
for Le Doeuff the fool is the connection between the past and the future of philosophy: “The
petspective of the fool was always an important part of philosophy..., and 1t will represent the
best of the philosophy of the future.’®! Here the image of the fool depicts the acceptance of the
limitations of philosophy in its the dependence on other forms of writing, as well as a critical
stance towards any theory. Sanders does not pursue this image in the main argument of her

article.62

In the remainder of this chapter I consider the fool with regard to Le Doeuff’s own
‘methodological propositions’ from the introduction to The Philosophical Imaginary. These
propositions I shall also use when considering Murdoch’s texts. I first introduce those

propositions and further examine this founding myth of the fool.

3. Methodological Propositions from The Philosophical Imaginary

Le Doeuff does not introduce her methodological propositions without the proviso that these
‘do not encapsulate a method systematically deployed in these essays but rather are their result, a
concluding appraisal designed to help outline a programme for further work.’6? Indced, neither in
these essays nor in later work should one expect Le Doeuff to exactly follow these propositions.
This should not be regarded as an omission but rather, as will become apparent, as an intrinsic

element of her thought.64

% See for example Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 6-7, and Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 26.

“:3131 Sanders, ‘Michéle Le Doeuff: Reconsidering Rationality’, in Awstralasian Journal of Philosophy 71-4 (1993), p. 425-
, P- 426.

62 Sanders, ‘Michéle Le Doeuff, p. 425-426.

*> Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 7.

?4 See also La Caze, ‘Analytic Imaginary’, p. 71. Although La Caze uses the word ‘method’ when applying it to

Images in analytical philosophy she notes that ‘it would not work if one were simply to imitate her method.’



The methodological propositions are written after the different essays which make up The
Philosophical Imaginary. This notion of philosophical imaginary designates a particular approach Le
Doeuff encountered while working on these essays. She started her work on the different essays
not with this notion or methodological propositions, but with different hypotheses about ‘the
functioning of imagery in texts when its presence is supposedly abnormal’. The one she still

deems ‘essential and serviceable’ she expresses 1n a minimalist and maximalist form:

The narrow version states that the interpretation of imagery in philosophical texts
goes together with a search for points of tension 1n a work. In other words, such
imagery 1s inseparable from the difficulties, the sensitive points of an intellectual
venture.

The broader version states that the meaning conveyed by 1mages works
both for and against the system that deploys them. For, because they sustain
something which the system cannot itself justify, but which 1s nevertheless needed
for its proper working. Agaznst, for the same reason — ot almost: their meaning 1s

incompatible with the system’s responsibilities.®

According to both vetsions images cannot be dismissed without change in content. The narrow
version speaks of difficulties and sensitive points, where 1t remains possible that these may be
solved. The broader version speaks of something which the system - by which presumably 1s
meant the argument or what the different arguments amount to - cannot itself justify. Here 1t
seems 1mpossible to matntain the system without 1ts 1mages.

Images are then a substantial part of philosophy, yet, Le Doeuff maintains, this has
seldom been acknowledged in the history of philosophy. Philosophy has affiliated itself with ‘the
rational, the concept, the argued, the logical, the abstract’, she writes in the first paragraph of her
preface. Even if philosophers have avoided such an affirmative statement they have been decisive
about what philosophy 1s not. ‘Philosophy is not a story, not a pictorial description, not a work of
literature. Philosophical discourse is inscribed and declares its status as philosophy through a
break with myth, fable, the poetic, the domain of the image.’® To maintain then that ‘tmagery is
inseparable from the sensitive points of an intellectual venture’, or that it ‘wotks both for and

against the system that deploys them’ goes beyond assumptions of even those philosophers for

® Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 3.
° Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 1.
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whom ‘thinking in images” has become acceptable.%’ Le Doeuff maintatns not just that images are
a suitable topic for philosophy, but that they form an essential part of philosophical discoutse.

For the analysis of such imagery Le Doecuff distinguishes four stages: denegation,
iconographic investigation, erudition, and structural analysis.®® The division into these stages
reads as a rthetorical device. Philosophy, it was argued eatlier, as a discipline has almost always
denied its own rhetoric. In contrast, Le Doeuff maintains not just that philosophy uses rhetoric,
but even that it has developed rhetoric of its own. This philosophical rhetoric 1s developed 1n a
tradition which has denied its existence. These four stages are designed to expose and examine
the philosophical rhetoric or imaginary which has arisen from this peculiar situation.

