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I Introduction

Doris Lessing (1919-2013) is a widely studied writer for her contribution
to British literature. She began writing in the 1940s and has produced more
than fifty books in almost every genre, including more than thirty novels,
several collections of short stories, one play, a good number of critical essays,
several autobiographies, and some other writing. In recent years, scholars
have paid more attention to Lessing’s narration. Yet up to now few critics have
approached Lessing from the perspective of hybridity, which turns out to be a
distinctive narrative feature of her writing. Therefore, this book focuses on the
hybridized narration in Lessing in light of Mikhail Bakhtin and Homi Bhabha’s
concept of hybridity. It tries to argue that Lessing makes hybridity one of her
rhetorical strategies by establishing a dialogic mechanism in her writing, a
fact that can be demonstrated in the multi-voiced dialogue within the text, the
interaction among the author, text and reader, her response to or inheritance
of other writers and theorists, as well as the adjustments and occasional self-
contradiction apparent in her writing philosophy. Thanks to this dialogism set
up both inside and outside, her text, to quote Bakhtin, becomes “a mixture of
two social languages within the limits of a single utterance” (Bakhtin 358), an
effective strategy to replace the single-voice authority in the traditional fiction.
In this sense, hybridity is reconstructive as well as subversive.

Bhabha regards hybridity as “a strategic reversal” (Bhabha Location 112)
and highlights its significance in the Third Space enunciations. The Third Place
is productive in that it embraces new power. This hybrid strategy opens up “a
space of negotiation” which calls for neither “assimilation” nor “collaboration”
(Bhabha “Culture’s In-Between” 58), but a space open for reconstruction.
Lessing is perseverant in making something anew to fight against the dominant
discourse through a multi-dimensional dialogue in which different voices

integrate into each other without losing their own distinctive features.



Hybridity as a Rhetorical Strategy in Doris Lessing’s Narration

This kind of hybridity in Lessing not only manifests itself in her specific
narrative skills, but also in her writing philosophy which turns out to be the
outcome of her decades-long contemplation on novel writing in her auto-
biographies, interviews and literary essays. This book, then, delves into the
following three aspects of her work: (1) the diversified voices, narrators,
perspectives and the dynamic author-text-reader relationship; (2) the juxtaposition
of styles, genres, and subject matters as well as the “dialogue” or “negotiation”
between Lessing and other writers and theorists; and (3) the sources of her re-
constructiveness and de-constructiveness as reflected in her protesting, adaptive
and experimental spirit as well as her ever-evolving writing philosophy.

Firstly, by resorting to diversified voices, narrators and perspectives,
Lessing manages to produce in her writing either a double- or multi-voiced
dialogue. The co-existence of retrospective and experiencing perspectives,
the white-and-black viewpoint and the internalized patriarchal perspective
combined help to break the limits of the authoritative discourse, or of “a
single utterance” (Bakhtin 358). A new space is thus created, characterized
by “difference and sameness in an apparently impossible simultaneity”
(Young Colonial Desire 25). This polyphonic narrative grows out of both her
“unconscious, organic” hybridization and her “intentional™ efforts (Bakhtin
358). Besides, the diversity as manifested in her fictional writing does not
always keep in line with her views on literary production she presents in the
non-fiction. This occasional incompatibility between her writing philosophy
and writing gives rise to misreadings on the part of the reader and encounters
unexpected reader responses. What’s more, the hybrid use of narrative skills
not only brings more ambiguities to the text, but also makes the reading process
a difficult one. Nevertheless, this unstable author-text-reader relationship best
proves the nature of hybridity as explained by Bakhtin, namely, the “limitless™
production of meaning, or the possibility of the “reinterpretation” of meaning.

Secondly, Lessing’s experiment with different styles, genres, and subject
matters contributes to the hybridity in her writing. Rather than adhering to
set principles, she constantly brings new elements into her texts even when

she writes in conventional styles. When dealing with fiction and non-fiction,
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for example, she purposely blurs the demarcation between the real and the
imaginative and thus injects freshness into the two genres. In addition, her
space fiction is not a break with realism but rather a kind of inheritance and
development from it. Far from a gesture of escapism, her fondness for space
fiction indicates an effort of getting rid of the provincialism of British literature
by telling a more universal truth. The semi-fictional writing growing out of
her own experience and that of her parents, and the lengthy statements she has
made on the topic of fiction and non-fiction all show her concern for the issues
of genre and style. Lessing in her earliest years of writing tends to be more
realistic, then she turns to modernistic and post-modernistic ways of writing,
and finally she seems to return to realism, although these “turns™ and “returns™
never indicate a complete break. In spite of all these turnings, namely, it is
hard to put her into any one of these “-isms”, for she seldom sticks to any
single way of writing. Apart from styles and genres, the hybridity of Lessing’s
works also reveals itself in her choice of subject matters which cover a wide
range of cultures, ideas, races and social issues. As she experiments with
different styles, genres and subject matters, the hybrid construction in her work
becomes more congenial to her social criticism than any conventional narrative
she could ever attempt. It can be proved that she benefits as well as makes
breakthroughs from the politics and poetics of the day. Apart from the dialogue
with herself, Lessing, by “negotiating” with others, makes her contribution
towards the construction of a heteroglossia in literature.

