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Introduction

Doris Lessing. Her Background and Commitment

Doris Taylor Lessing was born in 1919 in Kermanshah,
Persia, into a world full of the hatred and violence of
World War I, *the Great Unmentionable® as her father
Alfred Cock Taylor would call it. He had already lost a
leg at mid-thigh and suffered shell-shock from a war that
he had sincerely hoped would end all wars. Tired of his
colonial bank job in Persia, Alfred Taylor moved his wife
Emily McVeagh (his nurse after the war and, as it turned
out, for 1life) and his family to a farm in Southern
Rhodesia when Doris Taylor was five. Her formal education
in a convent school in Salisbury, ended when she was
fourteen. Talking of those few years on the farm Mrs,
Lessing says:

I spent most of my childhood alone in a
landscape with very few people to dot it. At
the time it "was hellishly 1lonely, but now I
realize how extraordinary it was, and how very
lucky I was.l

buring that period she was an avid reader. of
particular interest to her, and of great formative effect
was the literature of the nineteenth century, particularly
Russian literature. Reading and daydreaming were her
pastimes and because the country was "so empty we can

dream - we can dream of cities and a civilization more

1Roy Newguist, ™Interview with Doris Lessing", A
Small Personal Voice, ed. Paul Schlueter (Vintage BoOKks;
New York: Random House, 1975), p. 46.
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beautiful than anything that has been seen in the world
before.'2

Doris Taylor then moved to the «c¢ity where she
supported herself with secretarial work, There she
married when still in her teens, had two children, and was
divorced. She remarried a man called Gottfried Lessing,
who gave her another child before she divorced again. AsS
she sums it up, "I do not think marriage is one of my
talents".3

It was during this period that Doris Lessing began to
be interested in political work because she was constantly
exposed in Southern Rhodesia to one of man's great crimes
against his fellow men: racial discrimination, tyranny and
violence, Her father's native workers made the pitiable
sum of twelve shillings a month and lived lives of poverty
and enslavement.

And while the cruelties of the white man
towards the black man are among the heaviest
counts in the indictment against humanity,
colour prejudice is not our original faule,
but only cne aspect of the atrophy of the
imaginaticn that prevents as from seeinag
oirselves in every <creature that breathes
under the sun.4

“rs, Lessing's initiation into political activism cane
at the hands of the socialists and communists who were
posted to Africa with the R.A.F. during the Second World

2poris Lessing, Going Home [Panther Books; Great
Britain: Granada Publishing Ltd., 18974}, p. 1l4.

3Newguist, "Interview with Doris Lessing", p. 46.

é50ris Lessing, "Preface", african Stories (New
York: Ballantine Books, 1966), p. viil.
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War. This group of liberal or progressive young men and
women were considered the nucleus of a Communist Party.

Mrs. Lessing says:

There was no Communist Party in Rhodesia. And
for a period of about three years, a group of
epnormously idealistic and mostly extremely
intellectual people created a Communist party
in a vacuum which no existing Communist party
anywhere in the world would have recognized as
such.

In 1949 she left for England, where she became a
member of the Communist Party, to which she had been
emotionally committed since 1842, but left it in the late
fifties. From these talking-shops of socialism and her
wide reading, including her favourites - Balzac, Stendhal
and Tolstoy — she received her real education.

Although she was a "white™ woman 1in Africa and
although she was fully aware that "Africa belongs to the
Africans"™ and that “the sooner they take it the bpetter"”

yet she realized too that Africa was a great influence
on her life and work. "Whatever I am" she said "I have
been made so by Central Africa.6

Many of the themes that she deals with in her work -
war, racism, sex and marriage, left-wing politics - are
inseparable from her personal experiences and constantly
reflect her background.

SFlorence Howe, "A Talk with poris Lessing," A Small
Personal Voice, ed. Paul Schlueter (Vintage Books; New
York: Random House, 1975}, Pp. 79 - 80.

6Lessing, Going Home, p. 103.
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In 1958, Mrs. Lessing's first novel, The Grass 1is
Singing, was published and the following three decades
have amply demonstrated the fertility and diversity of her

talent. There are three volumes of personal narrative:
Going Home (1957}, In Pursuit of the English (193%60),
Particularly cats (1867). The plays Each His Own
Wilderness (1959) and Play With a Tiger (1962) have been
beth printed@ and produced; Mr. Doolittle (1958) and The
Truth about Billy Newton (19261) have only been acted.
Mrs. Lessing has written many short stories, some of which
have been collected: This was the 0ld Chief's Country
{1951), The Habit of Loving (1957), A Man and Two Women
(1963), African Stories (1964), Winter in July (1966), The
Black Madonna (19266). The novella Five (1953), and XNo
Witchcraft for Sale (195%6), come between her short stories
and her novels,

The novels which were published after The Grass is
Singing could be divided into two stages. The first cof
these is a group of five novels which she has called The

Children of Violence, and which are united by the central

character, Martha Quest. They consist of Martha Quest
{1952), A Proper Marriage (1954), A Ripple from the Storm
{1956), Landlocked {1965), and The Four-Gated City
(1969). In addition to these she wrote Retreat to

Innocence {1956) and The Golden Notebook (1962).

