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Myriam Di Maio 

Ecology, Gender and Cultural Ideology in Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing

L’articolo oͿre Xna lettXra ecocritica del primo romanzo di 'oris Lessing The 
Grass is Singing ������. La natXra è Xn elemento imprescindibile cKe incontra 
e sostiene la necessitj dell’aXtrice di aͿrontare concomitanti TXestioni migra-
torie� etnicKe� sessXali e di genere noncKp� contestXalmente� di ricKiamare a 
Xna presa di consapeYolezza ambientale e politica. 2ltre allo sIrXttamento 
delle risorse natXrali� i rapporti Ira Xomo e natXra nel romanzo generano casi 
di crXdeltj Yerso gli animali ed ecoansia. L’articolo analizza� inoltre� limiti e 
potenzialitj dell’approccio ecoIemminista in riIerimento alla protagonista e 
ad altre categorie emarginate.

7Ke article reads 'oris Lessing’s debXt noYel The Grass is Singing (1950) 
tKroXgK an ecocritical lens. 1atXre is a IXndamental IeatXre oI tKe booN� serY-
ing Lessing’s agenda to address interconnected issXes oI migration� race� gen-
der� and se[Xalit\ ZKile raising enYironmental and political aZareness. Be-
sides tKe e[ploitation oI natXral resoXrces� KXman-natXre relationsKips lead to 
instances oI animal crXelt\ and eco-an[iet\. 7Ke article IXrtKer discXsses tKe 
limits and potentialities oI tKe ecoIeminist approacK in tKe case oI tKe Iemale 
protagonist and otKer marginalised categories.

Keywords: 3ostcolonial Ecocriticism� EcoIeminism� 5ace� Gender� EcopKobia.

In this decayed hole among the mountains 
In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing
Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel

There is an empty chapel, only the wind’s home. 
It has no windows, and the door swings,

Dry bones can harm no one 
�7. S. Eliot ����� ��� YY. ���-����.

7Ke article integrates ecocriticism� gender stXdies� and postcolonial stXdies to IoregroXnd 
tKe interconnectedness oI tKemes sXcK as enYironmental degradation� gender discrepan-
c\� and racial issXes in tKe noYel. 'raZing on ecocriticism� tKe article e[plores ecological 
Yiolence and land Xse in SoXtKern 5Kodesia� as Zell as tKe legac\ oI colonial agricXltXre 
in terms oI banNrXptc\ and Iarming IailXre. 7Ke interpla\ oI gender and postcolonial ap-
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proacKes articXlates KoZ� b\ operating tKroXgK gender norms� enYironmental policies po-
sition IndigenoXs and EXropean Zomen as Yictims and Iorced co-creators oI oppressiYe 
KXman� domestic and social conditions in colonial conte[ts. $n intercategorical tKeoretical 
IrameZorN is tKXs reTXired to compreKend tKe comple[� interlocNing s\stems oI oppression 
�and resistance� tKat 'oris Lessing oXtlines in Ker first� controYersial noYel.

In ����� ZKen interYieZed b\ tKe BB& on tKe inÁXence oI $Irica on 1obel laXreate 'oris 
Lessing� -Xlian 0itcKell introdXced Ker as a ratKer Xnderestimated natXre Zriter1 ZKo Zon-
derIXll\ captXred tKe dangeroXs beaXt\ oI tKe $Irican continent� sometKing tKat migKt escape 
tKose ZKo deem Ker mainl\ political. BXt a largel\ e[tended oeXYre oI a prolific Zriter liNe 
Lessing cannot be compartmentalised� Ker YiYid memories oI Ker 5Kodesian Xpbringing in-
Iorm eYer\ page set in tKe Kot� dr\ Yeld. ´'o \oX sort oI get nostalgic still Ior $Irica"µ ² asNs 
Ker presenter $lan <entob Ior tKe same 79 special. ´I get nostalgic Ior tKe bXsK. 0ost oI tKat 
is gone an\Za\. :Kat I Zas broXgKt Xp ZitK is gone completel\µ2. 'espite tKis KarsK realit\� 
ZKat is leIt oI tKe land sKe greZ Xp in liYes on in Ker sKort stories and noYels. From tKe first 
post-Zar period to oXr contemporar\ age� Lessing’s literar\ and aXtobiograpKical actiYit\ is a 
precioXs testament to tKe racial diYide and tKe enYironmental cKanges a΁icting SoXtK $Irica. 

Born in .ermansKaK into a Iamil\ oI BritisK settlers� at tKe age oI fiYe sKe moYed ZitK 
Ker parents to SoXtKern 5Kodesia �noZ =imbabZe�� ZKere sKe greZ Xp on a Iailing Iarm. 
+er IatKer Zas a Zar ampXtee ZitK Iarming ambitions� Ker motKer Zas a nXrse ZitK ZKom 
sKe Kad a rocN\ relationsKip. 7Ke $Irican Zoodlands� Ker cKildKood pla\groXnd� serYed as 
a bacNdrop to Ker liIe’s YicissitXdes and Ker literar\ imagination. +er e[perience inÁXenced 
Ker brilliant stor\telling in ZorNs sXcK as The Grass is Singing� tKe later Children of Violence 
series� and The Golden Notebook. BeIore moYing to England Ior good as a single Zoman� Less-
ing ZalNed oXt on Ker Iormer KXsband and cKildren to Moin tKe LeIt BooN &lXb and begin Ker 
Zriting career. $ second Iailed marriage to tKe radical actiYist GottIried Lessing Zas tKe last 
cKapter oI a colonial liIe sKe IoXnd intolerable. +er geograpKical relocations and political 
commitment significantl\ sKaped Ker identit\� and Ker first noYel� pXblisKed in London� Zas 
a prodXct oI sXcK cross-cXltXral inÁXences. 