Thirdly, apart from the textual construction, the cutting edge of Lessing’s
hybridity comes from her awareness of cultural legacies. Her educational,
literary, and ideological background contributes as much to her hybridized
way of writing. Lessing protests against the provincialism in British literature
and the practice of labelling. Besides, her preference for an open stance and
the practice of border-crossing is also held accountable for her strategic use of
hybridity. Lessing blames contemporary British writers for their narrowness,
declaring that their “horizons are bounded by their immediate experience
of British life and standard™ (Lessing ASPV 14), hence a Euro-centered

perspective, a major concern of post-colonial theorists like Bhabha and Said.
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Besides, Lessing is unhappy about the fact that she is often regarded as a realist
or modernist, or in particular, a feminist writer. Although she cares much about
gender issues, for some of her works such as The Golden Notebook do have
some influence on the second-wave feminist movement, she always stands
clear of the feminist group. Being one of the practitioners of border-crossing
and the self-styled “thrice-exiled”, Lessing protests against the practice of
categorization and turns out to be highly hybridized both in writing and in
mind. The frequent revision of her writing philosophy not only shows her
fluidity and paradoxy, but also has a direct bearing on her choice of narrative
skills. As for the author’s function, she begins with a firm belief in the author’s
preaching and transforming power and ends as a disillusioned writer who does
not see any superiority in the writer. Similarly, she gradually becomes doubtful
about the necessity of integrating the moral issue into writing which she at the
very beginning has strong faith in. Due to these changes in attitude, Lessing
frequently modifies her role as an author, from an omniscient authority towards
a cool-headed and more detached observer in the later years of her writing. No
wonder there have been some backtracks and self-contradictions between her
writing principles and practice, which all add up to the hybridized nature of her
narration.

Bakhtin applies the theory of hybridity to the examination of language
and pays more attention to the dismantlement of the single-voice utterance.
Bhabha, by focusing on the cultural and post-colonial context, goes on to
highlight the active role that hybridity plays in the construction of the Third
Space. If the development of language tends to prioritize the independence
and individuality of each utterance, the interpretation or translation of cultures
calls for more attention towards common ground with differences. bakhtin
points out that the tension caused by the contradiction or conflict between
two discourses within one single utterance provides the text with productive
power. Bhabha regards hybridity as an effective strategy in bringing forth
negotiation and dialogue between different voices, a co-existence of difference
and sameness on the margin or in a space “in-between” (Bhabha Location

38). Both of these ideas find resonance in Lessing, that is, the pursuit of
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differentiation and individualization as well as the construction of a polyphonic
narrative which is open to multi-voiced negotiations. This doubleness,
however, gives rise to an inner contradiction which Lessing is not totally
unaware of, namely, on the one hand she tries to speak out from the margin, in
an effort to subvert the dominating discourse; on the other hand, she identifies
herself, however reluctantly, with the voice from the center. She disagrees with
the binary opposition while at the same time tends to turn it into a means of
deconstructing the binary opposition. In other words, to blur the difference,
she often foregrounds the disparities at first in a way to bring forth the ultimate
reconciliation between different parties.

As it has been briefly introduced above, Lessing’s hybridity contains de-
constructive and re-constructive elements constantly supplementing each other,
so that the text becomes highly polyphonic. To approach Lessing’s narration
from the perspective of hybridity helps to highlight her distinctive narrative
features as well as best demonstrate her spirit of resistance and the will to
experimentation.

Although acknowledged nowadays as one of the most significant British
writers of the time, Lessing has nevertheless had controversial evaluations
on her literary achievements especially during the earlier stage of Lessing
criticism. In 1965, the first Lessing biography-writer Dorothy Brewster
regarded her as “one of the most gifted of the younger group of English
novelists” (Brewster 3). In 1978, Michael Thorpe praised her as “the most
widely recognized and most seriously considered woman novelist writing
in English since Virginia Woolf died in 1941” (Thorpe Africa 3). One year
later, Roberta Rubenstein, a distinguished Lessing scholar and author of The
Novelistic Vision of Doris Lessing, Breaking the Forms of Consciousness
(1979), speculated that Lessing “will be remembered for the sheer scope,
breadth, vividness, and depth of her endeavor as a chronicler of major strands
of contemporary experience” (Rubenstein Novelistic Vision 26).

