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Abstract

A thorough exploration of these stories reveals a multifaceted and intricate
portrayal of life in the African region that Lessing terms ‘Zambesia’. In the
colonial metasociety, a unanimous resolve bound its members to extend the

domination over the Black population. It stood as the earliest tangible
instance of collective action that Lessing experienced firsthand and came to
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relocated to Rhodesia with her father, planting the initial seeds of her deep-
seated opposition to racism, colonialism, exploitation, and social disparities
views rooted in the conviction that granting rights or privileges based on
physical traits amounted to moral wrongdoing. These convictions would
later find vivid expression in her fiction. Her unflinching curiosity and deep,
unbiased fascination with all aspects of the natural world infuse these tales
with a solid foundational perspective.

Keywords: metasociety, colonialism, social disparities, unflinching,
multifaceted.

Introduction herself recognized. If she had remained there,

Doris Lessing captured the dynamic communism, the most accessible opposition to

energy of change and modernist innovation in
her themes and styles, much like her
contemporaries. Born in 1919 in Persia (now
Iran), she grew up in Southern Rhodesia (now
Zimbabwe) before settling in London in 1949.
Her path as a writer in England was profoundly
shaped by her identity as a white Rhodesian
woman and communist, amid the swirling
social currents of the postwar world. During the
1950s, racial exile from Rhodesia loomed large
in her life and art, emerging as a key force she

racism and empire might have defined her ideas
and output instead. Yet England’s context
differed racism into new forms and resisting
colonialism without requiring a communist
alliance.

Lessing first gained fame in England for
tackling race and color barriers. The breakout hit
The Grass is Singing paved the way, with her
African short stories in This was the Old Chief’s
Country and The Sun Between Their Feet, plus
factual works, cementing her status. Curiously,
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a white writer could amplify and be praised for
an anti-colonial message routinely muted for
Black voices. Doris Lessing affectionately names
the African landscape she portrays so vividly as
Zambesia. While everyone knows she grew up
in Southern Rhodesia and understands it best,
she doesn’t want her African stories confined to
that specific place. Many of her novels and short
stories express the inner story of shattered
Africa that can’t be visualized from being an
outsider.

The Old Chief Mshlanga

This was one of the best stories of Lessing
from her superb volume of This was the Old
Chief’s Country about Africa. The protagonist
was a fourteen years old girl named Nkosikaas
who lived her childhood in Southern Africa but
belonged to British culture and tradition aware
of ash and oak trees but unfamiliar of African
bushes. A young girl growing in colonial
Southern Africa experiences a profound shift in
perspective. Initially steeped in the biases of her
settler upbringing, she views Black Africans as
mere servants or a vague, threatening presence.
This changes dramatically during her encounter
with the venerable Chief Mshlanga, whose
poised claim to the land challenges her
ingrained prejudices. The story traces her
journey from African dignity, the wrongs of
racial oppression, and the fragile basis of
colonial land ownership.

The narrative concludes with a heated
dispute between the girl’s father and the elderly
tribal chief. A group of goats of the villagers has
ruined part of her father’s fields, so he seizes
them as repayment. These animals were vital for
the natives’ survival during the harsh dry
months, making their loss devastating. The chief
essentially declares that the whites have no
claim to his territory, and he departs into the
wilderness with his son, proclaiming, “All this
territory you deem yours truly belongs to him
and our tribe.” This clash indirectly triggers the
relocation of the villagers from their traditional
homestead to a remote reserve. In this compact

episode, Doris Lessing encapsulates the broader
dynamics of colonial encroachment. The
protagonist ultimately grasps that no amount of
regret can absolve her of being an intruder, nor
can Africa ever truly be hers. At the heart of
Lessing’s storytelling lies her unyielding
conviction that Africa always belongs to
Africans. European settlement has uprooted
native communities, severing them from
ancestral grounds and kin. Even self-proclaimed
progressive Europeans fall under Lessing’s
unflinching critique.

