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Foreword

In the late 1990s, when I first read The Golden Notebook for an
English novel class taught by Prof. Betsy Draine in the
University of Wisconsin-Madison, the United States, [ was
awed both by the bulk of the book and the scope of the subject
matter. Holding the clumsy 600-odd-page The Golden Notebook
in my hand and skimming it very quickly, I decided that I did
not like this Doris Lessing, but at the same time I had a very
uncomfortable feeling about the failure to understand her, for
she was * the greatest woman writer after Woolf® according to
Prof. Betsy Draine.

Returning to my country a year later, I began to work on a
project concerning the history of 20™ century British literature.
Then I was forced to meet her again. This time I read The
Golden Notebook very carefully. The variety of her styles and her
tactful maneuvering of the structure struck me. Then I went on
to read the seemingly * simple’ book The Diaries of Jane Somers.

The more I read her, the more fascinated I became. After the
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publication of my book, I decided to choose her as the subject
of my dissertation. Due to the lack of reference books at home,
I went to Hong Kong University, invited by the Dean of
English Department Prof. Elaine Y. L. Ho for a short visit.
There with her help, [ was admitted into the university library
and read a lot of reference books and materials concerning
Lessing criticism abroad. I found that she is not only an
internationally known British writer, but she has also been the
focus of the world critical circle since the publication of her first
novel The Grass is Singing in 1950. Her varied styles, profound
thinking and her novel and insightful ideas are important reasons
for her being nominated several times for Nobel Prize in
Literature.

At present, most of the Doris Lessing criticism both at home
and abroad focuses on her theme and style. Owing to the fact
that she joined the Communist Party in her early years, also
because of the complicated psychological analysis in her novels
and her complimentary comments and articles on Sufism, many
critiques are about the influences, on her creation, of Marxism,
Freudian and Jungian psychoanalytical theories as well as Sufism.
Some critics have noticed the relationship between the form and
the themes. However, there is little work on the connection
between the form of her novels and her philosophy and no one,
so far, has discussed her works from the perspective of the

philosophy of life, especially in terms of the theories of the
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German philosopher W. Dilthey and French philosopher H.
Bergson, not to say the relationship between her own
philosophy of life and the forms of her novels. But her view of
life is the basis of her creation, which is conveyed through her
art. This shows her extraordinary ingenuity as a great literary
talent, and also forms the focus of my dissertation, which
attempts to offer a new orientation for the current Doris Lessing
study both at home and abroad.

Most of Doris Lessing’s ideas expressed in her novels are based
on the views of the philosophers of life, especially W. Dilthey
and H. Bergson. And her views of life and her deep concern
with man’s life and future and its meaning, which are expressed
or implied in her essays, interviews and novels, all can find their
roots in the theories of the philosophers of life, who consider it
as their responsibility to reveal the nature and meaning of life.
Furthermore, she tactfully weaves her own philosophical views
of life into her carefully and exquisitely created fictional world
and reveals them through the specific forms of her novels.
Therefore, everything in her novels, whether it is the structure,
time, characters or the arrangement of events, is carefully
designed and tactfully considered. Everything has its source and
everywhere there is stratagem. They have become part of her
philosophical views.

After I took my Ph. D in English literature, I obtained a grant

from the government of Shandong Province, so I went to



4 A Study of Doris Lessing’s Art and Philosophy

Cambridge University last year, invited by the English Faculty as
a visiting scholar. There in the Faculty library and the university
library, [ read the most advanced studies concerning Doris
Lessing criticism. When I came back, I revised my paper,
according to the suggestions from several famous experts both
abroad and at home and shaped it into the present book. I hope
my work can be of a little help to the further understanding of
one of the greatest writers of the last century and I not only fully
agree with Prof. Betsy Draine in that Doris Lessing is the
greatest woman writer after Woolf, but much more than that,
she is one of the greatest writers both in Great Britain and the

world.

Lili Wang
Jinan

June 30, 2006
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Introduction

Doris Lessing is an extraordinary writer. Firstly it is due to the
great abundance of her voluminous works and essays. By 1997,
she has written about 50 novels, essays and other works.
Secondly Lessing’s oeuvre encompasses an assortment of genres:
science fiction, drama, essays, novels, bildungsroman, autobiography,
short stories, and poetry. And she writes in a great variety of
styles: realism, modernism, postmodernism, etc. and more
often than not we can find all these elements in one book.
Thirdly she deals with almost all subject matters of social concern:
racial discrimination, war, love, sex, politics, and many other
social issues. Fourthly she has a complex background: she was
born in Persia and brought up in Africa and at about thirty, she
went to England and has lived there ever since then. She is
admittedly influenced by Marxism, Freudian psychoanalysis, R.
D. Laing and Jungian theories, Sufism, etc.. So her perspectives
are varied. Her extraordinariness earns her an international fame

and she has been nominated for Nobel Prize for several years on end.
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1. Doris Lessing Criticism

The criticism on her, which began in the 1960s, begins to
flood in the following decades in the Western world. And in the
1990s, the scholars at home began to pay attention to her
works. To make it a little clearer, I divide these critical studies
in the West into several categories according to their focuses and
put the Doris Lessing criticism at home at the end of this

section.
General studies

The first pioneering book is Dorothy Brewster’s Doris Lessing
(New York: Twayne Publishers, 1965). And in 1973, Paul
Schlueter published The Novels of Doris Lessing, which is a
comprehensive description of Lessing’s career in terms of its key
themes. These two books focus almost exclusively on plot and
biographical summary. In 1973, Michael Thorpe published
Doris Lessing, which is also a general review of Doris Lessing’s
life and works. In 1977, Mary Ann Singleton discussed the
oeuvre in terms of myth, archetype and symbol in City and the
Veld: The Fiction of Doris Lessing ( Lewisburg: Bucknell Univ.
Press), which enriches Lessing criticism with a study of the
novelist’s central themes, but Singleton’s rather schematic

definition of these themes oversimplify the complexity of
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Lessing’s fiction. In 1979, Roberta Rubenstein published The
Novelistic Vision of Doris Lessing:  Breaking the Forms of
Consciousness. This book analyzes Lessing’s fictional presentations
of forms of consciousness and it is the first systematic analysis of
Lessing’s existing ocuvre. Rubenstein asserts that © the common
denominator in Lessing’s fictional world is the mind: the mind
discovering, interpreting, and ultimately shaping its own
reality. That function cuts across and brings together all of the
other possible entrances into her work’. (7) Mental process is
central to Lessing’s work, and Rubenstein admirably
characterizes the varying representations of consciousness and the
psychological frames informing them. Rubenstein’s summery
and application of Jungian theory provides a particularly useful
gloss on the perceptions and relationships of Lessing’s characters;
her examinations of Sufi thought also offers guideposts for
charting the unpredictable world of Lessing’s later fiction. While
Singleton initiates serous inquiry into Lessing’s adaptation of
Jung, and several critics have explored Lessing’s response to
Sufism, Rubenstein’s analysis is more comprehensive. Her
choice of a clear chronological format that divides her study into
three major sections, ° Breaking Down, Breaking Out’,
‘ Breaking Through’, and ‘ Returning to the Center’, has the
additional merit of articulating Lessing’s successive formulation of
recurring themes. In 1981, Rotraut Spiegel published Doris
Lessing: The Problem of Alienation and the Form of the Novel. In