The Grass is Singing is a stor\ oI inadeTXac\� IailXre� and meltdoZn. 0ar\ and 'icN 
7Xrner lead a liIe oI KardsKip and aXsterit\ on Xnprofitable land in SoXtKern 5Kodesia� 
botK strXggling to liYe Xp to tKe e[pectations oI tKe a΁Xent ZKite commXnit\ tKat seems 
to prosper all aroXnd tKem. 7Ke initial portra\al oI tKe Iemale protagonist as a single and 
cKeerIXl Zoman content ZitK Ker Xrban liIest\le is gradXall\ cloXded b\ tKe social and gen-
dered coercion inÁicted on Ker b\ patriarcKal strXctXres. 1otZitKstanding Ker oZn e[plicit 
ambiYalence toZards matters oI se[ and relationsKips�� sKe seeNs a KXsband in an attempt 
to compl\ ZitK social cXstoms. +er conIormist response to tKe social enYironment leads Ker 
to relinTXisK Ker selI-sX΀cienc\ and conIorm to tKe Zider� constraining colonial conte[t. 

1  BB& ������. 'oris Lessing� tKe 5elXctant +eroine.
2  BB& ������.
�  7Ke aXtKor IreTXentl\ allXdes to tKe cKaracter’s se[opKobia in tKe te[t �&I. Lessing ����� ��-���� sXstaining 
Ker original intention to depict a ´Zoman ZKo loatKed tKe bXsK and tKe natiYes and Kated all natXral process-
es� Kated se[� liNed to be neat and cleanµ �Lessing ����� ���.
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II sKe Ieels saIe inside cit\ clXbs and tall bXildings made oI reassXring concrete� Xnable 
to acclimate to tKe Yeld� Ker KXsband belongs tKere. +e acts as an e[perimental Iarmer� 
seeNing sXstainable and non-KazardoXs solXtions to benefit Irom Kis piece oI land ZitKoXt 
damaging it. 'espite Kis perseYerance� Ke KarYests notKing bXt disappointment and deIeat� 
ZKicK gradXall\ Zorsens tKe protagonist’s progressiYe neXrosis. Stemming primaril\ Irom 
tKe IrXstrating e[perience oI adMXsting to tKe preYailing standard� Ker debilit\ reÁects tKe 
ZrencKing conditions oI EXropean Zomen ZitKin colonial s\stems and tKe Xnderl\ing e[-
pectations placed Xpon tKem botK as ¶conniYing’ promoters oI imperial ideolog\ and actiYe 
participants in tKe domestic and pXblic spKeres.

0ar\ is not eYen entitled to recXperation� as on tKe eYe oI Ker departXre Ior an Xn-
specified seaside resort� sKe is mXrdered b\ Ker blacN KoXsebo\ on tKe Iront YerandaK oI 
Ker deca\ing Komestead. $ neZspaper clipping reporting Ker assassination in tKe opening 
is a doXble red Kerring� tKis is not a detectiYe noYel� and tKe case is soon dismissed as ZKat 
a commXnit\ oI XninIormed ZKite Iarmers ZoXld e[pect� namel\ a natiYe breaNing into a 
KoXse in searcK oI YalXables. 7Ke circXlar strXctXre oI tKe noYel is ratKer a means to conYe\ 
a sense oI inescapabilit\ Irom impending doom� sXstained b\ tKe prescience tKe Zoman 
deYelops tKat Ker deatK is approacKing. 

Lessing Zades into tKe ps\cKological implications oI coloXr preMXdice and enYiron-
mental conÁict tKroXgK 0ar\’s contempt Ior tKe natiYes and tKe $Irican bXsK� ´+er mind 
Zas filled ZitK green� Zet brancKes� tKicN Zet grass� and tKrXsting bXsKesµ �Lessing ����� 
����. 1atiYes are K\perse[Xalised in Ker e\es� botK Zomen ZitK tKeir sagg\� naNed breasts 
and men ZitK tKeir bXlging mXscles and pXngent odoXr. 7Ke bXsK and tKe bXsKmen are 
crXcial to essentialising ZKite preMXdice� ZKile tKe se[Xal tension-repXlsion betZeen 0ar\ 
and Ker KoXsebo\ 0oses sXbtl\ e[poses ZKite K\pocris\ in a booN tKat Zas originall\ in-
tended to be a lengtK\ satire4. 1ot onl\ does tKeir relationsKip disrXpt a racialised and 
gendered code oI beKaYioXr� 0ar\’s XnsXitabilit\ Ior deIending :estern� male-coded re-
strictions determines Ker ps\cKopK\sical decline� IolloZed b\ a Iear oI social MXdgement 
and Ker strXggle ZitK tKe climate� ZKicK notorioXsl\ ´gaYe rise to a specific set oI ps\cKotic 
disordersµ �Stoler ����� ���� in colonial areas.

Instances oI ecopKobia permeate tKe noYel� as tKe protagonist loatKes tKe KarsK SoXtK 
$Irican landscape and its sZeltering temperatXres. 7Ke reYXlsion 0ar\ Ieels ZKen being 
aroXnd natiYes is s\mptomatic oI a more generalised Iear oI tKe $Irican natXre� reÁecting 
tKe YieZ tKat ´tKe role and IXnction oI ecopKobia ZorNs in similar Za\s to KomopKobia� 
racism� and se[ismµ �EstoN ����� ���. 0oreoYer� Ker selI-entrapment ZitKin tKe KoXse and 
Ker reIXsal to YentXre into tKe bXsK and tKe Ylei and NopMes be\ond it ecKo colonial tenets oI 
racial distance5� ZKen in tKe colonies enIorcing and ´gXarding tKe social boXndaries oIten 
Iell to Zomen� as it did in Britainµ �Strobel ����� ��. 

