
ISSN (Print): 2328-3734, ISSN (Online): 2328-3696, ISSN (CD-ROM): 2328-3688 
 

              

American International Journal of 
Research in Humanities, Arts  
and Social Sciences 
               

 

         
 

AIJRHASS 15-854; © 2015, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                              Page 182 

AIJRHASS is a refereed, indexed, peer-reviewed, multidisciplinary and open access journal published by 
International Association of Scientific Innovation and Research (IASIR), USA 

(An Association Unifying the Sciences, Engineering, and Applied Research) 

 

 

Available online at http://www.iasir.net 
 

 

 

Iris Murdoch’s Quest of Morality in ‘The Philosopher’s Pupil’   
Dr. Richa Tripathi 

Assistant Professor, Department of English, 

Galgotia College of Engineering and Technology,  

Greater Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201306, INDIA 

Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam Technical University,  

Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh 226021, INDIA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I. Introduction 

Iris Murdoch’s The Philosopher’s Pupil published in the year of 1993 is recognized as her most idiosyncratic and 

solicitous work. Deborah Johnson believes: “That the novels where she does employ a dramatized narrator are on 

the whole more satisfying as literary texts than are the others, which are sometimes marred by passages of 

unpersuasive omniscient narration.”1 

Murdoch uses the first person narrative technique in her total seven novels form Under the Net, her first novel to 

The Philosopher’s Pupil. Murdoch uses her phenomenal power in explaining and expressing human typology and 

to be evidence for a journey from gullibility to reality, from delusion to revelation and from depravity to morality. 

Like her other novels, this novel also deals with partial protagonists, victimized female characters, a homosexual 

priest  and mistaken rogues who surpasses from their blind veil of selfishness to their self- realization and self-

awakening. 

Her male protagonists like George and John Robert Rozanov in The Philosopher’s Pupil are artists, philosophers 

or intellectuals. These protagonists are articulate to the point of volubility. They make misogynist generalizations 

in their arguments with women and use foul language as an instrument of untamed power. In spite of first person 

narratives, the deployment of this technique is neither repetitive nor dull or monotonous which allows her to focus 

on the self-gratifying illusions of these protagonists. It also provides the reader, too, significant clues for 

interpretation. The plot is manoeuvred and meandered to mark the process of development from characters’ self-

deception to self awakening through self realization. 

The story revolves around the place Emmistone known as the spa town where John Robert Rozonov, the 

distinguished Ennistonian philosopher returns with his orphaned grand daughter Hattie Meynell and his maid, 

Pearl Scotney. Rozanov’s major objective of this visit is that Hattie should lose her virginity to his handpicked 

suitable Youngman. Rozanov selects Tom McCaffrey for this purpose because he knew Tom’s stepmother Alex 

McCaffrey, as a friend and Tom’s stepbrother George, as a teacher. The slipper house of Alex is rented for Hattie 

and Pearl by Rozanov.  Alex thinks Rozanov has come to renew his friendship with her while George feels that 

he has come to redeem him. George has his bitter relation with his wife Stella because of having an extra-marital 

love affair with Diane, a former prostitute. Tom bungles the philosopher’s instructions for keeping his proposal as 

a secret. Tom goes to meet Hattie who does not know anything about him. These misunderstandings create a 

great distance between the characters. Meanwhile a crowd gathers in the garden of the slipper house. Whole 

incident published in newspaper mentioning Hattie’s name. In anger and jealousy, Rozanov shifts Hattie from the 

Slipper House to his paternal house, where he himself is staying and dismisses Pearl from his services. Rozanov 

reluctantly reveals to Hattie that he is in love with her and has in fact arranged her marriage to Tom to safeguard 

her from his incestuous desires. After performing the sexual act with Hattie, Rozanov feels utter despair. He sets 

free her form his cage. Tom claims Hattie. Hattie accepts his proposal of marriage. Rozanov commits suicide in 

guilt. Tom marries Hattie, George who has been a rejected pupil of Rozanov reconciles once again with his wife 

after the death of the philosopher.  

