
I J A R S C T    

    

 

               International Journal of Advanced Research in Science, Communication and Technology 

                           International Open-Access, Double-Blind, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Multidisciplinary Online Journal 

Volume 5, Issue 1, October 2025 

 Copyright to IJARSCT DOI: 10.48175/IJARSCT-29193   788 

www.ijarsct.co.in  

 
 

ISSN: 2581-9429 Impact Factor: 7.67 

 

Ethics, Love, And The Feminine Self : A Feminist 

Study Of Iris Murdoch’s Narrative Vision 
Shaili Sharma 

Research Scholar, English 

Govt. Thakur Ranmat Singh College, Rewa, (M.P.) 

 

Abstract: The research paper interrelationship of ethics, love, and feminine selfhood in the narrative 

vision of Iris Murdoch through a feminist critical lens, with the purpose of exploring how her 

philosophical ideas particularly her moral psychology of attention, unselfing, and the reality of the Other 

intersect with her literary portrayals of women’s inner lives, ethical struggles, and relational identities. 

Using methods that combine close textual analysis of selected novels with feminist ethical theory inspired 

by thinkers such as Simone de Beauvoir, Carol Gilligan, and contemporary feminist philosophy, the study 

also employs conceptual analysis to connect Murdoch’s philosophical writings with her narrative 

techniques and thematic patterns.  Murdoch presents the feminine self as ethically responsive, 

emotionally intelligent, and capable of moral transcendence through attentive love, while simultaneously 

exposing the psychological and social structures that restrict women’s autonomy and critiquing 

patriarchal moral frameworks.   Murdoch’s work significantly contributes to feminist ethics by offering a 

literary model of the self that is relational yet autonomous, imaginative yet morally disciplined, 

demonstrating that love understood as just and attentive regard is both an ethical practice and a 

transformative force in shaping feminine moral identity. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Iris Murdoch’s dual identity as both novelist and philosopher has long invited scholars to explore the rich 

interdependence between her literary imagination and her ethical thought. Occupying a transitional moment in 

twentieth-century intellectual history between post-war existentialism, the rise of analytic philosophy, and the 

emergence of second wave feminism Murdoch’s work offers an unusually fertile site for examining how narrative art 

can enact, interrogate, and complicate moral philosophy. While her fiction has attracted sustained attention for its moral 

seriousness, the specifically feminist implications of Murdoch’s ethical vision have not always received equal 

emphasis. Yet, embedded in her narratives is a persistent concern with the shaping of moral consciousness, the 

dynamics of power between men and women, and the possibility of self-transformation through love. This research 

paper, “Ethics, Love, and the Feminine Self: A Feminist Study of Iris Murdoch’s Narrative Vision,” positions 

Murdoch’s fiction at the intersection of philosophical ethics and feminist literary studies, arguing that her novels 

provide a distinctive mode of resistance to patriarchal conceptions of selfhood by redefining love as a moral discipline 

and by depicting female subjectivity as a site of ethical possibility. 

Murdoch’s philosophical writings most notably The Sovereignty of Good (1970) have articulated a powerful critique of 

the dominant moral paradigms of her time, especially existentialist voluntarism and analytic moral formalism. Rejecting 

the notion that the self is sovereign, self-transparent, or morally autonomous, she insists instead on the opacity and 

frailty of human consciousness. For Murdoch, moral life is not a series of discrete decisions but an ongoing effort to 

“see” justly, lovingly, and realistically. This emphasis on visioning the moral work of attention provides an innovative 

philosophical foundation for reimagining human relationships and the ethical demands they impose. Although Murdoch 

herself never positioned her work explicitly within feminist theory, her critique of the self-aggrandizing, will-centered 

subject has clear affinities with later feminist arguments against patriarchal models of agency grounded in domination, 
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mastery, or rational detachment. Her focus on humility, relationality, moral perception, and the dismantling of egoistic 

fantasies resonates strongly with feminist ethics, particularly the ethic of care and contemporary feminist 

phenomenology. 