4  Lessing declared tKe original manXscript Zas tZo-tKirds longer tKan it is. BB&. ����. Kttps���ZZZ.bbc.
co.XN�soXnds�pla\�p��Ic�nK� �������� �consXlted on �����������. SKe addresses tKe tKeme oI interracial 
encoXnters in Martha Quest and The Grass is Singing tKroXgK 7on\ 0arston’s reIlections on ´tKe se[Xal aspect 
oI tKe coloXr barµ �Lessing ����� ����.
5  &Kapter nine is piYotal in tKis regard. $s 0oses ZatcKes oYer 'icN� ZKo is delirioXs ZitK IeYer� tKe soXnd 
oI Kis breatKing tKroXgK tKe tKin mXd Zall and Kis pK\sical pro[imit\ Xpset 0ar\.
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In tKis regard it is TXite telling tKat tKe mXrder site is on a YerandaK� ZKicK is tKe part 
oI tKe KoXse most e[posed to interracial pro[imit\� concXrrentl\� a looming green tKreat is 
introdXced as tKe narratiYe XnIolds� tKe bXsK in Iact ´sKoXld be cXt bacN Ior anotKer KXn-
dred \ards aboXt tKe KoXseµ �Lessing ����� ���� becaXse it is inIested ZitK bXgs� ZKile 0ar\ 
YisXalises it sloZl\ ´conTXering tKe Iarm� sending its oXtriders to coYer tKe good red soil 
ZitK plants and grassµ �����. 9isions oI sZarms oI beetles� rats� and Áoods ensXe� resem-
bling plagXes inÁicted Xpon tKis corner oI defiled eartK6. 7Kere e[ists a TXasi-apocal\ptic 
possibilit\ tKat natXre Zill reclaim eYer\tKing once tKe settlers giYe Xp on tKeir ambitions 
and once capitalised agricXltXre Iails. 7Ke 7Xrners’ KoXse is sitXated among tKe bXsK and 
Zill eYentXall\ Iall to pieces� liNe tKe 8sKers’. IndXstrial IailXre signals natXre’s triXmpK� 
and as soon as 'icN sells Kis car to contain Kis financial strXggles� tKe grass regroZs oYer tKe 
roads. 

0ar\ perceiYes natXre as literall\ plotting against Ker �´tKe bXsK NneZ sKe Zas going 
to die�µ Lessing ����� ����� ZKile tKe soXrce oI Ker demise is almost transcendental. 7Ke na-
tiYe 0oses and tKe sXrroXnding landscape are inseparable� Ke is a meton\mical part oI tKe 
bXsK. SKe enYisions Kim Kiding in tKe darN� blending in ZitK tKe $Irican nigKt� and Zaiting 
among tKe trees. $ll tKe ZKile� an old resentment� an ¶ancient grXdge�’ Xnderlies tKe te[t. 
7Ke blazing� angr\ sXn ZitK its tKicN� crXel ra\s and tKe Kostile bXsK tell a stor\ oI mXtXal 
Katred� ZKicK is sXblimated in tZo distinct stances� 0ar\ Kates tKe sXn� and tKe trees Kate 
Ker. SKe snags Ker clotKes on tKe tKrXsting bXsKes as sKe ZalNs tKroXgK tKem� ripping ciY-
ilisation to sKreds. 7Ke cicadas� cKirping incessantl\ and giYing Ker KeadacKes� add to tKe 
narratiYe’s e[treme sensorialit\ bXt Zorsen tKe protagonist’s IeYerisK IatigXe. +er inabilit\ 
to liYe in commXnion ZitK natXre preYents Ker Irom distingXisKing soXnd Irom noise� Kence 
Irom enMo\ing tKe grass singing� 

SXcK little beetles to maNe sXcK an intolerable noise� $nd sKe Kad neYer seen one be-
Iore. SKe realized� sXddenl\� standing tKere� tKat all tKose \ears sKe Kad liYed in tKat 
KoXse� ZitK tKe acres oI bXsK all aroXnd Ker� and sKe Kad neYer penetrated into tKe 
trees� Kad neYer gone oͿ tKe patKs. $nd Ior all tKose \ears sKe Kad listened Zearil\� 
tKroXgK tKe Kot dr\ montKs� ZitK Ker nerYes pricNling� to tKat terrible sKrilling� and 
Kad neYer seen tKe beetles ZKo made it �Lessing ����� ����.

Eliot’s What The Thunder Said anticipates tKe protagonist’s tKoXgKts� representing tKe 
dr\ness and sterilit\ tKat connote ZKat Zill become oI Ker e[istence in natXre as Zell as tKe 
natXre oI Ker e[istence� ´II tKere Zere tKe soXnd oI Zater onl\ � 1ot tKe cicada � $nd dr\ 
grass singing � BXt soXnd oI Zater oYer a rocN >«@ BXt tKere is no Zaterµ7 �Eliot ����� ��� 
YY. ���-�� ����.

