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One is not born a woman, one becomes one. 
- Simone de Beauvoir 
 
Doris Lessing is the kind of writer who has followers, not just readers. They have 

been committed to her largely because of her commitment to major issues, such as politics 
and feminism. Over the course of a distinguished 30-year writing career, she has led them 
into several very different worlds: colonialist Africa, the tangle of emotions binding men and 
women, social breakdown, mental breakdown and even nuclear disaster. Always deeply 
political in purpose, she is widely considered one of the most honest, intelligent and engaged 
writers of the day. The novelist Margaret Drabble has called her ''one of the very few 
novelists who have refused to believe that the world is too complicated to understand.'' And 
earlier this year, John Leonard, a book critic of The New York Times, described Mrs. Lessing 
as ''one of the half-dozen most interesting minds to have chosen to write fiction in English in 
this century.' (Hazelton). Lessing is a Nobel laureate whose impressive oeuvres has inspired 
readers for decades.  She was born in Persia, raised in South Africa and the continent has 
dwelled in her writings physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually. When Lessing is 
asked if she found it strange that she was still associated with Africa, she points out: “No, 
because it seems to me I belong to both places really. I certainly think I am returning to 
southern Africa when I write” (Lessing & Daymond, 239).  Her writings display a rich 
collection and cover a very wide range of topics and themes.  As Roberta Rubenstein, 
summarizes in her concluding remarks about Lessing's work: “Her efforts to break through 
not only the intellectual blinders to perception and knowledge, and conventional assumptions 
concerning the nature of reality itself, but also the limitations of verbal expression, should 
assure her stature as one of the major, unique and visionary writers of our time” (256). It 
would be a tedious task to challenge Doris Lessing’s works into a closure and 
compartmentalize it into a specific category. And the author has been very defensive in being 
categorized into a feminist writer when her famous work The Golden Notebook The central 
theme of the novel being “breakdown” which comes as a result of facing all the 
compartmentalisations and divisions within oneself: “But nobody so much as noticed this 
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central theme, because the book was instantly belittled, by friendly reviewers as well as by 
hostile ones, as being about the sex war, or was claimed by women as a useful weapon in the 
sex war” (Preface to The Golden Notebook, 1971, p.8). Thus, it’s best to relish the delights of 
her writings without trying to designate her tag and go with its beauteous flow. The act of 
getting a story or a novel published is an act of communication. It is an attempt to impose 
one’s personality and beliefs on other people– “If a writer accepts this responsibility, he must 
see himself, to use the socialist phrase, as an architect of the soul, and it is a phrase which 
none of the old nineteenth-century novelists would have shied away from” (Todd, Flora 140). 
Lessing was dissatisfied with the literary trend of her contemporary age is explicit from her 
criticism: “If there is one thing which distinguishes our literature, it is a confusion of 
standards and the uncertainty of values” (Warwick and Staley, 3). 

Kate Millet’s succinct formulation of ‘Patriarchy’ explains its characteristics: Our 
society like all other historical civilization is a patriarchy. The fact is evident at once, if one 
recalls that the military, industry, technology, universities sciences, political offices and 
finance-in short, every avenue of power within the society, including the coercive force of the 
police, is entirely in male hands (25).Feminism is a philosophy that fights against masculine 
and feminine definitions and aims at placing women in a just perspective. The word 
‘feminism’ however must be understood in its broadest sense as referring to an intense 
awareness of identity as a woman, and interest in feminine problems. “It’smeaning should not 
be restricted to the advocacy of women’s rights” (21) Firestone a feminist in her book, The 
Dialectic of Sex (1970) wrote that Marx and Engels paid inadequate attention tosex. She 
devises a category termed ‘sex class’. From early childhood, women were trained to accept a 
system which divided society into male and female spheres, with appropriate roles for each 
and which allocated ‘public power’ exclusively to the male sphere. Lessing’s own viewpoint 
in this direction is: “We all know there is a terrible gap between the public and the private 
conscience, and that until we bridge it will never be safe…” (Shadia, 5). Feminists also 
identified one particular media as the chief manifestation of this general pattern, which is the 
definition, and portrayal of sexuality, particularly of female sexuality. Elaine Showalter 
observes in The New Feminist Criticism: 

In its earlier years, feminist criticism concentrated on exposing the misogyny 
of literary practice: the stereotyped images of women in literature as angels or 
monsters, the literary abuse or external harassments of women in classic and 
popular male literature and the exclusion of women from literary history (5)  

The portrayal of women has often been confined to the role of a villainous character 
who creates upheaval. We are led to see how she is the reason for all the confusion and 
pandemonium. Finally her punishment and the truth is out that she is the root cause for the 
social unrest. On the other hand we have the pious character who grows up to be an obedient 
wife and loving mother. Who for the family’s sake sacrifices all her dreams and instead 
focusses her entire energy for the fulfilment of her husband and children. Such dry 
characterisations of women when were given luxuriant definitions. These stereotypical 
characters had be fought and women given their due share of narrating their tales.  