In Murdoch’s fiction, these philosophical concerns are dramatized through the intricate emotional lives of her 

characters, many of whom are caught in webs of desire, egoism, and interpersonal misunderstanding. A recurring 

pattern in her novels is the male protagonist who is blinded by his self-constructed narratives, pursuing illusions of 

control or romantic possession while failing to perceive the interior realities of the women around him. Murdoch’s 

female characters frequently serve as mirrors of the male psyche, yet crucially they also emerge as independent moral 

agents whose development challenges the patriarchal assumptions governing their relationships. Whether in The Bell, 

The Black Prince, The Sea, The Sea, or The Nice and the Good, Murdoch’s women negotiate spaces of constraint and 

possibility, seeking forms of love and moral clarity that exceed the self-centered dramas of the men who attempt to 

define them. A feminist reading of Murdoch therefore not only critiques her male characters’ failures but also 

foregrounds her nuanced portrayal of women’s inner lives, moral aspirations, and ethical labor. 

Love, in Murdoch’s moral universe, is not romantic indulgence nor sentimental attachment; it is a strenuous form of 

moral attention that directs the self outward, away from illusion and toward the reality of others. This 

reconceptualization of love is deeply relevant to feminist theory, which has long grappled with the gendered 

expectations surrounding care, relationality, and emotional labor. Murdoch neither sentimentalizes nor dismisses the 

ethical importance of these capacities; instead, she reframes them as disciplines requiring intelligence, imagination, and 

self-awareness. Thus, the “feminine” qualities traditionally devalued in patriarchal ethics become central to a more 

truthful and humane moral vision. At the same time, Murdoch reveals how women’s capacity for moral attention can be 

exploited within unequal power relations, exposing the risks of self-erasure and the complexities of female agency. A 

feminist analysis of Murdoch must therefore remain attentive to both the emancipatory and problematic dimensions of 

her ethical framework. 

The tension between freedom and unfreedom both moral and socialis another core aspect of Murdoch’s narrative 

exploration of the feminine self. Many of her female characters navigate environments shaped by masculine authority, 

romantic obsession, or intellectual domination. Their ethical struggles often involve resisting the gravitational pull of 

others’ desires, disentangling themselves from unhealthy dependencies, or reclaiming their capacity for moral vision. 

Murdoch’s attention to the psychological subtleties of these struggles contributes to a feminist ethics that understands 

moral subjectivity as relational, situated, and constantly under negotiation. Her fiction demonstrates that moral growth 

is neither linear nor guaranteed; it requires a sustained effort to perceive oneself and others truthfully, and this effort is 

frequently complicated by gendered expectations that obscure women’s own needs and aspirations. 

 Murdoch’s novels experiment with narrative structures that embody her ethical concerns. She often employs first-

person narration, unreliable perspectives, and shifting focalizations to reveal the distortions of self-centered 

consciousness. Through these narrative techniques, the reader becomes acutely aware of the limitations of the narrator’s 

moral vision and is implicitly invited to adopt Murdoch’s ideal of just and loving attention. From a feminist standpoint, 

these narrative strategies expose the operations of patriarchal discourse, which frequently privileges male voices while 

marginalizing or misinterpreting women’s experiences. By highlighting the gaps between what is narrated and what is 

true, Murdoch dismantles the authority of male self-interpretation and creates space for alternative, often feminine, 

ways of perceiving and understanding. Murdoch’s narrative art as a form of feminist moral intervention. It argues that 

her redefinition of love as unselfish attention destabilizes patriarchal understandings of agency and offers a model for 

ethical relationality  grounded in humility rather than mastery. At the same time, it examines how her female characters 

embody, resist, and transform the ethical pressures placed upon them, revealing new dimensions of moral subjectivity 

that challenge the masculine norms dominating both philosophy and literature in her time. The analysis will also 