The first stage is that of denegation. It calls attention to demial which often introduces
images into a philosophical text. An image is introduced into the text, yet at the same time 1t 1s

denied any (genuine) significance. Le Doeuff concludes:

‘Thus between the writing subject and his text there is a complex and negating
relationship, which is a sign that something important and troubling 1s seeking
utterance - something which cannot be acknowledged, yet 1s keenly cherished. As
far as I am concerned, taking an interest in images and enquiring into this sort of

evasion are one and the same activity.’®

This first stage of denegation exposes the relationship between an author and precatious aspects

of his (or her) text.

In general, Le Doeuff finds that denegation describes the attitude of philosophers
towards the imagery in their texts. Images are not a real part of the text, but instead they are
directed to an (trrational) Other who does not grasp the philosophical argument. Yet, because

‘the 1mage is not part of the enterprise ... the good reader, who has passed through the

67 Le Doeuff explains the difference between her work and two perspectives of thinking in images: ‘our time has seen
major studies of myth and dream, locations where thought in images is in some sense at home. Bachelard,
conversely, has offered analysis of the imaginary component within scientific work, whose final aim 1s to extradite an
element judged alien and undesirable, and assign it a residence elewbhere. The perspective I am adopting here differs,
as will be seen, from both these approaches, since it involves reflecting on strands of the imaginary operating in
places where, in principle, they are supposed not to belong and yet where, 1n principle, nothing would have been
accomplished.” (Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 2)

% In a footnote Le Doeuff suggests: “This successive order should not be taken as a hard-and-fast rule. Let us say
that there are several complementary ways of approaching the image ... The interpretation of the image lies at the
intersection of these different areas of investigation.” (M. Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 172n. 10) Le
Doeuff illustrates these four by discussing a passage from Kant. In chapter IT of part 111 of the Critigue of Pure Reason
Kant sums up what has been achieved so far and immediately introduces the image of an island to which he

compares ‘the terntory of pure understanding’, which has been ‘explored’, ‘carefully surveyed’, and ‘measured’ in the
preceding text.

 Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 8-9.



philosophical discipline, will know he should pass it by.””? However, when the use of imagery 1s
acknowledged, as it is especially by Le Doeuff, but also by Murdoch, this stage may be less
significant. In such works one may expect the recognition of the limits and inconclusiveness of
thought as well as a philosopher’s dependence on other than pure rational thought.”!

The second stage is one of ionggraphic investigation. In this stage 1t 1s asked whether the
image 1s 2 hapax, an isolated feature in the text, or whether it occurs at other places as well. This
stage again is intended to reveal the peculiar nature of the philosophical rhetoric. With this form
of rhetoric it is important to look for recurrences of this image, for these may reveal the
significance of the image encountered and suggest whether or not one has to do with a structural
element in the thought of the thinker. This stage, as well as the third stage, originates in the
supposition that an image is more difficult to recognise as such, when it has become a recurrent
element of the debate. 72

The third stage is that of erwdition. Here one looks for earlier usages of the image by
philosophers as well as to a precise source. Le Doeuff explains this strategy in ‘Red Ink 1n the
Margin’, one of the essays in The Philosophical Imaginary. In the preface she only discloses its main
ptinciple: ‘it is a good thing not only to bear in mind all the earlier usages of an image by
philosophers but also to locate a precise source, an image which, at the level of the signifier, 1s
close to the one being studied.””? Borrowing an image from a particular source, Le Doeuff argues
in ‘Red Ink’, 1s to continue something in that source without argument. Le Doecuff urges to
consider both the image as it appears in the source and its transformation in the present text.’4
Imagery, it is implied, gains in importance when it has become part of a tradition, not just of a
thinker. It is then also more difficult to acknowledge its presence.