Doris Lessing recollects on how she received a partial treatment from her own mother 
because of the fact that she was a girl in her autobiography Under My Skin (1995): “The 
trouble is love is a word that has to be filled with an experience of love. What I remember is 
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hard bundling hands, impatient arms and her voice telling me over and over again that she 
had not wanted a girl she wanted a boy. I knew from the beginning she loved my little brother 
unconditionally, and she did not love me” (25). In all her works her characters are seen to be 
experiencing this duplicity. Her mother’s act might have also been instrumental for her to 
rebel against the normal conventional laws and lead a life defined in her own terms. She had 
two divorce and she abandoned her children from her first husband to explore her life as a 
writer in London. Gender-identity development, takes place from early childhood. Notions of 
what is appropriate to each gender by way of temperaments, character, interests, status, 
gesture and expression are developed in every child. Every moment of the child’slife is a clue 
to how he or she must think and behave to attain or satisfy the demands, which gender places 
upon one. Dale Spender prudently explains this factor: “The child’s sense of self, even before 
it attains speech is emphasized through the way they are handled, touched, tickled and the 
way they are spoken to – in terms of sexual identity” (58). 

The novel A Proper Marriage by Doris Lessing is autobiographical in nature and 
explores Martha Quest’s relationships. This is the second novel in the series Children of 
Violence. Lessing abandoned her children and husband so that she could focus solely on her 
writings and her political agendas. She left behind her two children from her first husband. 
She only took her son from her second marriage and moved to London permanently. 
Similarly Martha Quest left her daughter Caroline behind and husband Donovan to pursue 
her political career. Doris Lessing was heavily influenced and worked extensively for 
Communist manifestoes. Martha Quest as well worked and advocated Communist Ideology. 
As Carole Klein writes: 
A Proper Marriage, the second volume of the Children of Violence Series, 
won Lessing some of her most devoted fans because the novel not only 
demythologized pregnancy and birth, it revealed the ambivalence of 
motherhood. Feelings that have never been connected, at least so openly, to 
this experienced startled readers even as it made them feel less ashamed that 
they too had left resentment mixed with love, a sense of entrapment with 
protective impulses. Lessing explored this experience skilfully in her fiction. 
(17) 

When we meet Martha Quest she is now a married woman. She has become Mrs 
Knowles with the responsibilities of a wife. One glance and they were the typical happily 
married couple. But Martha was not an ordinary woman who would silently follow the 
conventional norms. She was a woman who was exposed to the world through books and 
interactions with people from different races and background. She could not be like the other 
women and she contemplated on it. When she looked at Stella who was so complacent and 
happy to be a wife. She could not relate to that no matter how hard she tried.  
Between the languidly enticing beauty who was Stella before her glass and the 
energetic housewife who longed to take Martha in hand there was no 
connection. (A Proper Marriage 11) 

When she asked the doctor Stern if she could abort her child. He was amazed that she 
was not excited as other women. Later on she argues with Stella and Alice trying to affirm 
her rights as woman. She wanted to have the choice whether one wanted to be a mother or 
not.  

www.galaxyimrj.com Galaxy: An International Multidisciplinary Research Journal ISSN: 2278-9529

Vol. 6, Issue II March 2017051



‘It’s illegal,’ explained Alice tolerantly. ‘If you start a baby then it’s illegal not 
to have it. Didn’t you know?’ 
Do you mean to say that a woman’s not entitled to decide whether she’s going 
to have a baby or not?’ demanded Martha flaring at once into animated 
indignation.  

Martha pondered that she had actively participated in the creation of her life but nothing of it 
resembled her. She asked herself, Why do I feel so unhappy, tired of being the housewife, the 
house keeper, the social coordinator and soon to be mother. These questions prompted by the 
dissolution of her not having the choice to be a mother became the very start to find her true 
self. 

From this moment on, she decided that she would introspectively look into her 
marriage, her pregnancy, her social interactions, her relationship with her husband and her 
parents. She came to the realisation that her marriage was a blunder and that she regretted it.  