explore how Murdoch’s narrative strategies function as ethical pedagogy, training readers to adopt a more careful, 

empathetic, and critically self-aware mode of interpretation. By combining close readings of selected novels with 

insights from feminist ethics, moral philosophy, and literary theory, this research aims to demonstrate that Murdoch’s 

fiction contributes significantly to feminist understandings of the self, moral agency, and the transformative power of 

love. While Murdoch herself often distanced her work from explicit ideological labels, the ethical worlds she creates 
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resonate with feminist concerns about relational autonomy, the critique of patriarchal power, and the recognition of 

women’s moral labor. Her achievement lies not in offering simple resolutions but in revealing the complexities of 

ethical life its uncertainties, its demands, and its potential for grace. Ultimately, a feminist study of Murdoch’s narrative 

vision shows that ethics cannot be separated from the lived experiences of gender, nor can love be divorced from the 

social structures that shape how individuals see and fail to see one another. Murdoch invites her readers to confront the 

illusions that sustain egoism and oppression, urging them to aspire toward a form of moral clarity that acknowledges 

vulnerability, interdependence, and the irreducible reality of the other. In doing so, she illuminates the possibilities of a 

feminine self that is neither passive nor self-annihilating, but fully engaged in the demanding work of ethical attention. 

This paper thus argues that Murdoch’s integration of ethics, love, and the feminine self constitutes a profoundly 

feminist reimagining of moral life one that remains urgently relevant in contemporary discussions of gender, power, 

and ethical responsibility. 

 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

NORA HÄMÄLÄINEN(2015), in the article title “Reduce Ourselves to Zero?: Sabina Lovibond, Iris Murdoch, and 

Feminism” Iris Murdoch, Gender and Philosophy, Sabina Lovibond argues that Iris Murdoch's philosophical and 

literary work is covertly dedicated to an ideology of female subordination. The most central and interesting aspect of 

her multifaceted argument concerns Murdoch's focus on the individual person's moral self-scrutiny and transformation 

of consciousness.  

Macarena García- Avello(2011),“Romantic Love, Gender Imbalance and Feminist Readings in Iris Murdoch’s The 

Sea, The Sea” The tension between the androcentric approach of a self-deluded male narrator and a female author 

whose worldview is strongly influenced by her gender results in a feminist critique which is not based on the recovery 

of a female voice, but on the exploration of patriarchy within the novel and the production of a feminist epistemology 

derived from a dialogue between Murdoch’s fiction and philosophy. 

Veronica Flyman (2020),in the article title “Love at the Heart of Feminist Epistemology: On the Interconnectedness 

between Love and Gender” a materialist-realist vantage point, I argue that collective solidarity is a prerequisite for an 

effective deconstruction of gender. Secondly, I stipulate a sociological notion of love as possibly transcendent given 

particular socio-material conditions.  

Gåvertsson, Frits (2018), in the article title “Perfection and Fiction A study in Iris Murdoch's Moral Philosophy” 

Murdoch in a larger tradition of ethical thought by showing how she builds on, deviates from, and develops themes 

from said tradition. To this end some effort is spent, in what follows, to try to pinpoint influences from, and reactions 

to, a large and eclectic group of thinkers. Murdoch’s thought, such as her opacity, mysticism, metaphysical 

extravagance, and deviation from Anglo American philosophical orthodoxy, are fairly well known and well established 

I will not spend much time elaborating on these perceived flaws. 

 

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Adopts a qualitative, interpretive, and interdisciplinary research methodology that integrates feminist literary criticism, 

moral philosophy, and close textual analysis to examine Iris Murdoch’s narrative vision. Because Murdoch’s novels are 

deeply intertwined with her philosophical thought, the methodology combines philosophical hermeneutics with literary 

analysis, allowing the research to situate narrative elements within broader ethical debates concerning love, moral 

agency, and the feminine self. 

