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Iris Murdoch's "Under the Net": A Deep Dive into a Literary Classic

Iris Murdoch's debut novel, "Under the Net," published in 1954, marks the
beginning of a prolific writing career that would earn her a prominent place
in 20th-century literature. The novel is a rich tapestry of philosophical
inquiries, romantic entanglements, and existential dilemmas, all wrapped
within a narrative that explores the complexities of human relationships.
Through her distinctive style, Murdoch delves into themes of love, freedom,
and the search for meaning, making "Under the Net" a significant work worthy
of in-depth analysis.

Plot Overview

"Under the Net" follows the story of Jake Donaghue, a struggling writer in
London who grapples with his identity and purpose in life. The narrative
opens with Jake’s tumultuous experiences, including his recent departure from
the bohemian lifestyle he once embraced. His quest for fulfillment leads him
to reconnect with various characters from his past, including friends,
lovers, and mentors. The novel unfolds through a series of encounters that
force Jake to confront his own shortcomings and the nature of his
relationships.

Main Characters

The richness of "Under the Net" lies in its diverse cast of characters, each
representing different facets of human experience. The following are some of
the key figures:

1. Jake Donaghue: The protagonist, a self-reflective writer whose journey is
central to the narrative. Jake embodies the struggle of the artist and the
search for authenticity in a world filled with distractions.

2. Finn: A charismatic and philosophical character who influences Jake's life
significantly. Finn embodies the idea of the artist as a free spirit while
also representing the challenges of existential thought.

3. Anna: A former lover of Jake's who serves as a symbol of unattainable
love. Her presence in the novel raises questions about the nature of romantic
relationships and emotional attachments.

4. The Narrator: Murdoch's narrative voice, which often provides insights
into Jake's thoughts and reflections, plays a crucial role in guiding the
reader through the philosophical undercurrents of the story.



5. Marion: Another of Jake's love interests, her character adds complexity to
Jake's understanding of love and companionship.

Thematic Exploration

Murdoch's "Under the Net" is not just a story about a writer's journey; it is
rich in philosophical themes that resonate throughout the text. Some of the
most prominent themes include:

The Nature of Freedom

One of the central themes of the novel is the concept of freedom. Jake’s life
is characterized by a longing for freedom, but his experiences reveal the
paradox of choice. The novel suggests that true freedom comes with
responsibility and the recognition of one's obligations to others. Jake's
attempts to break free from societal norms often lead him to confront the
limitations imposed by his own desires and fears.

The Complexity of Love

Murdoch explores various dimensions of love through Jake’s relationships with
Anna, Marion, and other characters. The novel portrays love as a multifaceted
experience that can be both liberating and confining. Jake's interactions
reflect the tension between desire and genuine connection, highlighting the
struggles individuals face in their pursuit of intimacy.

Existentialism and the Search for Meaning

Influenced by existentialist thought, Murdoch addresses the search for
meaning in a seemingly indifferent universe. Jake's journey is emblematic of
the human condition—his introspection and encounters force him to grapple
with questions of purpose and identity. The philosophical undercurrents in
the novel invite readers to reflect on their own existential dilemmas and the
nature of existence itself.

Literary Style and Techniques

Murdoch's writing style in "Under the Net" is characterized by its clarity,
wit, and philosophical depth. Her use of language serves to enhance the
emotional and intellectual impact of the narrative.



Stream of Consciousness

Murdoch employs a stream-of-consciousness technique, allowing readers to
delve into Jake's thoughts and feelings. This style creates an intimate
connection between the reader and the protagonist, fostering a deeper
understanding of his internal struggles.

Philosophical Dialogues

The novel is rich with philosophical dialogues that reflect Murdoch's
academic background in philosophy. Characters engage in discussions about
existence, ethics, and the nature of reality. These dialogues serve as a
vehicle for exploring profound ideas while simultaneously driving the plot
forward.