Bill ScKZartz coined an etKics oI ´principled XnNnoZabilit\µ �ScKZartz ����� ���� in 

6  Some cKaracters’ names �Solomon� 0oses� 0ar\� -onaK� sXggest a biblical interpretation.
7  :ater scarcit\� sXppl\� and Zaste are recXrring tKemes� and so is tKe e[crXciating Zait Ior tKe rain\ seasons. 
:ater is also tKe element tKat inIorms 0ar\ and 0oses’s interactions. II sKe tXrns against Kim ZKen Ke stops 
ZorNing to taNe a small sip� tKe natiYe sKoZs Ker indXlgence and IetcKes Ker a glass ZKen sKe is sicN. $gain� 
0oses taNing a batK oXtdoors creates a sense oI anticipation and erotic tension.
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ZKicK tKe XnconscioXs inIorms tKe entire noYel. 7Ke darN bXsK and� b\ implication� 0oses’s 
sNin are maniIestations oI a &onradian Unheimlich� sKaping tKe Ianatical cXlt oI colonialism� 
KaXnting ZKite cXltXre� and IXelling racial K\steria. SXcK is tKe legac\ oI centXries oI sXbMX-
gating colonial Kistor\ in tKe coXntr\ tKat Kas stigmatised IndigenoXs people as remote and 
alien� as Zell as darN and tKreatening8. ´7Ke bXsK�µ Zrites Lessing� 

is IXll oI secrets. 1o one can liYe in $Irica� or at least on tKe Yeld� ZitKoXt learning 
Yer\ soon tKat tKere is an ancient Zisdom oI leaI and soil and season ² and� too� 
perKaps most important oI all� oI tKe darNer tracts oI tKe KXman mind ² ZKicK is tKe 
blacN man’s Keritage9 �Lessing ����� ���.

0ar\’s repXlsion Ior natXre is an e[tension oI Ker Iear oI cKildbirtK� breastIeeding� and 
se[Xal acts. SKe Kas nigKtmarisK Yisions and memories oI Ker abXsiYe IatKer� oI tKe ́ XnZasKed 
mascXline smell sKe alZa\s associated ZitK Kimµ10 ������ tKe same smell 0oses giYes oͿ tKat 
sKe cannot bear. Inside and oXtside tKe KoXse� e[otic smells stir in tKe air. 7Ke Xncann\ is 
also e[pressed tKroXgK 0ar\’s XnIamiliarit\ ZitK tKose blacN natiYes sKe abKors and abXses. 
+er impatience soon ´groZs into intolerance >ZKile@ Ker initial anno\ed indiͿerence tXrns to 
Katredµ �5oberts ����� ����� tKis stems Irom Ker lacN oI NnoZledge oI IndigenoXs cXstoms as 
Zell as Irom Ker being XnempatKetic and Xnable to read an\ signs oI emotions on ka΀rs’ Iaces� 
as tKe\ are oIten seen as laconic� ine[pressiYe� and XnresponsiYe11. 7Kis principle oI imperson-
alit\ is consistent tKroXgKoXt tKe noYel� e[empliI\ing eYen ´tKe XnspoNen� deYioXs codes oI 
beKaYioXr oI tKe ZKitesµ �Lessing ����� ��� a set oI ´certain XnZritten rXlesµ �Lessing ����� ��� 
imposed in ka΀r/baas relationsKips� ZKicK 0ar\ is e[pected to obserYe and liYe b\.  

2Yerall� as &Karlie Slatter claims� natiYes ´don’t Xnderstand Zomen giYing tKem or-
dersµ� ���� and ZKite Zomen do not NnoZ KoZ to treat tKem. 7KXs� tKe sMamboN tKat 0ar\ 
liIts against 0oses in tKe crop field can be read as a pKallic sXrrogate� representing ZKite 
male domination oYer a Ieminised �sometimes inIantilised� minorit\ oI laboXrers� and par-
ticXlarl\ ´tKe sXper-sadomasocKism oI >«@ ZKite sXpremacist patriarcKal colonialismµ �5a-
baNa ����� ����. In tKis case� tKe appropriation oI ´a pKallic-sKaped Zeapon� picNed Xp in 
tKe bXsKµ �&la\ton ����� ���� is an e[pression oI reallocation oI agenc\ and responsibilit\. 
7Ke portra\al oI 'icN as a YXlnerable indiYidXal ZKo is also generall\ more tolerant toZard 
IndigenoXs people tKan Kis ZiIe implies tKat tKe latter is assigned tKe role oI rea΀rming 
ZKite sXpremac\ dXring Kis absence. 2n tKe one Kand� tKis sXbYersion oI gender roles e[-
pands on tKe protagonist’s resentment toZards Ker IatKer and Ker emotional rigidit\� on tKe 
otKer Kand� it recapitXlates tKe comple[ set oI conMXgal dXties and colonial diNtats inYolYing 
EXropean Zomen as settlers. $s sXcK� tKe ZKip in 0ar\’s Kands becomes a s\mbol oI Ker 
reMection oI patriarcKal control e[pressed in terms oI appropriation.

8  See 0a\lam ������.  
9  From ´1o 0agic Ior Saleµ �Lessing �����.
10  Lessing recalls tKe XnZasKed smell oI Ker oZn IatKer in Ker Iirst aXtobiograpK\. &I. Lessing ������.
11  7Ke natiYes’ emotional nXmbness is a recXrring element in Lessing� Irom Martha Quest to A Proper Marriage 
and African Stories. 
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EYen Slatter12 belieYes in ´Iarming ZitK tKe sMamboNµ� conYinced tKat ´one sKoXld bX\ 
a sMamboN beIore a ploXgK or a KarroZµ �Lessing ����� ���. 7Kis condenses tKe pKallocentric 
and coerciYe protocol oI colonial agricXltXre in general and tKe cKaracter’s ideas on Iarming 
in particXlar. +is Neeping a sMamboN on Kis Iront door is a statement oI intent� tKis is KoZ Ke 
conceiYes oI IarmZorN and e[erts control oYer natXre and tKe natiYes. 7Ke Iact tKat Ke and 
0ar\ are tKe onl\ cKaracters ZKo brandisK tKe ZKip reÁects tKeir sKared tendenc\ to antag-
onise natXre� tKXs perpetrating an ´act oI geograpKical Yiolenceµ �Said ����� ����.