 

 

Abstract: Iris Murdoch’s The Philosopher’s Pupil is filled with a darkly comic narrative of imagination. 

The plot and characterization of the novel is centered towards the theme of morality. Murdoch uses her 

impressive ability to unveil the psyche of complex human beings and to analyze the complexities of human 

relations and behaviors to determine the importance of morality for individual and for society. This paper 

reveals Murdoch’s attempt to reveal the necessity of being morally good and to choose morality over 

depravity so that one can face reality and accept the eternal truth of human life for the sake of humanity.  
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Iris Murdoch’s novel The Philosopher’s Pupil is another incisive study about the complex human nature, human 

relationship, the true face of truth, and the inexorable struggle of “becoming good, ethical and moral” in the 

complex and modern society. Murdoch herself clarifies about her struggle of creating and developing a novel “a 

novel is a long job, and if you get it wrong at the start you’re going to be very unhappy later on. The second stage 

is that one should sit quietly and let the thing invent itself. One piece of imagination leads to another. You think 

about a certain situation and then some quite extraordinary aspect of it suddenly appears. The deep things that the 

work is about declare themselves and connect. Somehow things fly together and generate other things, and 

characters invent other characters, as if they were all doing it themselves. One should be patient and extend this 

period as far as possible. Of course, actually writing it involves a different kind of imagination and work.”2 She 

further states, “I think they all start in much the same way, with two or three people in a relationship with a 

problem. Then there is a story, ordeals, conflicts, a movement from illusion to reality, all that.” 3 

 It is a profound study of human frailty, dark obsession and love. Many social and personal relations are subjected 

to a variety of intellectual, spiritual, even para-psychological forces. The characters of the novel are arranged on 

the philosophical principles of power, wishful fantasy and illusion. Bidisha comments in her column about the 

moral brilliance of the writer that “She took on the most profound moral questions that we ordinary, flawed, 

troubled creatures grapple with: the battle between good and evil within ourselves and within society; the 

possibility of faith and the death of God; the occasionally delightful and playful, occasionally dangerous and 

destructive urges of erotic desire; the compulsions of amorous and intellectual obsession; artistic creativity and 

the artist's ambition to create the one ultimate and universal work that addresses every moral dilemma with its 

overarching theory. 4 

In the dramatic opening scene of the novel, George McGaffrey, the eponymous character and ex-pupil of the 

philosopher John Robert Rozanov, and his wife Stella were engaged in heated arguments while driving home 

from a party because George had lost his job. Fight ended when George actually pushed the car in to a canal and 

nearly downing Stella. In a fit of rage he has destroyed the Museum’s small but very precious collection of 

Roman glass. This is known only by an eyewitness named Father Bernard, a homosexual Anglican priest, who, 

like almost everyone else in Ennistone, wishes to save George McCaffrey from his self destruction that seems to 

destroy him.  Their marriage is nearly to finish because both of them are not ready to accept their tragic past 

which includes the death of their only child Rufus who died in childhood and both are blaming each-other for the 

miss-happening. Iris Murdoch highlights that how easily a painful past can destroy the present and the future. 

George and Stella are the easy victims.  

Christopher Lehmann-Haup observed and commented “What does it all mean? One would have said it 

represented the working out of the Oedipus Complex. But the narrator warns us early that people ''are in fact far 

more randomly made, more full of rough contingent rubble, than art or vulgar psychoanalysis leads us to 

imagine.'' And on the penultimate page of the novel, N insists that ''More often than the 'experts' imagine, purely 

intellectual ideas and images can play 'deep' parts in human psychology.''5 

At the centre of the novel is John Robert Rozanov- a skeptic, a linguistic analyst, a well known philosopher. He 

returns from America to Ennistone a spa town where in the healing waters the town’s people seek health and 