Slowly she quietened, and it seemed possible that she might recover a sense of 
herself as a person she might, if only potentially respect. It was really all quite 
simple, she assured herself. That this marriage was a foolish mistake and she 
thought of it as an isolated act of insanity. His personality and hers had 
nothing to do with it. The whole graceless affair had nothing to do with what 
she really felt. (A Proper Marriage 38) 

On her Pregnancy she had disturbing thoughts and she felt caged and trapped.  
Until two weeks, her body had been free and her own, something to be taken 
for granted. She would have scorned to fuss about, or even to notice, a period 
that that was heavy or one that chose not to come at all. And now this precious 
privacy, this independence, so lately won from her mother’s furtive 
questioning, was being threatened by an impertinent stranger. (A Proper 
Marriage 43) 

Martha makes it a point that her child would have another story. The cycle of being 
dominated and controlled by mothers had to be stopped. She decided that her child would be 
given ample freedom so that her true individuality is flourished. She could have had another 
definition to life if her mother had not nagged her. And she was not going to ruin her child’s 
future. She makes it clear to Douglass by stating out the necessary rules to follow once the 
child is born.  

First, even to suggest that the child might be one sex rather than another might 
have deplorable results- to be born as it chose was its first inalienable right. 
Secondly, they, the parents must never try to form its mind in any way 
whatsoever. Thirdly, it must be sent to a progressive school, where it might 
survive the process of education unlimited- for Martha felt, like so many 
others, that progressive schools were in some way outside society, vacuums of 
progress, as it were. If this last necessity involved their sending the child at an 
early age to a country where there was a progressive school, then so much the 
better, for a child without any parents at all clearly had a greater chance of 
survival as a whole personality. (A Proper Marriage 53) 
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She is tired of her controlling mother who always made her feel incompetent.  By following 
her to town and her constant visits she was making her lose all hope in her being a good wife 
and a proper mother.  
She’s very small for her age,’ said Mrs Quest dubiously. ‘I hope you are 
giving her enough to eat.’ Martha jumped as if stung. Mrs Quest rose 
hurriedly, and she might just as well take Caroline now for a few days, it 
would give Martha a rest. Then Mrs Quest said she needed to be fed a little, 
and Martha turned away helplessly, silenced by the knowledge that she was 
certainly a failure, she could no more manage Caroline than Mrs Quest had 
managed her. (A Proper Marriage. 231) 
 
As Margaret Moan Rowe writes: 
Motherhood only intensifies Martha’s estrangement. Caroline, Martha’s 
daughter, plays the role of double and rival to her mother. On the one hand, 
Caroline secures the love and acceptance from Mrs Quest that Martha never 
realizes in her relationship with her mother. On the other hand, Caroline 
embodies the potential which Martha at twenty-one feels she has squandered 
in marriage. Indeed, the hours alone with Caroline provide a strange stimulus 
to Martha’s imagination as she begins to break through her won vagueness to 
an understanding of her own situation. (15) 
 
However, after Douglas came back after the war. Martha dislikes Douglas and she also feels 
she is not a good mother to Caroline. She writes many letters to him when he is in the army 
but tears it all up when she learns that he is seeing another girl. She writes him a letter though 
with fake feelings. She seriously starts to consider if she would leave her husband and child.  
 
As Margaret Moan writes: 
…Her experience with Caroline, the war which takes Douglas to another part 
of the colony and brings in British soldiers, and her own growing political 
awareness lead finally to Martha’s recognition that ‘She did not feel like 
Douglas’s wife or Caroline’s mother’ (591) 
 
Martha is thus disillusioned by her parents, her husband the sports Club and The Left Book 
Club. She sees that ‘assured young man’ her husband Donovan to be ‘distressed and lost’. 
Attracted by the out-cast status of Adolf, the Jewish musician of the Sports Club, she has an 
affair, which fails to touch her real sexual nature. Thus, Martha fails in her attempt to find her 
identity be merging herself with different groups or by adapting to different roles. As Robert 
Morris puts it, “One group, one structure, one ideology, then another, offers a way of life 
potentially attractive, sound, certain: but all are ultimately disillusioning, unable to satisfy 
those inherently mystical, partially absurd and chaotic longings and stirrings within Martha. 
..(5) 
 Betty Draine lists three impediments in Martha’s quest towards her ideas: firstly, the 
social pressures of a corrupt society, a society full of conventional and petty- minded people: 
people like those of the Sports Club with its racial prejudice, war mongering and rigid sex 
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roles. Secondly, Martha’s own sense of being free will: her passive acquiescence to the social 
pressure. Though Martha repudiates the Sports Club with its racial prejudice and war 
mongering and rigid sex roles. She is at the same time unable to resist the impulse to behave. 
  