The primary method is close reading of selected novels such as The Bell, The Black Prince, The Sea, The Sea, and The 

Nice and the Good with particular attention to narrative voice, characterization, representations of women, emotional 

dynamics, and ethical dilemmas. These elements are analyzed to uncover how Murdoch dramatizes moral attention, 

love, egoism, and the tensions between freedom and constraint, especially as they manifest in female characters. Close 

reading enables the study to trace how ethical concepts, such as unselfish attention or the critique of the sovereign self, 

are embedded in narrative structures and interpersonal relationships. To frame this textual analysis, the research 

employs feminist theoretical lenses, drawing from feminist ethics (e.g., the ethics of care, relational autonomy), 

feminist phenomenology, and gender theory. These frameworks help elucidate how Murdoch’s narratives critique 
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patriarchal models of subjectivity, expose gendered power dynamics, and reimagine the possibilities of feminine moral 

agency. The feminist approach also guides the evaluation of Murdoch’s portrayal of women’s emotional labor, moral 

vision, and resistance within male-dominated environments. 

Murdoch’s philosophical essays to contextualize her fictional representations and to clarify the ethical principles 

underlying her narrative design. Secondary scholarship in Murdoch studies, feminist theory, and moral philosophy is 

used to situate the research within existing academic conversations and to identify critical gaps this study aims to fill. 

 

Discussion  

Iris Murdoch’s narrative world is shaped by an enduring preoccupation with the moral struggles of ordinary individuals, 

and this ethical terrain becomes especially illuminating when read through a feminist lens. Her novels dramatize the 

complex negotiations of love, attention, selfhood, and moral agency, revealing how gendered power structures both 

shape and distort human relationships. The interplay between Murdoch’s philosophical commitments and her fictional 

representations offers fertile ground for understanding how ethics and feminism converge in her work, sometimes 

harmoniously and sometimes in tension. 

A central insight emerging from this study is that Murdoch’s redefinition of love as unselfish attention destabilizes 

patriarchal paradigms of desire and agency. In many of her novels, male protagonists construct narratives of romantic 

or moral authority that reinforce their sense of centrality and control. Characters such as Charles Arrow by in The Sea, 

The Sea exemplify the egoistic self, absorbed in fantasies of possession and misrecognition. Murdoch’s narrative 

strategies particularly the use of unreliable first person narration expose how male subjectivity often mistakes 

domination for love and illusion for moral clarity. Feminist theory helps illuminate how these distortions reflect broader 

patriarchal patterns in which women become screens for male projection rather than subjects with independent moral 

lives. 

 Murdoch does not simply present male moral blindness as a feminist critique; she uses it to articulate a richer vision of 

ethical life. Women in her novels often embody a capacity for moral attention that challenges the egoistic self. 

Characters like Dora in The Bell or Kate in The Black Prince demonstrate forms of relational intelligence, empathy, and 

self-questioning that align with feminist ethics of care and relational autonomy. These women are not idealized figures 

of moral purity; they are complex, conflicted, and often struggling against constraints imposed by male desire or social 

expectations. Yet their moral growth frequently consists in reclaiming their capacity to see clearly—to acknowledge 

their own needs, desires, and agency rather than being subsumed by the emotional demands of others. Murdoch thus 

positions the feminine self as an active participant in ethical transformation, rather than a passive object of male 

narrative authority. 

The feminist implications of Murdoch’s ethical philosophy are not entirely unproblematic. Her emphasis on selfless 

love risks reinforcing gendered expectations that women perform emotional labor or subordinate their own needs to the 

well-being of others. Certain female characters such as Ann in The Black Prince seem trapped in roles where moral 

attention becomes self-effacing rather than liberating. A feminist reading must therefore interrogate whether Murdoch’s 

moral ideal inadvertently aligns with patriarchal pressures on women to be caretakers, nurturers, or moral anchors for 

flawed men. The tension between love as moral discipline and love as self-sacrifice becomes a critical point of analysis, 

revealing the ambiguity inherent in her ethical vision. Yet Murdoch’s work ultimately offers a subtle correction to this 

potential pitfall. Her philosophy insists that true moral attention requires seeing others as they are, not conforming to 

their demands. This distinction allows feminist readings to reclaim Murdoch’s concept of love as a practice of 

resistance rather than submission. When her female characters achieve moral clarity, it often empowers them to refuse 

male fantasies, detach from harmful relationships, and assert their own moral autonomy. Love, in Murdoch’s sense, 

becomes a route to ethical independence rather than emotional servitude. 