regeneration, righteousness and ritual cleansing which clearly indicate the writer’s symbolic motive to go through 

the reincarnation of the erroneous characters of the novel who are in great need of self realization and this 

miraculous place will prove as a paradigm shift for them from oppression to liberty, from evil to good, from 

bodily lust to ethical love and from self deception to self awakening. This is a typical Murdochian style to depict 

the journey of human transgression. Bidisha further adds, “All that makes it sounds as though reading her work is 

like finding oneself in the middle of an endless Brothers Karamazov-like rumination. Yet lightly thrown over 

these huge issues were plots of a disarming playfulness, creativity and joy: realistically daft adults making 

buffoons of themselves, androgynous girls, tough but unimaginative women, happy dogs, tortured gay priests, 

angry clever bullies and power-holders, hypocritical husbands, melancholy wives. Murdoch's characters are 

fallen, her world post-lapsarian, full of contingency and realistic illogic. Her characters act against their own 

happiness with frustrating frequency. But then, that is what people are like. They behave absurdly, yet Murdoch 

does not write absurdly. She examines human silliness with her own clever, tolerantly smiling seriousness. 6 

The Ennistonians believe that the philosopher has come to write his great book. The philosopher himself wishes 

to write down nothing but the truth- the crystalline truth: “not a turgid food of murky half-truths; not even half 

truths, but desecrating obfuscations, harrying muddying, taunting vilifications of the truth.”(p.134) but now the 

philosopher sees through the entire plan as chaos: “Even some last lingering belief that someone, somewhere, at 

sometime had a pure undying thought was, in his mind, festering sore.”(p.133)7 He returns on again because he 

has tired of his mind and his strong passion. He does not know what to do with his uncontrolled suppress desires 

for Harriet: “You see the suspicious that one is not only telling the truth, but can not tell it- that is damnation…. 

Truth is unattainable and that if ‘one thing’ is permitted then morality is proved illusionary”. (p.193) 
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Rozanov is charismatic figure whose arrival impacts upon the lives of many other characters especially to 

George, Harriet, Alex and Tom. One of the main actions of the novel springs from the conflict between Rozanov 

and his pupil George. As a student of the philosopher, George was deeply influenced by his teacher and fell in 

love with Rozanov. He thought that he would be the Chief interpreter of Rozanov’s philosophy. George looks 

towards him for redemption without having any idea about the hollowness of his lead. By giving the possession 

of his soul, he considers him as his God and the guardian of his soul. George continues repeating Rozanov’s 

interpretations little knowing that the philosopher had reached his deceased end. And the philosopher’s utter 

disregard of George simply annihilated him. Rozanov had mortally wounded George’s soul knowingly because 

the philosopher extends no hope either for himself or for any other member. His obsessions block all capacities 

for healthy human relationships. It is stated, “Sometimes it was the very vagueness of the situation which tortured 

George most. If he had committed some definite crime for which he had been punished by exile, the period might 

intelligibly by expected to come to an end. If he had offended he might be forgiven. Yet what was his crime, was 

there one, in Rozanov’s eyes…. One day I’ll commit a real crime, George thought, since I’m being tortured for 

non-existent once. Why should I be made invisible in that way? (p.139) 

George’s inability to take the rejection of Rozanov in a positive manner turns him in to a violent and self 

destroying personality. Assault, murder and suicide become his duty. He lives by the victim “all its permissible”. 

His behaviour proves against the laws to live in society. George’s case is a cause of hurt vanity and the narrator’s 

general observation about mankind is apt: “More people kill themselves and others out of hurt vanity, than out or 

envy, jealousy, malice or desire for revenge.”(p.81) After Rozanov’s arrival, George decides to change their 

relationship from bad to good. Alex becomes another victim of Rozanov’s arrival. Alex loved him in her young 

age but he married to her friend. When Rozanov desires to meet Alex after his arrival, she thinks that it is her true 

love which brings him back. But her conception about Rozanov proved wrong when Rozanov asks him to rent 

her house for his grandson Hattie and her maid Pearl. Through Rozanov breaks Alex’s heart twice by rejecting 

her love yet she allows his niece to stay in her house.  