Despite these positive views, Lessing has been frequently criticized for her
dry voice, the didactic tone of a moralist, aesthetic slackness, clumsy language

and structure, one-sided politics, and limited conceptions. Some critics hold an
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ambivalent attitude. They, on the one hand, praise Lessing for her distinctive
features and, on the other hand, regard them as her shortcomings. Harold Bloom
(2007), for one, expresses his dissent against Lessing’s winning of Nobel Prize
by declaring her works after 1990s quite unreadable and her science fiction
fourth-rate'. Bloom also regards Lessing’s style and language as “a kind of drab
shrug” (Bloom 6). Though critical of Lessing’s weakness, Bloom nevertheless
recognizes her strengths, claiming that she is the perfect spokeswoman of the
time, for she “has the spirit, if not the style, of the age” (Bloom 7).

Unlike Bloom, James Gindin criticizes Lessing’s intensity and steadfast
conviction and commitment because he believes that “intense commitment
can cut off a whole dimension of human experience” (Gindin 85). Similarly,
Water Allen regards The Golden Notebook as a sociological work which is
too honest to be attractive from an artistic perspective: “As a work of art, The
Golden Notebook seems to fail. The structure is clumsy, complicated rather
than complex” (Allen 276). However, he also admits that “it must also be
said that it is essential reading for anyone interested in our times” (Allen 277)
for its honesty and uniqueness. Nevertheless, due to the increasing influence
of Lessing’s writing, especially after she was awarded the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 2007°, her work has drawn more attention worldwide and there
have been more and more positive responses to her works. Scholars have
conducted research on her from multiple perspectives such as, among the most
popular, the feminist, psychoanalytical, realist, deconstructive, formalist, and
ecological. Critical studies of her work have mainly focused on her African
settings, social-political issues, feminist concerns, Marxist and humanistic
elements, treatments of time and space, and philosophical, religious, and
mystical elements in her later works. It is not until recently that the narrative

part of Lessing has aroused attention among Lessing critics.

1 For more details about Bloom’s criticism on Lessing upon the awarding of the
Nobel Prize to her, see Sarah Crown’s essay “Doris Lessing wins Nobel Prize™. The
Guardian. Oct. 11, 2007. Apr. 15, 2013. Retrieved from http://www.guardian.co.uk/
books/2007/oct/11/nobelprize.awardsandprizes.

2 In 2007, 87-year-old Lessing was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, which

makes her the oldest woman to receive this award.
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Lessing study in the West emerged in the 1960s, when responses to her
work were not as positive as they would become in the following decades.
Initially, Lessing scholars conducted textual analyses of several of her
representative works, especially the earlier ones such as The Grass Is Singing
(1950), The Golden Notebook (1962), and the five-volume The Children
of Violence series, which extend from 1952 to 1969'. These early works of
Lessing criticism, introductory in nature, mainly focused on her life as a
feminist and on African matters. In 1965, the first Lessing biography, written
by Dorothy Brewster, was published, which, besides offering a biographical
sketch of Lessing, elaborated on the theme and techniques of her early fiction
and short stories.

In the 1970s, due to the influence of The Golden Notebook, there were
more controversial responses to her work. In 4 Literature of Their Own, British
Women Novelists from Bronté to Lessing (1977), a landmark monograph
based on feminist literary criticism, Elaine Showalter praises GN as “such a
monumental achievement that it is tempting to see it as Lessing’s ultimate
statement about 20th-century women and the female tradition” (Showalter
308). Showalter is among the first to deal with feminine writing and sexual
politics in this novel.

Along with feminism, early criticism also focused attention on African
matters in Lessing, the most brilliant among these being Michael Thorpe’s
Doris Lessing’s Africa (1978), a collection of essays addressing African
materials in her early novels and short stories. More importantly, Thorpe is one
of the earliest critics to notice Lessing’s shifting points of views although at
that time it “may be simply a shifting of her Zambesian eye to new subjects”
(Thorpe x).

1 In recent years, some of Lessing’s later works have added to the topics of discussion,
in particular the Canopus in Argos: Archives series, her four-volume science fiction
published continuously from 1979 to 1982, and The Good Terrorist (1985). In order
to trace the trajectory of her writing, this book will integrate several significant yet
less discussed works, including The Summer Before the Dark (1973), The Memoirs
of a Survivor (1975), Love, again (1996), The Diaries of Jane Somers (1983), and
Alfred and Emily (2008).



