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Abstract: This study critically examines existentialist themes in Iris Murdoch’s The 

Black Prince, focusing on mortality, ethics, and human consciousness. The novel 

presents characters who confront the inevitability of death, navigate complex moral 

dilemmas, and engage in profound self-reflection, highlighting the challenges of 

authentic existence. Through introspective narration and psychological depth, 

Murdoch explores the interplay between ethical responsibility, individual freedom, 

and awareness of mortality. The analysis demonstrates that the novel not only 

portrays the human struggle with moral and existential questions but  also emphasizes 

the role of consciousness in shaping identity, choice, and emotional experience. By 

examining these existential dimensions, the study provides insight into Murdoch’s 

philosophical vision and her contribution to 20th-century literary existentialism. 
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Iris Murdoch, one of the most influential British novelists of the 20th century, often 

intertwines philosophical inquiry with literary narrative. The Black Prince (1973) 

exemplifies her engagement with existentialist thought, particularly through themes of 

mortality, ethics, and human consciousness. Existentialism, as a philosophical 

movement, emphasizes individual freedom, moral responsibility, authenticity, and the 

human confrontation with death and meaninglessness. Murdoch’s novel situates these 

concerns within the lives of complex characters, exploring the psychological and 

moral dimensions of existence. 

The novel’s protagonist, Bradley Pearson, serves as a conduit for examining 

existential questions. Through his interactions, introspections, and moral dilemmas, 

Murdoch demonstrates how human beings navigate the tension between desire, ethical 

responsibility, and the awareness of life’s finite nature. The study aims to critically 

analyze these existentialist themes, illustrating how Murdoch uses narrative, 

characterization, and psychological depth to engage readers in moral and philosophical 

reflection. 

In The Black Prince, the awareness of death pervades Bradley Pearson’s reflections, 

shaping his perception of life and human relationships. Bradley is acutely conscious of 

the impermanence of existence, which drives him to reflect on the value and meaning 

of his actions. The inevitability of death influences his decisions, relationships, and 

ethical considerations throughout the novel. 
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Example 1: Bradley’s concern with aging and the mortality of his lover, Julianna, 

illustrates deep existential anxiety: “We are all destined to fade, and yet we cling to 

each other as if immortality were possible.” This quote underscores the tension 

between the desire for permanence and the inevitability of loss, a hallmark of 

existentialist thought[1] 

Example 2: When Bradley contemplates the death of his friend, Otto, he 

recognizes how fleeting life is: “Even the most vibrant lives are brief, and their 

meaning is measured by the choices we make, not by their duration.” This reflection 

highlights the existentialist notion that human life is finite, and meaning must be 

actively created. 

Murdoch’s treatment of mortality emphasizes that recognition of finitude is not 

merely a source of despair but a motivator for seeking authentic and meaningful 

action. Characters are prompted to live consciously, aware of the limits imposed by 

death. 

Ethical dilemmas are central to Bradley’s development, demonstrating how 

existentialist principles of freedom and responsibility operate in complex human 

situations. Throughout the novel, Bradley is confronted with choices where his 

personal desires conflict with moral duties, revealing the tension between self-interest 

and ethical integrity. 

Example 1: Bradley’s relationship with the enigmatic writer Otto exemplifies the 

conflict between honesty and desire: “I knew the truth would hurt, yet to lie would 

betray myself.” This moment emphasizes existentialist themes of moral 

responsibility—choosing ethically, even when it involves personal pain. 

Example 2: Bradley’s interactions with Pauline, the obsessive love interest, create 

further moral tension. He must navigate the ethical implications of his actions, as his 

choices affect not only himself but also those around him: “Every decision I made cast 

a shadow over another life; freedom was never solitary.”[2]  

Example 3: The literary competition and debates surrounding the Black Prince 

novel within the story force Bradley to consider the ethics of ambition , authorship, and 

honesty, illustrating Murdoch’s focus on moral complexity. 

Murdoch demonstrates that ethical responsibility is inseparable from individual 

freedom. Choices are never simple; they carry consequences that demand conscious 

reflection and accountability. 

Consciousness and introspection are central to Murdoch’s existentialist exploration. 

The novel’s introspective narration allows readers to access Bradley’s internal world, 

where identity, desire, and morality intersect. Through self-awareness, characters 

confront the discrepancies between appearance and reality, desire and duty, and self-

deception and authenticity. 

Example 1: Bradley’s internal monologues expose his struggle with jealousy and 

love: “In knowing my own motives, I could neither escape nor justify them; the mirror 
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of consciousness left me exposed.” This reflects the existentialist idea that self-

knowledge is often uncomfortable but essential for authenticity. 

Example 2: Bradley’s reflection on his literary ambitions illustrates the  tension 

between societal expectation and personal desire: “I pursued words and recognition, 

yet I could not reconcile them with the truth of who I am.”[3]  

Example 3: Through characters like Julian, Murdoch highlights how awareness of 

one’s moral and emotional contradictions is crucial to authentic living. Bradley’s 

evolving consciousness allows him to critically evaluate his actions, fostering ethical 

and existential growth. 

Murdoch suggests that authentic existence requires ongoing self -examination and 

confrontation with uncomfortable truths, enabling individuals to live sincerely within 

their moral and existential framework. 

Mortality, ethics, and consciousness are deeply interwoven in The Black Prince. 

Recognition of life’s finite nature heightens moral responsibility, while consciousness 

enables reflection on ethical decisions and authentic living. Murdoch demonstrates 

that existentialist concerns are mutually reinforcing rather than isolated. 

Example 1: The death of Otto forces Bradley to reconsider his ethical priorities: 

“In the silence left behind, I saw my failures and my duties more clearly than ever.” 

Mortality magnifies the importance of conscious moral action. 

Example 2: Bradley’s reflections on love and betrayal reveal how mortality, ethical 

responsibility, and self-awareness interact: “To love truly, one must confront death, 

acknowledge truth, and bear the weight of conscience.”[4] 

Example 3: The novel’s multiple narrative perspectives allow readers to witness 

how different characters experience mortality, ethical dilemmas, and consciousness, 

emphasizing that existentialist concerns are both personal and relational.  

Through these interconnections, Murdoch presents human existence as a continuous 

negotiation between the awareness of death, the demands of ethical responsibility, and 

the pursuit of authentic consciousness. 

Iris Murdoch’s The Black Prince offers a profound exploration of existentialist 

concerns, particularly mortality, ethics, and human consciousness. The novel 

illustrates how an awareness of death influences characters’ decisions and encourages 

the pursuit of meaningful action. Ethical dilemmas pervade the narrative, 

demonstrating that freedom and moral responsibility are inseparable; individuals must 

navigate the tension between desire, duty, and the consequences of their choices. 

Murdoch’s use of introspective narration highlights human consciousness as a medium 

for self-examination, authenticity, and moral reflection. 

By interweaving these themes, Murdoch shows that existentialist questions are not 

abstract but deeply embedded in lived experience. Mortality amplifies ethical 

awareness, consciousness enables reflection, and both shape authentic existence. 

Ultimately, the novel underscores the human struggle to reconcile finite life, moral 
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responsibility, and self-understanding, positioning The Black Prince as a significant 

literary engagement with existential philosophy and moral inquiry. 
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