The major purpose of Rozanov’s arrival is his “Prospero-like wish” that Hattie should lose her virginity to a 

suitable youngman. John selects Tom, George’s step brother, for this purpose. He convinces him by saying in the 

favour of arrange marriage which is shocking in the western cultural context, 

‘Look,’ said Tom, ‘let’s take this slowly. I mean, what’s this idea for?’ 

 ‘I should have thought,’ said the philosopher, ‘that it was clear what I wanted. In many parts of the world 

marriages are arranged. I am attempting to arrange this one.’ 

 ‘But’-  

‘It is often said that an arranged marriage gives the best hope of happiness.’ 

‘Not for liberated people. I mean she hasn’t grown up in purdan!’ 

‘She has had a very sheltered upbringing,’John Robert said primly.  

‘Yes, but that’s not a reason- really I why try to arrange this-?’ 

‘I want to see her settled.’  

In reality Rozanov plans her marriage in order to protect her from his own growing incestuous love for her. So 

this is an intentional act after all working against the atrocity of his desires for her. He is fully aware that his 

hidden crave for her virginity will prove self deceiving for him and destructive for her. Suguna Ramanathan 

comments, “Each person wages, alone, the crucial inner war against human pride and corrupt desire. In the 

interior light, all of life becomes sacramental, grace abounds, and the consciousness is altered in the direction of 

good. There is no ministry; all true disciples are channels through whom grace may flow to others.”8 

Iris Murdoch points out the common and natural rule of the society that every individual is needed to think, to 

speak and to act according to his role. Rozanov tries to break the certain rule of the moral society which may 

become the major reason of conflict between society and individual. He needs to act like a grandfather but he 

loves her niece as a lover including his inexorable sexual desires for her. He is so much obsessed with this love 

that he becomes blind to all other realities. Societies want real, moral and good people in the world. In spite of 

this very difficult task, Murdoch herself accepts the need to be good, ethical and moral in society weather the 

characters are real or imaginary, “It’s the one I mentioned earlier, the beginning, how to start and when to begin 

structuring the novel. It is this progression from complete freedom to a narrow cage, how fast you move and 

when you decide what the main things in the book are going to be. I think these are the most difficult things. One 

must consider what one’s characters are like, what jobs they do, what religion they have, what nationality they 

are, how they are related to each other, and so on. Here at the beginning one has infinite possibilities, this choice 

of what sort of people they are and what sort of a trouble they are going to have, who wins, who loses, and who 

dies. Most of all one must reflect upon their values, their morality, and their moral dilemmas. You can’t write any 

novel without implying values. You can’t write a traditional novel without giving your characters moral problems 

and judgments. That is what is most difficult of all.” 9 

According to Murdoch real human beings behave in a different manner than expected in myths. As Murdoch 

defines real people, “Real people are destructive of myth, contingency is destructive of fantasy and opens the way 

for imagination. Think of the Russians, those great masters of the contingent. Too much contingency of course 
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may turn art into journalism. But since reality is incomplete, are must not be too much afraid of incompleteness. 

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.”10 

 Rozanov ignores his pupil George’s repeated calls seeking his attention. His neglect of George puts in to motion 

a sinister replay of the machinery of obsession, guilt, violence and inattention. Like his wife Stella, George starts 

to show harsh behavior with his mistress, “Diane Sedleigh”, a former prostitute. George becomes victim of 

Rozanov and Diane becomes victim of George. It’s like a chain of negative source but where is the end. Through 

Diane Iris highlights the darker side of the lives of prostitutes and questioned where they stand in the society as an 

individual. In starting, Diane thinks “men as beasts.”(p.71) But it is society which teaches her how to survive in 

the modern materialistic world. She looks upon the positive aspects of her occupation, “Older men came and 

discussed their wives…. Young men and adolescents came for initiations and to talk about “life”. (p.71) Diane 

began to feel that she was a wise woman performing important public services. To stop Diane ‘plying her trade’ 