Murdoch’s fusion of philosophical and literary modes provides a narrative pedagogy that invites readers themselves to 

adopt a feminist-ethical lens. By exposing the distortions of self-centered consciousness, her novels cultivate the 

reader’s capacity for empathy, critical attention, and moral imagination. In this way, Murdoch’s narrative vision not 

only reflects feminist concerns but actively participates in shaping a more receptive, ethically attuned mode of reading 

one that acknowledges the intricacies of gender, power, and moral life. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

The narrative vision through the intersecting lenses of ethics, love, and feminist theory, demonstrating that her fiction 

offers a rich and complex exploration of the feminine self within morally charged interpersonal landscapes. Although 

Murdoch did not openly affiliate herself with feminist movements, her philosophical and narrative concerns resonate 

strongly with feminist critiques of patriarchal structures and masculinist models of agency. By foregrounding the moral 

importance of attention, unselfish love, and the limitations of ego-driven subjectivity, Murdoch provides a framework 

for understanding moral life in ways that highlight the ethical capacities and struggles of women. One of the central 

insights of this research is that Murdoch’s concept of love as a disciplined form of attentive seeing becomes a powerful 

counterpoint to patriarchal narratives shaped by dominance, possession, and emotional manipulation. Her male 

protagonists frequently illustrate the dangers of egoistic will, imposing their fantasies onto women and mistaking 

control for moral authority. From a feminist standpoint, these characters expose the gendered dynamics of power that 

restrict women’s autonomy and define them in relation to male desire. Murdoch’s narrative strategy often employing 

unreliable male narrators serves to undermine these masculinist perspectives, revealing the distortions and moral 

blindness inherent in their worldview. 

Her female characters, by contrast, often embody a relational intelligence and ethical sensitivity that align with feminist 

ethics of care and relational autonomy. Yet Murdoch does not simply idealize women as moral beacons; instead, she 

presents them as ethically complex individuals negotiating the pressures of love, duty, and self-understanding. Their 

moral growth frequently involves recognizing the illusions imposed upon them, resisting emotional exploitation, and 

asserting their own agency. Through these portrayals, Murdoch articulates a vision of the feminine self that is neither 

passive nor self-effacing but capable of deep moral insight and transformative action. The study acknowledges the 

potential tensions between Murdoch’s ideal of unselfish attention and traditional expectations of female self-sacrifice. 

While Murdoch elevates love as an ethical virtue, feminist perspectives warn that women are often culturally 

conditioned to prioritize others at the expense of themselves. This research suggests that Murdoch anticipates this 

critique: genuine moral attention, in her view, requires perceiving reality truthfully including recognizing when love 

becomes a vehicle for oppression or self-erasure.  Murdoch’s ethical framework ultimately supports a model of love 

that enhances rather than diminishes women’s autonomy. 

Murdoch’s integration of philosophical ethics and narrative form provides a compelling foundation for feminist inquiry. 

Her fiction challenges readers to question egoism, confront illusions, and cultivate moral attention in ways that honor 

the complexity of human relationships—especially those shaped by gender. By illuminating both the ethical burdens 

and possibilities of love for women, Murdoch offers a nuanced vision of the feminine self that remains profoundly 

relevant to contemporary feminist debates. Her work demonstrates that ethics and feminism need not exist in tension; 

rather, they can mutually enrich one another in the pursuit of a more truthful and humane understanding of selfhood and 

moral responsibility. 
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