Hunger

This was written in 1952 when Lessing
was at Moscow, one of the favourite story of
hers from the collection of Five in 1953. She also
won the Samerset Maugham prize for best
writer under thirty five as an English author.
The core storyline of Hunger draws from some
of the earliest themes in South African literature,
echoing motifs from Victorian era novels well
before that. It aims to expose the harsh realities
of urban underbelly life. Jabavu, the
protagonist, navigates a series of familiar
hardships, as noted by Mr. Samu, the African
politician who takes him under his wing.
Jabavu’s name itself carries deep symbolism- it
refers to White City Jabavu, a suburb within
Soweto (the South Western Township),
Johannesburg’s sprawling complex of Black
dormitory neighborhoods. On this, Black
African poet Oswald Mtshali has reflected in his
work.

The story’s core metaphor begins with
Jabavu’s physical starvation, rooted in his
weaning during a brutal drought exacerbated
by volatile grain prices that hit the poor hardest.
This evolves into a deeper carving for the
trappings of settler society items like soap, torn
trousers, a mirror shard, a comb, or a comic
book. As the narrative unfolds, his desires
expand to encompass sturdy brick homes, police
uniforms, and advanced farming techniques. At
its heart, Jabavu’'s yearning represents a drive
for mastery over his surroundings. He longs to
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claim agency as a true subject in his world,
mirroring the settlers’ perceived dominance.
Viewing his divergence from village norms as a
mark of distinction and strength, he stands
among countless young men resisting tribal
restrictions in pursuit of dignity in urban life. In
the story’s climax, imprisonment ironically
fulfills his quest. It grants him the sense of
identity =~ he  subconsciously  pursued,
transforming his raw rebellion against life’s
hardships into the nascent sparks of a broader

uprising,.
The Second Hut

In this story Lessing once more spotlights
individuals teetering on the edge of ruin. Major
Carruthers, a proud English peasant but
embodies the fading gentleman farmer in
colonial Rhodesia, while his wife quietly
despairs over their squalid existence. The down
on his luck Afrikaner, Van Heerden, stoops to
work for this traditional foe whom the Major
hires for his farm. Irony sharpens the tale
around even subtler racial divides than the
Major grasps, he relegates Van to a rundown hut
rather than sharing his home, a hospitality he’d
extend to a fellow Brit despite Van's rough
edges. Van’s true offense in white colonial eyes,
“going native” means he’s sunk into the
Africans’ grinding poverty. The Major, trapped
by the delicate etiquette of English gentility,
can’t escape this bind.

Yet after the hut burns and his child dies,
Van reveals a stoic harmony with native
survival’s brutality, paired with genuine
tenderness proving he’s no more mere savage.
In the end, this shocking discovery overwhelms
the Major. It exposes his and his anxious wife’s
complete inadequacy for the existence they had
weakly committed to. Ultimately, it compels
their decision to turn back. Initially, drawn to
the colonial project, Carruthers compels his
laborers to construct a second hut for Van
Heerden. However, when a devastating fire
claims a child’s life, he becomes deeply
disillusioned by colonialism’s brutal underbelly

including entrenched racism and exploitation
and abandons the endeavor, returning to
England.

Eldorado

In this short story, Lessing delivers one of
her most agonizing portrayals of family ties,
showing how blood bonds and innate
dependencies clash with each individual’'s
craving for personal liberation. The father’s
narrow, ego-driven idea of freedom stands in
stark contrast to the mother’s hopes for her son
holds fast to the conviction that true knowledge
liberates a person, a principle rooted in her
essence, yet she spends her life mourning how
this straightforward reality eludes Paul. Lacking
scholarly talent and seeking stability amid his
father’s collapse into delusion and aimless
wandering, Paul gravitates toward James, the
rugged, hands on miner whose claim borders
the family farm. James, a heavy drinker who
consorts with local women, embodies raw,
practical existence. By aligning himself with
James, Paul realizes Maggie’s deepest dread that
he would mature into a carefree, undisciplined
settler.