Hybridity as a Rhetorical Strategy in Doris Lessing’s Narration

Ruberta Rubenstein pays attention to the presentations of consciousness in
The Novelistic Vision of Doris Lessing: Breaking the Forms of Consciousness
(1979). According to Rubenstein, “the common denominator in Lessing’s
fictional world is the mind: the mind discovering, interpreting, and ultimately
shaping its own reality” (Rubenstein Novelistic Vision 7). Rubenstein’s
viewpoint was quite insightful for later Lessing critics, for Lessing has been
known to be involved in consciousness and dreams in her later writings due
to the influence of Jungian psychoanalysis and oriental mysticism, such as
Sufism'.

As critics became more concerned with Lessing and her writings,
Contemporary Literature, an academic quarterly in the United States, published
a special issue on her in 1973 followed by another special issue published by
Modern Fiction Studies in 1980°. The decade also witnessed the appearance
of several significant Lessing monographs that proved to be milestones in
Lessing scholarship. For instance, Notebooks, Memoirs, Archives: Reading

and Rereading Doris Lessing (1982) edited by Jenny Taylor, “is representative

1 Lessing has been heavily influenced by this Islamic mysticism in her later years.
A more detailed analysis can be found in Muge Galin’s Between East and West:
Sufism in the Novels of Doris Lessing (1997).

2 In this special issue on Lessing, 11 critical essays plus | introductory article
and 1 interview were collected, covering a wide range of topics, perspectives,
and approaches for a study of Lessing’s earlier works. This edition also offers a
checklist of Lessing criticism with almost 80 critical essays starting from the 1960s.
This collection of essays makes a good beginning in the study of Doris Lessing and
calls for more diversified critical views in Lessing study. It not only touches upon
the structural features of Lessing’s work, but also discusses from such perspective
as socialism, feminism and archetypal analysis, so as to further the understanding of
Lessing’s experimentalist way of writing and “encyclopedic range and complexity™
(Pratt 416—417). In a sense, this special issue on Lessing is a critical initial step in
Lessing studies.

3 The special issue on Lessing published by Modern Fiction Studies is composed of
13 critical essays plus 1 book review and a checklist, adding up to 176 pages. The
checklist “is essentially an updated supplement to Selma Burkom’s 1973 checklist™
(King 167), consisting of criticism, interviews, biographical commentary, and
bibliography.
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in many respects of the sins and virtues of Lessing scholarship” (Knapp
182). A remarkable monograph in the early period of Lessing studies, this
book, however, is criticized for its over-emphasis on the feminist elements
in Lessing’s novels, a perspective which Lessing constantly complains about
as a “sin” and which has been blamed for an “overly personal and emotional
standpoint which interferes with the reader/text relationship” (Knapp 183).
This so-called “sin” may result from the fact that all eight contributors to this
book are female. Similarly, most Lessing criticism in this period puts emphasis
on her early works in the 1950s and 1960s to the exclusion of her works of
1970s, such as Briefing for a Descent into Hell (1971) and The Summer Before
the Dark (1973).

In 1985, Eve Bertelsen published Doris Lessing, a selection of press
reviews of Lessing from 1950 to 1982. Katherine Fishburn also published
The Unexpected Universe of Doris Lessing: A Study in Narrative Technique,
in which she addresses narrative technique in Lessing’s seven science fiction
works. One year later, Modern Critical Views: Doris Lessing (1986), edited by
Harold Bloom, was published and a second edition came out in 2003 enriched
by new perspectives and viewpoints'.

One of the most important monographs for Lessing studies is Claire
Sprague’s 1987 Rereading Doris Lessing, Narrative Patterns of Doubling
and Repetition, which provided an examination of the narrative patterns—in
particular, the patterns of repetition—in Lessing’s work. Probing into Lessing’s
separate and merging selves, as well as her dialectical use of name patterns
and repetitive motifs, and tracing them back to her narrative adventures as a
whole, Sprague concludes that it is with the help of the narrative patterns of
doubling and repetition that Lessing is capable of presenting her major themes
and concerns. Before Sprague, few Lessing scholars or critics had approached

Lessing from the perspective of narrative patterns.

1 In 2003, Bloom published a new edition entitled Bloom s Modern Critical Views:
Doris Lessing, replacing the 9 essays with 8 new ones, with the intention to bring
together what he judged to be “the most useful criticism yet published on the fiction
of Doris Lessing” (Bloom 1986 vii).