George, who was once her customer, keeps her in a flat in Westwood, for which he pays the rent. Diane has 

suffered brutal disappointments in her life; her mother’s prostitution and absentee parenting, her own prostitution 

and a series of failed previous relationships. In order to surmount these disappointments, Diane thinks George as 

a superior person and places her hopes for the future vicariously on him, thereby becoming his “slave”. Since 

Diane is servile to George and he maintains a superior position over her. Murdoch appears to draw on Hegel’s 

master-slave dialect in depicting the dynamics of this relationship. The author alludes to this dialectic when Diane 

complains of her dependence upon George, lamenting, “I’m not free now. I’m a slave”.(p.63) It is true because 

now she is just a “reserved prostitute, like a reserved table”.(p.72) By creating a situation like this, Murdoch 

wants to highlight the conditions of those kinds of women in society who are living in a very troubled situations 

in their lives such as prostitutes, mistresses single mothers.  

Here characters are mentally and emotionally dependent on one another like George who thinks that Rozanov as 

his saviour and on the other side Diane thinks George as her reviver.  Besides George, Hattie and Pearl becomes 

another victim of Rozanov’s heartless intentions. Although Rozanov plans to arrange marriage between Tom and 

Hattie yet he does not give any information about Tom to Hattie. It creates misunderstanding between both of 

them. In the same night, crowd gathered in the slipper house, whole matter published in the news paper, 

mentioning the name of Hattie and Tom. Overcome with rage, Rozanov removes Hattie from the Slipper House 

apart from Pearl. The intimate bond between Pearl and Hattie has no value for the unstoppable philosopher. 

Rozanov reluctantly reveals to Hattie that he is in love with her and he has in fact arranged her marriage to Tom 

to safeguard her from himself: 

‘You mean you love me?’said Hattie. 

 ‘Yes’, said John Robert. 

‘You love me like-like grandfather- or like- like being in love?’ 

‘The latter’ said John Robert in a low voice . (p.449) 

In case of Hattie, the philosopher awakens the unprotected innocent & scared teenaged girl to her first experience 

of maturity. The philosopher’s declaration of love in front of her grand-daughter suddenly makes her aware of the 

power she can wield over him. She feels an intense pity and a weird excitement at the spectacle of the man she 

had feared and revered, reduced to a sort of babbling beggar in her presence. It is reported that, “She could hardly 

bear to look at him, at the cool dignified remote philosopher, the guardian of her childhood, suddenly transformed 

into the pathetic spitting moaning maniac.”(p.456) After performing the sexual act with Hattie, Rozanov feels 

utter despair.  

As Hattie begins to respond to the philosopher, he wishes to withdraw. The conversation between the two 

highlights their situation, “Your wishes are unimportant, they are ephemeral, you are young, your interest is not 

deep, your pain will be brief. Better not a step further. For me this in not a tragedy-life is not tragedy- it is a 

catastrophe- perhaps it is a merciful one. ‘You are only interested in your catastrophe”.’ Yes’ ‘But I do love you, I 

want to help you, to save you’, Young girls always see themselves as saviours, but its is the one role which they 

cannot play.(p.520) 

The philosopher knows that Hattie’s offer of a platonic relationship is beyond humans since, “our minds lack that 

degree of particularity.”(p.524) Hattie is rescued by Tom. The philosopher- the power- maniac can not further 

face the consequences of his situation. True to his philosophy, he commits suicide. And his perverse pupil thinks 

he has murdered him. Earlier he thinks himself to be beyond “good and evil”. A prison with one gate is no prison. 