2n tKe otKer Kand� 'icN is a biopKilic cKaracter ZKo Iorms a passionate� poignant at-
tacKment to Kis land. 8nliNe Slatter� ZKo primaril\ Xses Kis arable land to cXltiYate tobacco 
�tKXs caXsing enYironmental degradation�� Ke tries to reKabilitate Kis propert\ Irom preYi-
oXs damage caXsed b\ a mining compan\ tKat ´Kad cXt oXt eYer\ tree on tKe place� leaYing 
notKing bXt coarse scrXb and Zastes oI grassµ �Lessing ����� ���. +is insistence on groZing 
crops and planting sKort� stXnted gXm trees creates IXrtKer contention betZeen Kim and Kis 
ZiIe� ZKo gradXall\ reIrains Irom interIering ZitK Kis ZorN and looNs Xp to Slatter and Kis 
metKods. Lessing proYides tKe most reliable testimon\ to contemporar\ land e[ploitation 
in SoXtKern 5Kodesia� as Slatter’s ´inattention to Kis Iarm’s KealtK >«@ sKoZs tKe impact oI 
XncKecNed capitalism on enYironmental sXstainabilit\µ �IKeNa ����� ����.

'icN NnoZs eYer\ tree� Ke NnoZs tKe Yeld ´as tKe natiYes NnoZ itµ �Lessing ����� ���� 
and Kolds old-IasKioned� rXdimentar\ �tKoXgK etKical� YieZs on Iarming. $ll Kis attempts 
to conIorm and e[periment ZitK modern tecKniTXes Iail dXe to tKe $Irican soil’s lacN oI 
predisposition� Kis stXd\ oI a pampKlet on bees� ZKicK tXrns into an obsession� reÁects Kis 
poor bXsiness sNills� as it Zas Zritten Ior EnglisK conditions and $Irican bees do not liNe 
KiYes ´made aIter an EnglisK patternµ ����. $t least Xp to tKe second KalI oI tKe ��tK centX-
r\� beeNeeping Kad little statXs in SoXtK $Irica and did not become a IXndamental practice 
eYen later. 'icN’s YirtXoXs� \et XnconYentional Iarming ́ marNs Kim oXt as one ZKo does not 
conIorm to tKe tenets oI ZKite domination and is tKereIore a ZeaN linN in tKe cKain oI ZKite 
Kegemon\ oYer tKe blacNsµ �0XteZNa 	 0Xsanga ����� ����. $s it tXrns oXt� tKe onl\ Za\ 
to get tKe most oXt oI tKe $Irican land is b\ e[ploiting it and its inKabitants. &onseTXent-
l\� settlers ´eitKer rape tKe land or are rXined b\ it. 1o KarmonioXs relationsKip betZeen 
ZKites and Yeld seems possible Xnder colonialismµ �SpragXe ����� ���. 'icN’s cXltiYation 
practices transgress tKe ¶:estern canon’ and almost resemble tKose oI tKe natiYes� disorder-
l\� scattered� and maNesKiIt. +is IailXre is ineYitable� and Kis land becomes Slatter’s obMect oI 
interest as Ke Kas destro\ed acres oI grazing and needs e[tra pastXre Ior Kis cattle. 

1eYertKeless� 'icN’s ´treatment oI animals in tKe noYel >«@ raises doXbts aboXt Kis 
ecological procliYit\µ �IKeNa  ����� ����� maNing Kim an ecoambigXoXs cKaracter. EacK mis-
step Ke taNes resXlts in tKe Meopardization oI YarioXs species. 7Ke pigs Ke bX\s Irom Slatter 
die Irom tKe Keat� IolloZed b\ cKicNens� tXrNe\s� and rabbits. $ltKoXgK tKe commodifica-
tion oI animals is a Ne\ aspect oI tKe colonial enterprise� a IocXs on tKe TXestion is impera-
tiYe. 7Ke noYel does not e[plicitl\ cKampion sXcK a perspectiYe� bXt animal treatment gains 
deptK iI ascribed to an ecoIeminist YieZ oI 0ar\’s e[istence on tKe Iarm. 7Ke Ienced areas 