Symbolism and Imagery

Murdoch employs vivid imagery and symbolism throughout the novel. The titular
"net" serves as a metaphor for the constraints that bind individuals, while
various settings—ranging from the bustling streets of London to the quiet
corners of Jake's mind—add layers of meaning to the narrative.

Cultural and Historical Context

To fully appreciate "Under the Net," it is essential to consider the cultural
and historical context in which it was written. The 1950s in England were
marked by post-war reconstruction, shifting social norms, and a burgeoning
interest in existential philosophy. This backdrop influenced Murdoch's
exploration of individualism and the human condition.

The Influence of Philosophy

Murdoch was heavily influenced by philosophical movements, particularly
existentialism and moral philosophy. Her academic background in these fields
informs the novel's exploration of ethics, freedom, and the complexities of
human relationships. The incorporation of philosophical ideas within the
narrative elevates the work beyond mere fiction, inviting readers to engage
with profound questions.



Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "Under the Net" was met with critical acclaim, establishing
Murdoch as a significant voice in literature. Critics praised her unique
blend of philosophy and narrative, as well as her ability to create complex,
relatable characters. Over the years, the novel has continued to resonate
with readers and scholars alike, solidifying its place in the literary canon.

Impact on Later Works

"Under the Net" set the stage for Murdoch's subsequent novels, many of which
continue to explore similar themes of love, freedom, and existential inquiry.
Her unique narrative style and philosophical depth have influenced a
generation of writers, making her a pivotal figure in contemporary
literature.

Conclusion

Iris Murdoch's "Under the Net" is a compelling exploration of the human
experience, weaving together themes of love, freedom, and existentialism
within a richly layered narrative. Through the character of Jake Donaghue,
Murdoch invites readers to reflect on their own lives and the complexities of
their relationships. The novel remains a powerful testament to the enduring
questions of existence, making it a timeless classic that continues to
inspire deep thought and discussion. As we delve into the intricacies of
Murdoch's writing, we are reminded of the profound nature of human connection
and the relentless search for meaning in our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Iris Murdoch's 'Under the
Net'?
The main theme of 'Under the Net' is the exploration of existentialism and
the search for meaning in a chaotic world, particularly through the lens of
relationships and personal identity.

Who is the protagonist of 'Under the Net' and what
is his profession?
The protagonist of 'Under the Net' is Jake Donaghue, a struggling writer and
translator living in London.



How does 'Under the Net' reflect Iris Murdoch's
philosophical views?
The novel reflects Murdoch's philosophical views on the importance of love,
moral responsibility, and the complexities of human relationships,
emphasizing the need for self-awareness and ethical consideration.

What role does the setting play in 'Under the Net'?
The setting of post-war London plays a crucial role in 'Under the Net',
reflecting the vibrant yet tumultuous atmosphere of the time, which
influences the characters' lives and their interactions.

What is the significance of the title 'Under the
Net'?
The title 'Under the Net' symbolizes the entrapment of the characters within
societal expectations and personal limitations, as well as the search for
freedom and authenticity beyond those confines.

How does Murdoch use humor in 'Under the Net'?
Murdoch employs humor in 'Under the Net' to provide a satirical look at the
literary world and the absurdities of modern life, lightening the exploration
of deeper philosophical issues.

What philosophical influences are evident in 'Under
the Net'?
Philosophical influences in 'Under the Net' include existentialism,
particularly the ideas of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, as well as
aspects of Plato's theories on love and the nature of reality.

What is the relationship between Jake and his
friends in 'Under the Net'?
Jake's relationships with his friends are complex and often fraught with
tension, reflecting themes of dependency, betrayal, and the varying degrees
of authenticity in human connections.

How does 'Under the Net' address the concept of art
and creativity?
The novel addresses the concept of art and creativity through Jake's
struggles as a writer, exploring the tension between artistic ambition and
personal fulfillment, as well as the impact of external influences on
creative expression.



What impact has 'Under the Net' had on contemporary
literature?
'Under the Net' has had a significant impact on contemporary literature by
influencing writers with its blend of philosophy, humor, and character-driven
storytelling, paving the way for more introspective and existential
narratives.
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