All these novels, apart from Retreat to Innocence,

represent an integral whole that covers her career as a
novelist up to 1969 and they point to <c¢hanges in her
career after 1970. The novels written after 1970 are of
greater interest to the student of psychology and
philosophy than to the student of literature. Commenting
on the novels of the 1970's Paul Schlueter says:
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Doris Lessing departs radically from anything
else she has ever written 1in several malor
ways, although the same dominant themes of
mental imbalance andé psychic phenomena
emphasized in The Golden Notebook and the last
of the Martha Quest novels are to be found
here ... Mrs. Lessing seems intent on probing
more and more deeply and relientlessly into the
inner-most recesses of the human experience,
to move away from the political and social
novels of two decades ago intc a virtually
unexplored territory; into profound
explorations of the areas of human experience
that ultimately are the most difficult to
handle ... Mrs. Lessing calls this new work
inner-space fiction®™, a&an atzemp* to probe
beneath the layers of socizl pretense andéd the
facade of conventionality that 50 often is a
substitute for a deeper rea:ity '

It would have been 1impossible to deal in this thesis
with 2ll Mrs. Lessing's wWorks; ctherefore the first stage of
the novel-writing rag GLeen cheossen ~ *that 1s, +he eight
novels that were rpubplished oCetween 50 and 1970. Strict
adherence to chronclcocical order has oseen atztempted but as

the Childrern of Viclence fgrm a uanity, The Golden Notebook -

which in order of puclicazion intervenes Detween “he guinte:
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Pasl EBchluerer, The ivels of ZToris Lessinc ({ross
Cdrrents Modern Craitioues:  Sodbtbert Tillingiz Unlversity
Preces; UL.%0A., 19740 v, 109 - 14,
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A brief survey of her work shows how the settings and
concerns of Mrs. Lessing's books have gradually shifted
since her move to England.

Her first novel, The Grass is Singing (1950}, set in

Rhodesia, begins with the murder of a white woman by her
black servant on a lonely farm, and then goes on to detail,
in an extended flashback, the development of their
relationship. ™"Mrs. Lessing has vividly recorded the strong
impact of society upon the individual; in adapting to it on
one level of his personality and rejecting it on another, he

is fragmented, driven to confused and contradictory

action.9

Mrs. Lessing has stated that Children of Violence "is a

study of the individual conscience in its relations with the
collective'.10 Together these five novels chronicle the
history of Martha Quest from adoclescence, as she grows up,
is twice married and divorced, becomes a Communist, lives
through World War II, anc¢ tries <o work for African
liberation, The firs+t feour volumes are set in Rhodesia
(Zambesia 1in the novels), but at the end of the fourth
volume, Martha is ready to sail tc Enaland. The fifth book
is set mainly In London, though an "Appendix" takes the
narrative on until 1997, the year before Martha's death on
an 1island off the Scottish Coast, mnany years after some
great disaster has destroyed Britain,

3Ellen Brooks, Fragmentation and Integration: A
Study of bDoris Lessing's Fiction (Unpublished Doctoral
Thesis; New York University, 1971), p. 6.

10poris Lessing, "The Small Personal Voice", A Small
Personal Voice, ed. Paul Schlueter (Vintage Books; New
York: Random House, 1975), p. 14.
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Many of the characters are involved with the
great events of the 20th Century, but they are
also steeped in everyday life. Through their
multi-dimensional 1lives, Mrs. Lessing 1inks
the disparate material of her fiction,
swinging wide in vast historical upheavals but
also examining in detail the psychic upheavals
of disturbed individuals, implying that
neurosis is inevitable in these times.l

The first novel set in @England is Retreat to
Innocence (1956). It tells of the encounter and parting
between an educated but politically apathetic English

girl, Julia Barr, and an older Czechoslovak Communist, Jan
Brod. 0f Julia Barr and those like her, Mrs. Lessing has
said:

The mental climate created by the cold war has
produced a deneration of young intellectuals
who totally reject everything communism stands
for; they cut themselves off imaginatively
from & third of mankind, and impoverish
themselves by doing so.l2

One of Mrs. Lessing's most ambitious works is The

Golden Notebocock (1962), a work whichk tries to find sonme

way of integrating the different roles and personalities
of Anna wulf, novelist, Commonist, free woman, mnother,
friend, and lover. It is structurally more complex than
the Martha Quest series but deals essentially with the
same themes, though as Anna is a writer, there is the
additional concern with the artist and the difficulties of
artistic creation in the contemporary world. Anna writes
of her activities in four separate notebooks; there are

also five "Free Women" sections abou* Anna and her friend

1lgyrien Brooks, Fragmentation and Integration, p. 6.

12Lessing, "The Small Personal Voice", p. l4.
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Molly, which together form a conventional novel, and a
final golden notebook in which she tries to integrate her

experience. Hilton Kramer has judged The Golden Notebook

as the one novel of the 60's to "embody the collision of

history and private consciousness which art - and only art
3

- can present in all its dialectical complexity“.‘B

Mrs. Lessing's plays and poems are less distinguished
but two books of reportage, as well as a number of
reviews, interviews and articles, help to throw light on
her «concerns, and make an interesting comment on her
fiction. Going Home is a coliection of essays describing
a visit to the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland in
1956, after which 5he was declared a prohibited

immigrant., In__Pursuit of the English describes in

slightly fictionalized form Mrs. Lessinc's own early
experiences in London, living among the working classes in

an overcrowded boarding house.