12  7Ke cKaracter is based on a real acTXaintance oI Lessing’s. +e also appears in ´Getting 2II tKe $ltitXdeµ 
Irom tKe $merican edition oI African Stories (1965).
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and tKe cages 'icN bXilds proYe inadeTXate Ior tKe animals Ke Neeps� Iailing to sKield tKem 
Irom tKe KarsKness oI tKe enYironment. 0ar\ KerselI is a caged animal and sKoZs signs oI 
oiNopKobia��. SKe liYes inside a stiÁing� mXd-Zalled KoXse14 ZitK no tKatcKed rooI� e[KaXst-
ed� debilitated b\ a lacN oI IresK air� and in tKrall to a s\stem oI ZKite� capitalistic interests. 
S\mbolicall\� ´tKe mone\ spent on tKe store� tKe tXrNe\-rXns� tKe pigst\es� tKe beeKiYes� 
ZoXld KaYe pXt ceilings into tKe KoXse� ZoXld KaYe taNen tKe terror oXt oI tKe tKoXgKt oI 
tKe approacKing Kot seasonµ �Lessing ����� ���. In tKis regard� tKe treatment oI 'icN’s tZo 
starYed mongrels is ZortK considering. $Iter tKe Nilling� as 0ar\ lies dead on tKe YerandaK� 
tKe dogs croXcK at 0oses’s Ieet� groZling bXt Zagging tKeir tails as ´tKis man Kad Ied tKem 
and looNed aIter tKem� 0ar\ Kad disliNed tKemµ �����. 7Ke Iact tKat Ke can easil\ tame tKem 
proYes again tKe aXtKor’s Zill to oYertXrn colonial stereot\pes� considering tKe pKenom-
enon oI ´racialization oI dogs dXring tKe colonial periodµ �'oble ����� ���. +oXnds Zere 
trained to accompan\ tKeir ZKite oZners� ZKile $merican colonial Kistor\ is riIe ZitK cases 
oI agitated dogs attacNing blacN indiYidXals. 0ar\’s dread oI sXcK animals sKoZs in KoZ 
sKe treats tKem� paralleling Ker interactions ZitK blacN da\ laboXrers15.

In a state oI delXsion� 0ar\ Iorgets to fill tKe cKicNens’ drinNing troXgKs caXsing tKem 
to die. $s alZa\s� KXman actions and conditions aͿect tKe enYironment and YiceYersa� tKe 
Xnattended animals are a Yictimised part oI a cKain oI regression tKat imperils tKe 7Xrners’ 
respectabilit\ and liYeliKood. In Ker first aXtobiograpK\� Lessing recalls oYerseeing an in-
cXbator oI eggs dXring a KatcK in tKe +igKYeld Zinter. SKe Zrites� ´I brooded oYer tKose 
eggs as iI tKe IXtXre depended on seYent\-tZo cKicNs >«@ ZKicK ZoXld be m\ priYate and 
personal dramaµ �Lessing ����� ���-����.

Besides� tKe introdXction oI an XnmotKerl\ and� ZKen it comes to blacN Zomen� misog-
\nistic16 cKaracter sXcK as 0ar\ raises critical TXestions aboXt tKe potential Ior an ecoIeminist 
interpretation oI tKe noYel. 7Ke aXtKor Kas pXblicl\ declared KerselI a lapsed commXnist bXt 
Kas neYer embraced Ker Ieminist identit\17. The Golden Notebook� Ker most acclaimed� contro-
Yersial� and inÁXential ZorN� is still treated as Ieminist literatXre despite Ker claims. LiNeZise� 
sKe firml\ denied an\ Ieminist approacK or intent in The Grass is Singing. It is saIe to sa\ tKat 
tKe booN presents a series oI issXes tKat cXrrent critical IrameZorNs IXrtKer problematise. In 
tKis regard� tKe pXblisKing Kistor\ oI tKe noYel proYes enligKtening� tKe $lIred .nopI Inc. ini-
tiall\ proposed some cKanges to tKe sXbmitted manXscript� sXggesting ´0oses mXst rape tKe 
XnIXlfilled and KalI-Zilling 0ar\� and tKen mXrder Ker oXt oI a mi[tXre oI disgXst and Iearµ18 
as it ZoXld be ´in accordance ZitK tKe mores oI tKe coXntr\µ �Lessing ����� ��.

��  3arado[icall\� 'icN Iinds tKe toZn claXstropKobic in cKapter tZo.
14  &I. The Waste Land� ´BXt red sXllen Iaces sneer and snarl � From doors oI mXdcracNed KoXsesµ �Eliot ����� 
��� YY. ��-��.
15  ´$ ZKite person ma\ looN at a natiYe� ZKo is no better tKan a dogµ �Lessing ����� ����.
16  ´II sKe disliNed natiYe men� sKe loatKed tKe Zomen. >«@ $boYe all� sKe Kated tKe Za\ tKe\ sXcNled tKeir 
babies >«@ tKe\ Zere alien and primitiYe creatXres ZitK Xgl\ desires sKe coXld not bear to tKinN aboXtµ �Less-
ing ����� ��-���.
17  ´I KaYe notKing in common ZitK Ieminists. 7Ke\ neYer seem to tKinN tKat one migKt enMo\ menµ� Barba-
ra Ellen Ior The Guardian (2001).
18  0rs 5obert SKaplen to 1aomi BXrton at &Xrtis BroZn� Ltd. �-anXar\ �� �����. 5ansom &enter 0agazine 
(2015).  
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Lessing Zas indignant and determined to e[pXnge sXcK ideological pretensions Irom 
Ker booN� as its centre Zas tKe XntKinNable and deliberatel\ ambigXoXs bond betZeen 0ar\ 
and Ker KoXsebo\� ZKicK represents an attempt at selI-determination per se. 0ar\ consents 
to marr\ 'icN� albeit Xnder social pressXre. +er onl\ attempt to escape tKe Iarm and retXrn 
to Ker cit\ liIe in a bid to reclaim Ker independence Iails miserabl\� leading Ker to opt Ior rec-
onciliation ZitK Ker KXsband. +er sitXation elXdes tKe defining ecoIeminist ´linNs betZeen 
tKe domination oI Zomen and tKe domination oI tKe enYironmentµ �Bell 	 $sKZood ����� 
����. $t tKe same time� sKe reIXses to be ´relegated to tKe realm oI natXre and its repro-
dXctiYe reTXirementsµ �����. 7Ke ecoIeminist discoXrse saIel\ applies to bacNgroXnd blacN 
Iemale cKaracters Irom tKe compoXnd ZKo are simXltaneoXsl\ sXbMected to gendered racial 
discrimination� tKe colonial s\stem� and tKeir KXsbands ZKo ´Neep tKeir oZn Zomen in 
tKe rigKt placeµ �Lessing ����� ���. 7Kese Zomen� all motKers� coe[ist in tenXoXs Karmon\ 
ZitK natXre �as impoYerisKed as tKe\ are� and are YisXall\ and cXltXrall\ associated ZitK 
it� ´maNing a brigKt-coloXred groXp against tKe green trees and grassµ ����. Lessing seems 
to be Kinting at ´$Irican cosmolog\ >ZKere@ Iemale IecXndit\ and prodXctiYit\� as Zell as 
participation in sXstaining liYeliKoods are celebrated� maNing tKem co-pla\ers in issXes oI 
sXrYiYal and eco-preserYationµ �0agosYongZe ����� ����.