Le Doecuff more ﬁlan once argues how this is particularly true for the image of woman.
Both in her article ‘Ants and Women, or Philosophy without Borders’ and 1n the interview with

Mortley she relates an occasion on which she gave a paper on Bacon. In his explanation of

0 Le Doeuff, The Philosopbical Imaginary, p. 7.

"1 'The analytical tradition interestingly enough, may be suspicious of the use of metaphors, but does not conceal the
use of examples. Compare here La Caze: “The image or imaginary anecdote 1s displayed rather than hidden by the
analytical philosopher, but the blatant use of fantasy as a method of uncovering allegedly necessary conceptual truths
distracts attention from the assumptions made by the way the story 1s told’. (La Caze, ‘Analytic Imaginary’, p. 67)

72 With respect to the example she uses Le Doeuff wonders whether Kant has only one island or does he speak of
vanous ones, and how do they relate to one another? Le Doeuff indicates the direction such research may take: ‘It
would show, for instance, that the northern isle in the quoted passage, the island one must content oneself with, has
its symmetric antithesis in the island of the South Seas, the seat of the Golden Age, which must be utterly
renounced. So far this investigation generates no interpretation, but it enables us to specify the images of the island
of the Analytic and its distinctive trait, embedded in a system of opposition between islands in the South which must
be abandoned and islands in the North which must not be left.” (Le Docuff, The Philssophical Imaginary, p. 9) The
second 1sland is to be found in Conjectural Beginning of Human History (1786).

"> Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 9

™ M. Le Doeuff, ‘Red Ink in the Margin: The Invention of ‘Descartes’ Morality’ and the Metaphors of Cartesian
Discourse’, in The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 57-99. The passage referred to 1s to be found on p. 92ff.
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intellectual attitudes and knowledge Bacon uses the image of ants as well as of that of woman. In
response to her paper 2 man in the audience, Le Doeuff recounts, objected to Bacon’s use of
ants. This objection did not surprise Le Doeuff as much as the fact that nobody objected to his
use of “woman”. Le Doeuff concludes: ‘I have come to the conclusion that insects are more
protected against philosophical abuse than women.” >

The last phase 1s that of structural analysis. Le Doeuff calls this the essential stage in which
one looks for the ‘sensitive or problematic theoretical point an image bears on’, which is often
difficult to find.’¢ This stage brings together the previous stages in order to detect what the role 1s
of the imagery whose presence 1s denicd.

Le Doeuff distinguishes here between an image’s emblematic and its fantasy-function. In

its emblematic role the image produces a dogma.

Images are the means by which every philosophy can engage in straightforward
dogmatization, and decree ‘that’s the way 1t 1s’ without fear of counterargument,
since 1t 1s understood that a good reader will pass by such ‘dlustrations’- a

convention which enables the image to do its work all the more effectively.’’

On the subjective or fantasy level the image seduces its readers 1nto accepting it. It does so, Le
Doeuft maintains, by opposing a more general imagery, which it claims it can do without. This
general imagery is teplaced by particular imagery, appealing only to a specific group.’® One
fantasy 1s replaced by another fantasy, even though it 1s presented as if the first fantasy 1s
abolished. Analysing imagery is then also emancipatory, as in the analysis the excluding nature of

the philosophy becomes apparent and may be criticised:

The 1dea of a dialectical solidarity between the reverie and theoretical work must,
in my view, necessarily lead to a study of the particularism of a social minority and
its problematic encounter with other thought and other discourses - and also to an
appreciation to the tension between what one would like to belicve, what it 1s

necessary to think and what is possible to give logical form.”

> Mortley, ‘Michéle Le Doeuff, p. 86-7. Le Docuff, “Ants and Women, or Philosophy without Borders’ in A.

Phillips Gnffith (ed.), Contemporary French Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) p. 41-54. The
incident is related on p. 41.

'¢ Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 10.
"" Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 12.
'8 See Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 14££. for examples of such imagery.
" Le Doeuff, The Philosophical Imaginary, p. 19
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The four stages thus intend to reveal a rhetoric directed by being distegarded. Imagery is used
and yet 1t has seldom received recognition by philosophers, even though Le Doeuff maintains it
has had the important function of maintaining an understanding of what philosophy is or should
be like. This understanding often rests on the exclusion of forms of reasoning and of social
groups. Le Doeuff’s methodological propositions suggest that this problem 1s not limited to
individual texts ot even the work of particular authors. Rather, the stages of iconographic
investigation and erudition confirm the opposite. Imagery, while being dented any relevance,
often upholds established convictions. Le Doeuff has often argued how this 1s 1n particular true

for the image of woman and the exclusion of women from doing philosophy.