His liberation from morals brings him to accept murder and suicide as a creed: At one point he wrote to Rozanov, 

“We have simply ‘cut free’ and what we have done is not really so mysterious after all. There are many aspects to 

our freedom. One is certainly an absence of vanity…. Which expresses itself as a complete indifference to ‘what 

people say’ “we are outside the power of censure, as in believe very few people are”.(p.406) 

After his death, George comes in reality. Both Rozanov and George need to be good and moral. As Murdoch 

comments, “Plato remarks in The Republic that bad characters are volatile and interesting, whereas good 

characters are dull and always the same. This certainly indicates a literary problem. It is difficult in life to be 

good, and difficult in art to portray goodness. Perhaps we don’t know much about goodness. Attractive bad 
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characters in fiction may corrupt people, who think, that’s OK. Inspiration from good characters may be rarer and 

harder, yet Alyosha in The Brothers Karamazov and the grandmother in Proust’s novel exist. I think one is 

influenced by the whole moral atmosphere of literary works, just as we are influenced by Shakespeare, a great 

exemplar for the novelist. In the most effortless manner he portrays moral dilemmas, good and evil, and the 

differences and the struggle between them. I think he is a deeply religious writer. He doesn’t portray religion 

directly in the plays, but it is certainly there, a sense of the spiritual, of goodness, of self-sacrifice, of 

reconciliation, and of forgiveness. I think that is the absolutely prime example of how we ought to tell a story—

invent characters and convey something dramatic, which at the same time has deep spiritual significance.” 11 

None of the characters, involved in the power play is near a state of humble apprehension of  truth and reality. 

George in the last few pages comes to realize his obsessive fixation of Rozanov, but it is doubtful whether he has 

made any significant moral improvement. The marriage of Tom and Hattie- a kind of moral union- recognized as 

a happy one in Murdoch’s scheme of things- throws only a very dim ray of hope. Father Jacoby- example of pupil 

teacher relationship with Hattie, and another failed priest, ends up preaching to birds he finally understands, 

“Nothing else but true religion can save mankind from a lightless and irredeemable materialism, from a 

technocratic nightmare where determinism becomes true for all except an unimaginably depraved few who are 

themselves the mystified slaves of a conspiracy of machines.(p.570) 

The final impression left is that neither philosophy nor religion can save mankind from harming themselves but 

true morality is successfully capable to save an individual & society and to maintain true humanity.  Characters 

like Rozanov are willingly remaining attached to obsessions, guilt and false and adulterous and incestuous love 

which proved immoral and lethal to him and to people around him. Rozanov himself proved futile in coming out 

from self destruction because his actions were decadent and he could not come out from his net of self-deception. 

On the contrary, his pupil George realized his mistake well-timed and tried to make peace with Diane and his 

wife and saved himself and others from destruction by being morally good.  

Murdoch admits about The Philosopher’s Pupil, “this novel has more to do with a pupil teacher relationship 

which I’ve bee involved in all my life in both roles”.12 Like her other novels such as  “A Fairly Honourable 

Defeat”, “The Black Prince” and "The Sea, the Sea," Iris Murdoch was weaving her tapestry of human frailty, 

self-deception, and morality in this fiction too. The novel explores in frequent varieties of love, from deceitful to 

principled, self-decaying to masochistic, spiritual to devilish, abstract love to bodily lust and never ever simply 

just one type at any one time.  

The Philosopher’s Pupil is a black comic story of love, redemption, and the complex nature of the human 

condition. Murdoch creates mayhem, mixing past hurts, closely kept secrets and self delusion with manipulation 

and misunderstanding on a grand scale. Through the novel, Murdoch wants to convey a moral that any incestuous 

relationships will die their unnatural and unethical deaths which grow against the morality. Not only in pupil-

teacher relationship but also other relationships provide the massage that decline in morality causes havoc in their 

lives destroy the honourable structure of society. Through the changing pattern of human relations in her novels, 

Murdoch urges humanity to face reality without leaving the morality. Through her novels Murdoch is 

encouraging a moral development in human life. 
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