0ar\’s appreKension regarding tKe alternation oI Zet and dr\ seasons �and� b\ e[ten-
sion� oI Zomen’s c\clicalit\�19 is be\ond Ker KXsband’s Xnderstanding. 7Ke sloZ moYement 
oI tKe seasons gradXall\ becomes 'icN’s onl\ means oI tracNing time as Ke endXres tKe 
cKallenges posed b\ droXgKts� rainIalls� and Áoods. 'icN-¶-onaK’ striYes to find sXstainable 
solXtions to atone Ior antKropocentric�antKropogenic policies and preYent tKe depletion oI 
natXral resoXrces. 0eanZKile� Kis disencKanted ZiIe tXrns green leaYes into cKeTXes ZitK 
Ker tZisted imagination. 'icN’s cXltXral bacNgroXnd aͿects Kis ambigXoXs stance on issXes 
oI land monetisation and liberalism� Ke cXltiYates a rare� emotional attacKment to Kis ¶Xn-
grateIXl’ soil Xntil� banNrXpt� cKildless and ZidoZered� Ke is seen Zandering Irenziedl\ ´in 
and oXt oI tKe bXsK ZitK Kis Kands IXll oI leaYes and eartKµ �Lessing ����� ���.

1otZitKstanding� tKe 7Xrners remain complicit in tKe apartKeid s\stem� sXpporting 
it eYen tKoXgK tKe\ are looNed at ZitK sXspicion b\ tKe commXnit\ oI settlers. BecaXse tKe 
ZKole societ\ is racialised� tKe\ risN Ialling into tKe categor\ oI poor ZKites ZKo are ´$Iri-
Naners� neYer BritisKµ ����. $ code oI silence among tKe ZKites persXades Slatter to do Kis 
bidding on tKe abMect Iarm and Kelp tKe 7Xrners oXt regardless oI Kis interests� Ke perceiYes 
tKeir IailXre as tKe IailXre oI tKe collectiYe� ZKicK tKe natiYes sKoXld neYer Zitness. In line 
ZitK a FoXcaXldian Xnderstanding oI poZer�NnoZledge ZKereb\ tKe Iormer generates tKe 
latter� tKe blacNs are compelled to liYe in ignorance� poZer and NnoZledge are inseparable� 
as tKe\ ´directl\ impl\ one anotKerµ �FoXcaXlt ����� ���. 7on\ 0arston� tKe EnglisKman 
ZKo comes to tKe coXntr\ in searcK oI opportXnities� carries ZitK Kim a sXitcase filled ZitK 
booNs on tKe mining econom\� 5Kodes and .rXger� ZKicK Zill end Xp s\mbolicall\ eaten Xp 
b\ ZKite ants. Lessing seems to sXggest tKat :estern cXltXral Keritage and colonial Kistor\ 
are inYolYed in a process oI aXtopKag\ and e[clXsion� as sXcK� tKe\ are made inaccessible to 
IndigenoXs people. IneYitabl\� 

19  ´+er >0ar\’s@ problem Zas� sKe MXst coXldn’t stand an\ natXral processµ� BB& ������.  
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LiNe most SoXtK $Iricans� 'icN did not liNe mission bo\s� tKe\ ¶NneZ too mXcK’. $nd 
in an\ case tKe\ sKoXld not be taXgKt to read and Zrite� tKe\ sKoXld be taXgKt tKe 
dignit\ oI laboXr and general XseIXlness to tKe ZKite man �Lessing ����� ����.

Being a mission bo\ KimselI� 0oses is XnliNe tKe KoXse serYants ZKo came beIore Kim� 
Ke is Yocal aboXt Kis e[pectations and tKoXgKts and speaNs gibberisK-soXnding EnglisK to 
0ar\� ZKicK irritates Ker. $ccording to ZKat seems to be a retaliation principle� tKe catatonic 
Zoman almost loses Ker abilit\ to commXnicate toZards tKe end.

