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Nominalism in Iris Murdoch’s debut novel ‘Under the Net’


Iris Murdoch’s first novel, “Under the Net,” examines the inherent inaccuracy of language through her protagonist, Jake Donaghue, as a means of conveying the ideas of nominalism apparent in her own work.  Murdoch’s academic background in philosophy contributes to many of the motifs present in her work as a novelist, which are often presented with frank insouciance rather than austere prose. This juxtaposition of élan and theory allows Murdoch to examine dense ideas without mirroring the heady, tiring language of a philosophical text. Regarding nominalism, Jake’s character experiences a conflict with universal concepts on several levels. His quixotic and circuitous adventure that encompasses Murdoch’s inaugural work of fiction regularly highlights his struggle to find meaning both in words and actions, specifically regarding his relationship with Hugo Belfounder. Furthermore, by the novel’s end Jake determines that his literary career is just beginning, suggesting a similar realization Murdoch has about her own career. Of course, the parallels between Jake and Murdoch are easy to derive, and perhaps facetiously hint at the author’s own awareness of flawed language. In whole, Murdoch uses Jake’s frantic adventures, miscommunications, and ultimate struggle to acknowledge the shortcomings of his first novel as a whimsical analogy for her own imperfections as a writer. 

The concept of nominalism is used somewhat ambiguously by contemporary philosophers, but in the case of “Under the Net” generally refers to a rejection in universals.
 Nietzsche, who found that language is inherently a lie because the origin is undeterminable, theorized this philosophy. Moreover, Nietzsche believed that universals are intrinsically used to group unique objects into one entity that does not in fact exist, therefore making language entirely misleading. 

Murdoch addresses nominalism most directly through the relationship of Jake and his friend Hugo. Professionally, the protagonist Jake is a translator while Hugo is a fireworks manufacturer. The duo first met in a medical experiment prior to the novel’s timeline. During the duration of this trial, Jake and Hugo have a number of philosophical discussions that ultimately result in Jake publishing a novel titled The Silencer. The title of Jake’s fictional work is insinuative in itself, but the subject matter demonstrates both Jake and Murdoch’s qualms with the accuracy of language. The Silencer is composed entirely of what Jake initially believes are near verbatim conversations on the truths of language that he previously had with Hugo. In general, Jake is a proponent of the necessity of language, whereas Hugo finds that language should only be valued in an ephemeral context. It is for this reason that Jake unilaterally brings their friendship to a close before he even speaks to Hugo about his novel. 


Murdoch also hints at the complex relationship between Jake and Hugo in more subtle ways, most notably through their respective professions. As a translator, Jake is responsible for transforming language based on a system of universal concepts. Though at a cursory glance this career choice may seem inconsequential, the implication is that Jake faces quotidian struggles with nominalism as part of his livelihood. As a result, Jake must therefore be comfortable with the idea of universality of language, otherwise his job would be impossible. On the other hand, as an avid believer in the lying nature of language, Hugo conveys his own disdain for universals through his passion for fireworks. Jake explains, “There was something about fireworks which absolutely fascinated Hugo. I think what pleased him most about them was their impermanence. I remember his holding forth to me once about what an honest thing a firework was.”
 Hugo’s zeal for fugacious possessions symbolizes his broader displeasure with the seemingly deceitful permanence of language. Fireworks are an erumpent, individual expression that cannot be recreated, whereas words are used ubiquitously despite being inaccurate. Hence, in many ways Hugo implies that he values the short-lived nature of a firework more than a piece of literature, making it no surprise that Jake premeditatedly has a guilty conscience after publishing his novel. 


Jake’s novel itself, The Silencer, provides additional evidence of Murdoch’s beliefs about the written word. Through the characters of Tamarus and Annandine—representations of Jake and Hugo, respectively—Murdoch builds conversations between two fictional characters within the larger body of her own fiction, creating a layer of separation in which she can theorize freely. The Silencer is a metaphysical opportunity to cogitate what “Under the Net” is trying to emphasize as a work through Jake’s own authorial attempts. Though we are only provided with a brief passage of The Silencer, the short portion provided almost serves as a summary of Murdoch’s thoughts on writing. Within the passage, Tamarus expresses a belief that language has a similar function to money, in that it must be widely embraced and circulated to achieve value. Annandine, on the other hand, postulates:
“What I speak of is the real decision as we experience it; and here the movement towards truth. All theorizing is flight. We must be ruled by the situation itself, and this is unutterably particular. Indeed it is something to which we can never get close enough, however hard we may try, as it were, to crawl under the net.”


Hugo’s beliefs express his disdain for anything that goes beyond a particular situation, which partially concurs with Jake’s fear that his friend would not find value in The Silencer. In fact, it would seem as if writing and publishing the novel directly disrespects Hugo’s impassioned view on the temporary nature of language altogether. It’s almost as if Hugo finds something sacred in their conversations, and recreating them through writing is both a violation of privacy and a disservice to the language itself. 

Jake recognizes this inconsistency not only subconsciously by preemptively withdrawing from his friendship, but also when he reads this passage after not having looked at the book for several months. He opines, “There remained the fact that Annandine was but a broken-down caricature of Hugo. Hugo would never even have used words such as ‘theory’ or ‘generality.’ I had not achieved more than the most shadowy expression of Hugo’s point of view.”
 It’s noteworthy that Jake immediately realizes the flaws of his own work, specifically in regard to how Hugo is represented. However, rather than show concern over his errors, he considers ways for rewriting the dialogue of his work to make it more powerful. Jake’s carefree nature allows him to recognize that his writing is inherently corrupt, but he does not feel that it is entirely in vain. Perhaps, this is Murdoch’s larger suggestion about her own work. Yet, despite coming to terms with the inaccuracy of his writing, Jake still feels a deep guilt. Therefore, he tries throughout the novel to reconnect with Hugo in hopes of remedying their friendship.

Near the novel’s close, Jake breaks into a hospital where he works as an orderly, while Hugo is there as a patient. When he confronts Hugo about The Silencer, he finds out that his friend was never upset about the book at all. Hugo states, “I forgot, really, what we talked about then, but it was a terrible muddle, wasn’t it? Your thing was so clear. I learned an awful lot from it.”
 Metaphysically, this can be construed as Murdoch confronting her own conscience about publishing her first novel. After adventuring with language and experiencing moments of guilt, in the end Jake finds that Hugo supports and enjoys his work. Hugo even mentions that he hopes the work was profitable for Jake, and upon finding it has seen limited success, writes it off as being too highbrow to be popular. This sentiment seems to cast a safety net for the success or failure of Murdoch’s work, although “Under the Net” proves to be heady in a way that is not overbearing, which ultimately has contributed to its long-term success.

While authorial intent is a rather thorny subject, the metaphysical emphasis on language in Murdoch’s first work makes it difficult to not consider the author as a second narrator throughout the course of the novel. The emphasis on nominalism—somewhat ironically—both provides a safety net for Murdoch to write freely and casts her under the very net of which she titles her hallmark work. Moreover, implanting a fictionalized text within this piece of fiction allows her to create characters that ponder the same issues she faces as an author. The comical tone of “Under the Net,” therefore, presents the multi-layered narration as an inside joke shared by author and reader. The novel’s subject matter encourages both writer and reader to appreciate that the work itself is flawed, and this observation creates an esoteric literary construct that is both whimsical and transcendent. 
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