6. ‘I be question-which-has-already-obviously-been-settled ™

These methodological propositions sharply diverge from an understanding of philosophy as
distinguished from rhetoric, which at least in theory philosophers profess to hold. Of the
different reasons for this divetgence the most important for Le Doeuff 1s philosophy’s attempt at
self-justification. With this notion she refers to an understanding of philosophy in which 1t
justifies itself and is independent of any other discipline. Philosophy 1s understood to rely on
anything but itself, even or in particular for its foundations.

How prevalent thts image is, becomes clear from the pages preceding the introduction of
the fool. At the beginning of her work she faces the problem of self-justification. Le Doeuff finds
herself compelled to argue that her subject is worthwhile pursuing. From the beginning of her
work Le Doeuff foresees objections to her undertaking. Yet, she does not refute these objections,
but rather questions them. Refuting them would constrain her into a formal argument on value
which 1s exactly the form of argument she has criticised 1n 1he Philosophical Imaginary and wnll
criticise again in Hipparchia’s Choice. Her unwillingness to do so 1s important here for two reasons.
[t explains the introduction of the fool and it also shows the persistent as well as peculiar nature
of refuting objections before one has started.

In the first pages of Hipparchia’s Choice Le Doeuff introduces her topic, ‘women and
philosophy’. She notes that it is significant that this topic is generally rendered with the vague
term of ‘women question’. The subsequent notebooks show what she is concerned with in the
present wotk: the image of woman in philosophy, elaborated 1in an examination of the use which

De Beauvoir made of Sartre’s existentialism, as well as political implications of images of woman.

8¢ Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p.3: “‘whatever the ‘woman question’ may consist of (and the fact that we are
obliged to speak of it so vaguely is already significant), it always presents itself to the conscious mind as the
question-which-has-already-obviously-been-settled.’
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The first and most devastating objection 1s that her topic is not a topic at all, because
‘whatever the ‘women question’ may consist of (and the fact that we are obliged to speak of it so
vaguely 1s already significant), it always presents itself to the conscious mind as the question-
which-has-already-obviously-been-settled’. She notes how De Beauvoir expressed the same
sentiments in her introduction to The Second Sex, which may surprise those who see forty years
later than in 1949 problems were not solved at all.8! Le Doeuff wonders how to refute this
suggestion to her undertaking, and to demonstrate that the question has not been settled in many
areas, 1n particular that women are still banned from philosophy. The one approach she does not
want to take is providing shocking examples, just as others begin their books by having the chill
wind of the Gulag blow across the first page.’82 Besides moral and aesthetic reasons Le Docuff
also finds intellectual ones not to follow this suggestion: it stops the thinking of all involved.

Should she then argue that philosophy 1s a good 1n which women should (therefore)
desire to participate? This approach she cannot follow either. From the first paragraph Le Doecuff
expresses her ambiguous feelings about philosophy. ‘On occasion I have maintained that this
discourse which claims to understand everything better than any other 1s a mode of
phantasmagorical hegemony; all the same, in it I saw my road to freedom.’®> Yet, whether it is a
good or bad thing, this should not make any difference to women’s participation: ‘Philosophy is
like military life: either you think it is a good thing, and in that case you should be pleased to see
women in West Point and the other military academies, or you think it despicable and support
conscientious objectors.’84

Without an argument from the Gulag or the Good, how 1s one to explain the worth of
her work? Le Doecuff here provides the answer one finds throughout her work. She will not look
for such an affirmation first (or even at all), for ‘it is precisely when philosophers undertake to
give the value of their own efforts a theoretical basis that they start to drift off into myth.’83

Precisely these myths have marred the freedom of thinking:

"What value can there be in philosophical thinking about politics if it is

understooped from the outset that the conclusion will be that it is the vocation of

philosophets to govern? ... Everything can gradually become distorted by the

corporatist imperative, which is often implicit but always categorical: think what

*! Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 3-4. Le Doeuff argues: ‘In those days there was no freedom of contraception or
abortion, for, among other things, a certain French law, passed in 1920 and banning every publicity about
contraception, was in force. It still is, by the way.’

%2 Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 4.

*> Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 1

% Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 2

» Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 6.
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you like, but in the end your words must once more reaffirm the value of

philosophy. At least that of your own philosophy.’86

Le Doeuff is convinced that value comes first and precisely therefore it is impossible to state
clearly at the beginning what this value is. There is no (neutral) standpoint from which the value
can be described: “The abandonment of all attempts to establish the value of my own project, and
ultimately that of philosophy itself, has for me gone hand in hand with a beltef which can be
stated as follows: if the value of philosophy cannot totally be put into thought, this is because in
philosophical work essential values comes first, before even thought itself.”8” This revelation
places Le Doeuff in a difficult position. She does not want to establish the value, but she assumes
it nevertheless. Le Doeuff rejects ‘thinking about the value of philosophy, in advance and even in
retrospect’, yet she cannot help expressing her desire to philosophise either. “The selt-
justification’, she makes an imaginary critic say, ‘may not be a preliminary, but 1t comes along the

way just the same.’8

7. The Fool

At this point the fool enters the text:

It is impossible to see how such a desire [i.e. to philosophise] can be rationalized
or deduced from an essence of philosophy of such great value that one would be
conquered on first perceiving it and would decide to devote all one’s energy to it.
The origins of my taste are known to me only in the contingency of my
autobiogtaphy. When I was still a child I developed a passion for Shakespeare,
and especially for the characters of the fools. I wanted to be Feste, or the
nameless Fool of King Lear when I grew up. Then I realized that life 1s not as well
written as it would have been if Shakespeare had taken charge of 1t; it 1s very grey
and there is no place in it for a fool. Besides, Shakespeare’s fools are all men. This
is a strange thing, in an author who often portrays women characters disguised as

men. Viola passes for a page in this way, Portia for lawyer and Rosalind for an

% Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 6-7

°" Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 11. Compare p. 17 ff. where Le Doeuff argues against teaching philosophy from
an absolutely neutral, which is an empty, critical standpoint. ‘Ants and Women, or Philosophy without Borders’,
provides a similar argument. Here Le Doeuff writes how feminist thinking is guided by certain values. After a
disturbing example of a scientific work which defended a theory of an unknown chromosome ‘supposed to ‘explain’
the ‘fact’ of women’s inferiority on various activities’ Le Doeuff wntes: “The task of carrying out a critical
epistemology is among philosophy’s duties, and it has an ethical end.” (Le Docuff, ‘Ants and Women, or Philosophy
without Borders’, p. 48)
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older brother. They ate all very ‘wise’ and often praised as such; none of them1s a
‘clown’, that is to say, they are not ‘corrupters of words’, although Feste explains
that foolery is an omnipresent thing that ‘does walk about the orb like the sun, it
shines everywhere.” So Shakespeare played on sexual identity to the maximum, but
he could not go so far as to imagine a certain form of comic utterance spoken by a
female character. The two ‘Merry Wives of Windsor’ are certainly jokers, but they
are not given the subversive speech of the Fool.

I gave up my first vocation. Some years later I began to read philosophys; it
seemed to me every close to the language of fools and, marvels of marvels, 1t was
a way of speaking that existed on this earth: there are no longer any Fools 1n real
life, but it would seem that there ate still philosophers around. And women are
not kept out of the business; indeed it is even a compulsory subject for all
students in their last year at any French lycée, so I was about to be required to
catty out my apprenticeship. Blessed obligation which removed all risk of being
forbidden.

Looking back it seems to me that what had seduced me in the Shakespearian
characters was already philosophy. With their sarcastic and corrosive utterances,
their unseasonable taste for truth without pomposity, their corruption of words
and their art of impertinence which forces authorty, sometimes royal authonty, to
enter into their irony, my fools were the distant heirs of Socrates, of Diogenes the
Cynic, of Epictetus and many others. One day Anistippus of Cyrene was asked
what benefits he had gained from philosophy. And he, whom they called ‘the
royal dog’, replied: ‘that of being able to speak freely to everyone’. Shakespearian
characters are certainly closer to the Greck philosophers than Auguste Comte ever

was.5?

Le Doecuff presents herself here as a fool and as such she transpires to an unusual guide into the

topic ‘women and philosophy’. Though she mentions imagery from the Good or the Gulag in

favour of her argument, she professes that she does not want to use these. Instcad she refers to

‘the contingency of [het] autobiography’ and introduces this image of the fool, which at first may

not seem related at all.

°° Le Doeuff, Hipparchia’s Choice, p. 8
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