In this, both her husband and son validate
her unspoken belief, shared quietly by many of
Lessing’s female characters and the land itself
opposes her. The mother yearns for structure,
stability, and refined living, yet she recognizes
her insurmountable foe in Africa which is wild,
pulsating and unpredictable as her ultimate
rival, a seductive other that lures her men. They
plunder it, violate it, or succumb to its pull,
abandoning her. In this story, Maggie forfeits
both to this force and Paul exploits its soil for
gain, while Alec, teetering on madness, remains
enchanted forever. Devoted to the elusive gold,
he finds solace in its mere promise, declaring
proudly that he was always right all the time.

The Antheap

This story centers on three key figures-
the wealthy goldmine owner, elderly Mr.
Macintosh, his rejected mixed race son, Drik and
Tommy Clarke, the son of Macintosh’s engineer,
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whom the old man treats like his own child. As
in many of Lessing’s tales, a child’s innocent
perspective brings vitality to a tense scenario.
Tommy, the lone white boy, naturally seeks out
nearby playmates despite their being “kaffirs.”
He bonds most deeply with Dirk, the
unrecognized offspring of the mine boss
shunned by both white and black communities
as a “coloured” outcast. Dirk’s luminal status
highlights the profound isolation dividing all
characters, regardless of race, even as a product
of both worlds, he belongs to neither.

Barriers to understanding among the trio
fueled by intense pride, resentment, and mutual
suspicion, plus an inability to fully grasp one
another’s inner lives are bridged, much in The
Black Madonna through Tommy’s artistic talent.
His drawings convey truths beyond words or
awareness, piercing the emotional walls that
trap the others. Tommy is attracted to Drik
through a tangle of motivations, including his
craving for companionship, his drive to
challenge his parent’s rules, his pleasure in
asserting dominance, and the subtle promptings
of his artistic nature. Right from sculpting a
basic clay likeness of Drik, he channels intuitive
understanding, bewildering Mr. Macintosh and
throwing him off balance. For Clarke, this
sculpture represents the pioneering constructive
application of the African soil that Macintosh
has fanatically stripped bare. In the end,
Macintosh’s decision to finance Clarke’s artistic
education transforms the wealth gouged from
that land into a dignified endeavor.

Conclusion

Deeply troubled by the plight of
humanity, Lessing explores paths toward
transcendence beyond individual suffering. Her
novels offer practical insights for navigating a
chaotic world, laying bare its disorder through
recurring themes that evolve organically from
her literary experiments, a deliberate quest for
remedies. Rather than fixating on a single theme
or pushing a heavy-handed moral agenda, the
narratives weave together diverse elements

white and black individuals, their interactions,
the landscape itself, and the plants and animals
observed through a child’s solitary, intense
perspective into a vibrant, organic tapestry free
from restrictive purposes.

Africa forms the core of Lessing’s world.
Set against Africa’s stark backdrop, her early
works confront fundamental injustices like
racial, ethnic, and national hierarchies that fuel
human cruelty, alongside women’s systemic
denial of equality with men. She proposes
political solutions, particularly communism, to
address these crises. She was passionate about
the natural world also that one she shares with
Thomas Hardy, among the rare English authors
whose literary connection she has explicitly
recognized. Yet, disillusioned with its
limitations in resolving human woes, she
ventures into speculative fiction of inner and
outer spaces, blending prophetic cautions with
utopian visions that affirm her enduring faith in
humanity’s potential.

References

Iyer, N. S. (2008). Doris Lessing: A writer with a
difference. Adhyayan Publishers.

King, J. (1989). Doris Lessing. Edward Arnold.

Kumar, A. (2001). Doris Lessing: Journey in
evolution. Books Plus.

Lessing, D. (1953). Five: Hunger (British ed.).
Michael Joseph.

Lessing, D. (1965). African stories. Simon &
Schuster.

Lessing, D. (1973). This was the Old Chief’s country
(Vol. 1). Michael Joseph.

Lessing, D. (2003). A home for the highland cattle
and the antheap. Broadview Press.

Schlucter, P. (1973). The novels of Doris Lessing.
Southern Illinois University Press.

Thorpe, M. (1978). Doris Lessing’s Africa. Evans.

126 Sumita Kumari & Dr. Vibhash Ranjan


http://www.rjelal.com/