Many critics have generally triei «rto characterize
Doris Lessing 38 & "CcomTitoedn writer, anad ner oW
articles on both writing ard politics show that she wouls
not object to the claim by James 3Sindin that she =:s

0g
"intensely committed o the acrive rsiasion o reforrm

14
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socliety",

Mrs, Lessing hercself Ta
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Small Personal Voice",
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statement about her position in "

13yi1ton Kramer, New Leader (25 Uctoser, 1965), obo.

21,

14James  Gindin, "Lessing's Intense  Commitment",
Postwar Bririsgh Fiction: New Accencs and Attitudes
{Bercxley, 1962!, p. 65.
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Though Mrs. Lessing was a member of the Communist
Party until after the abortive Huncarian revolt and the
Twentieth Congress in 1956, vyet she declares that her
commitment is not to any one political ideology but to the
1idea of humanity. Her greatest concern is the relatjon-
ship between the individual and the collective, the

individual and society. She believes that the novel is

the only popular art form left where the
artist speaks directly, in clear words, to his

audience . The novelist talks as an
individual to individuals in a small personal
voice.:

The novelist who accepts his responsibility to
communicate with his readers must have "a vision to build

towards, and that vision must soring from the nature of

the world we live in".18 Mrs. Lessing's own world view

is sombre,

we are living at a time whick is sc dan

dangercus,
violent, explosive and precarious -hat i* is a
guestion whether soon +there will be Depple
ieft alive to write books ané tc reaé therm, 1P

Bat the splitzing of the %07, wWhich 91 <he cne nand

{1

led to the menacing fear and horror of --e nydrogen bonbd,

wag also & revolutionary zdvance. I macde possible Qgreat
dreams as well as great nightmares and tre artist has a
responsioility to exzlore both

i1e

Artists are the traditional interpreters of

dreams and nightmares, and this 1s no time <o
turn our backs on our chosen responsibilities,
7 : '
l'Le551ng, "The Small Personal Voice", p. 21,

“81518., p. 7.

14,
X

13,
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measured by his capacity to shoulder work and
responsibilities he detests, which bore him,
which are too small for what he could be; a
man whose strength will not be gauged by the
values of the mystique of suffering.

The imagination of the world already rejects
hunger and poverty. We all believe they can
be abolished. If humanity submits to living
below the level of what is possible, it will
be as shameful as when a human being chooses
to live below the level of what he can be; or
a nation falls below itself.Z

Modern writers in general, Mrs. Lessing claims, have
failed to present their visions of what the world could
be, mainly because of their preoccupation with death, fear
and suffering, with actualities and not potentialities,
The old Utopias have not been rewritten, and nobility is

almost always shown as victory over sufferinag.

The best and most vital works of Western
literature have been despairing statements of
emotional anarchy ... the novel or play which
one sees or reads with a shudder of horrified
pity for all of humanity.24

Mrs. Legsing helieves tkat writers like Camus,
Beckett, Sartre, Genet apparently feel nothing but a
"tired pity"™ for their fellow humans, and that their work
is therefore a betraval of the writer's true task. Though
she recognizes the artistic supericrity of their work, she
1s forced to reject their vision of art and life, along
with that of many minor andé naive socialist writers who
precduce cheeful tracts about factory workers and

collective farmers.

Both are aspects of cowardice, both fallings -
away from a central vision, the two easy
rscapes of ocur time into false innocence. They
sre opposite sides of the same coin. One sees
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the gquestion of what is due to the collective and what is
due to the individual. The guestion is debated many times

in her novels: it is never fully solved,

Mrs. Lessing, writing in the realist tradition, aims
te describe the world as it is. She therefore must
describe violence, war, racial tension, inhumanity, and
frustration for these are the realities of our time. But
her realism includes more than the accurate reproduction
of contemporary events. She defines realism as "an art

which springs 50 vigorously and naturally from a

strongly-held thoudgh not necessarily
intellectually~defined view of 1life that it absorbs
symbolism".28 As F.W.P. McDowell has explained, the

*symbols are only incidental, but all the more powerful
and evocative by being embedded organically in the work
itself'.29 Mrs. Lessing has already explained her own
stance; it depends on a sense of balance and detachment.
The realistic novelist, then, is one who sees man's
capacities for becoming truly human, as well as noting the
conflict and viclence man produces. He is the man who

describes both the dream and the nightmare.

Georg Lukacs in his essay ‘"Historical Truth in
Fiction", says:

Realism is not some sort of middle way between
false objectivity and false subjectivity ...
Realism is the recognition of the fact that
the work of literature can rest neither on a

281bid., p. 4.

29frederick W.P. McDowell, "The Fiction of Doris
Lessing. An Interim View", Arizona Quarterly 21 (Winter
1965), p. 316.
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