In tKe noYel� Lessing reconfigXres a series oI doctrinal constrXcts� tKereb\ cKallenging 
establisKed racial� social� and gender codes and resKX΁ing Iormal ideologies. 7Ke oYer-
tXrning �or� ratKer� transgression� oI interrelated standards tKXs KigKligKts tKe comple[ities 
oI a sXbYersiYe narratiYe tKat interrogates traditional assXmptions b\ dismantling tKem. 
For instance� tKe colonial simXlacrXm oI tKe blacN man as a saYage� se[Xall\ promiscXoXs� 
irrational being is proYocatiYel\ sXbYerted� iI 0ar\ Áogs 0oses in a split-second reaction� 
not NnoZing ZKat sKe is doing� tKe natiYe’s acts sKoZ premeditation. +e Kides in tKe ka΀r 
store and later in tKe bXsK. 7Ken� Ke spends a ZKole da\ patientl\ ´polisKing and sKarpen-
ingµ �Lessing ����� ���� Kis mXrder Zeapon� carr\ing oXt Kis deed in cold blood. LiNeZise� 
´Ze see a transIormation in >0ar\’s@ personalit\� Irom repXlsiYe to Yo\eXristicµ �GosZami 
����� ��� as sKe finds KerselI gXiltil\ contemplating tKe natiYe’s bod\ ZKen Ke is not looN-
ing. 7Ke XnYoiced sensXal tension betZeen tKe tZo reYisits tKe +egelian dialectic oI master 
and bondsman� ZKere tKe Iormer Kas no cKoice bXt to rel\ on tKe latter. 0ar\� ZKose illness 
caXses Ker to depend emotionall\ on 0oses and eYen consent to pK\sical contact� is Yentril-
oTXised b\ Kim. LiNe a doll in Iront oI a mirror� sKe lets Kim dress and Xndress Ker� breaNing 
a Iormal pattern and eliciting incredXlit\ Irom tKe BritisK oXtsider ZKo stands b\ ZatcKing. 
In doing so� tKe Zoman Iails in Ker sacred dXt\ to ́ maintain tKe statXs oI tKe Iamil\ and pre-
serYe social boXndaries betZeen tKe EXropeans and IndigenoXs peoplesµ �Strobel ����� ���.

+Xsband and ZiIe� ZKose ´polar relationsKip to tKe land is anotKer e[ample oI tKe 
Iatal incompatibilit\ betZeen >tKem@µ �SpragXe ����� ���� are inYolYed in a IXrtKer reYersal 
oI gender and aXtKorit\. In tKe initial cKapters� 0ar\ Zears troXsers �looNing notKing liNe a 
¶Iemale’ to 'icN�� and KalIZa\ tKroXgK it sKe is seen YictorioXsl\ Zielding a sMamboN. +er 
relXctance to start a Iamil\ stands in starN contrast to Ker KXsband’s desire Ior one. 0oreo-
Yer� Xp to a certain point� 0ar\ tries to Kold tKe reins oI tKeir marriage �as XnIrXitIXl as tKe 
land tKe\ Iail to cXltiYate� b\ persXading 'icN to reconsider Kis YieZs on tobacco� ZKicK Ke 
deems ´an inKXman cropµ �Lessing ����� ���. 'espite tKeir diͿering attitXdes� tKe enraged 
Yeld rebels against tKem botK ZitK catacl\smic conseTXences� ´$nd tKen tKe bXsK aYenged 
itselI� tKat Zas Ker last tKoXgKt. 7Ke trees adYanced in a rXsK� liNe beasts� and tKe tKXnder 
Zas tKe noise oI tKeir comingµ �����. 

+aYing Zitnessed tKe Kistor\ oI enYironmental and colonial Yiolence sXrroXnding 
SoXtK $Irica� tKe aXtKor discXsses ecological etKics ZitK a Neen aZareness� a΀rming its 
significance ZitKin a broader colonial and gendered discoXrse. It is no sXrprise tKat 0artKa 
4Xest� a cKaracter Lessing created in Ker image and liNeness� reads :Kitman and 7KoreaX 
ZKile groZing Xp in a colonial landscape sKaped b\ KXman interYention. LiNe Ker passion-
ate and progressiYe Keroine� Lessing spent Ker \oXtK driYing tKroXgK tKe 5Kodesian fields� 
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edXcating KerselI in 0ar[ism� and maNing a significant social contribXtion. 7o a certain de-
gree� 0ar\ 7Xrner is KerselI a reIractor\ cKaracter ZKo� as Ker name sXggests20� oYertKroZs 
a male-coded s\stem and defies stigmatisation most XnconYentionall\. $ colonial anti-Ker-
oine in trXe definition� sKe Iails in Ker responsibilit\ to embod\ ZKite settler ideals b\ Xn-
dermining gendered e[pectations and b\ tragicall\ e[posing tKe Ialse premises oI colonial 
idolatr\. 2Yerall� sKe is ´alone� and lonel\ ² as so man\ Iarmers’ ZiYes Zereµ �Lessing ����� 
����. Similarl\� 'icN epitomises tKe XnsXstainabilit\ oI colonial Iarming� ZKilst Kis personal 
and social predicaments reÁect tKe Kistorical trXtK tKat ´onl\ a minorit\ oI tKe ZKite Iarm-
ers Zere sXccessIXl� most Iailedµ �Lessing ����� ���.

In ����� once The Grass is Singing Kad proYen sXccessIXl enoXgK in spreading progres-
siYe ideas� Lessing Zas declared a proKibited alien b\ tKe goYernments oI SoXtK $Irica and 
SoXtKern 5Kodesia dXe to Ker anti-sXpremacist actiYism and oXtspoNenness against tKe 
apartKeid s\stem. For Ker� it Zas ´emotionally impossible >«@ to be e[clXded Irom tKe land 
>sKe@ Kad been broXgKt Xp inµ �Lessing ����� ����� Irom tKe land ZKere tKe grass Zas sing-
ing a Kistorical realit\ tKat institXtions and Iederations Zere neglecting. 7oda\� tKe bXsK 
sKe Zas so nostalgic Ior is still tKreatened b\ KigK rates oI deIorestation and Zoodland 
degradation. 
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