In addition, this novel A Proper Marriage is related to Martha’s confused struggle to bring 
part of her dreams into being. Lessing presents Martha as an Exemplary figure through 
paradigmatic state of consciousness and social placement. Martha’s conventional marriage 
which is meant for reproduction before the deluge of the Second World War ends in 
stereotypical failure. Martha denies following the tradition set by her mother – being a 
housewife who is constantly nagging and crossing the boundaries of privacy. In being a 
daughter of such a mother, she feels that she would act the same way with her daughter. In 
order to break that tradition Martha must leave Douglas and Caroline. She walks out of her 
marriage, seeing the abandonment of her daughter as an act of emancipation for the benefit of 
her child. As Kate Fullbrook writes:  

As the women characters shed parents, husbands, lovers, children, take up 
jobs, work in politics and in the arts as they move, in short, into the kinds of 
autonomy and self-definition that women writers earlier in the century had so 
strenuously claimed as needs for women, they confront new problems, new 
aspects of bondage and unease. Lessing both records the change in women’s 
status and roles, and outlines the emergent problems related to freedom and 
necessities which that change uncovers. Her women reared for individual 
happiness through responsibility for the minute collective of the family now 
examine other possibilities for social placement. As they live through the 
historical dissolution of their traditional roles they confront central questions 
of liberty, responsibility and happiness with fresh eyes, and with no guidelines 
to hand. They become explorers of the unapproved philosophical ground onto 
which Lessing believes we must move. (18) 

 
Martha came to the utter realisation that she belonged to this generation who was 

searching for that true meaning in life. When she left all she ever took was her books that 
gave her nourishment to understand herself and the world better and clothes that gave her a 
definition.  

For she was of that generation who having found nothing in religion, had 
formed themselves by Literature. And the books which spoke most directly 
were those which had come out of Western Europe during the past hundred 
years, and of those, the personal and self- confessing. And so she knelt herself 
in front of a bookcase, in driving need of the right arrangement of words; for it 
is a remarkable fact that she was left unmoved by criticisms of the sort of 
person she was by parents, relations, preachers, teachers, politicians, and the 
people who write for the newspapers; whereas an unsympathetic description of 
a character similar to her own in a novel would send her into a condition of 
anxious soul- searching for days. (A Proper Marriage 85)  
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In her analysis of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, Evelyn Reed illustrates an 
interview with 28 suburban women, who were educated, well read, and liberal, but living as 
suburban wives reported: 
“Sixteen out of the 28 were in analysis or analytical psychotherapy. Eighteen 
were taking tranquilizers; several had tried suicide; and some had been 
hospitalized for varying periods, for depression or vaguely diagnosed 
psychotic states. Twelve were engaged in extramarital affairs in fact or in 
fantasy,” (1964) 

To explain the changes, Friedan quotes states  
What happened to women is part of what happened to all of us in the years 
after the war. We found excuses for not facing the problems we once had the 
courage to face. The American spirit fell into a strange sleep; men as well as 
women, scared liberals, disillusioned radicals, conservatives bewildered and 
frustrated by change- the whole nation stopped growing up. All of us went 
back to the warm brightness of home.  

To understand Martha and why she shunned the entire system as a whole is a difficult 
and easy process. Difficult to comprehend that a woman who is supposed to the nurturer of a 
family being able to curb her emotions and leave all behind. Easy in the process that she was 
self-defined by war and the new ideologies. She was a child of the looming new definition to 
what a human was irrespective of being a man or a woman. The books she read had made her 
understand her prerogative and though it is difficult to love Martha Quest as a character. But 
she deserves our respects to have challenged a new beginning. And accept the fact that if she 
continues to be the wife of Douglas and the mother of Caroline she would not only destroy 
herself but them as well. Lessing notes how her mother rebelled against the norms of 
Victorian society and had become a nurse during the First World War. Her mother had been 
described as a young, energetic woman who did what she believed in, until marrying Albert 
Tayler. (Under my Skin. 4).  Thus, Martha escapes the cycle and saves Caroline from it. She 
could envision the end of it. She saw herself sitting where her mother now sat, a woman 
horribly metamorphosed, entirely dependent on her children for any interest in life resented 
by them and resenting them(A Proper Marriage, 126). But, now she is liberated to define a 
new course in her life and let the people she love find themselves by giving them the ample 
freedom she craves as well. Martha held the energetic and vibrant little creature tight for a 
moment, and whispered in a flush of pure tenderness, ‘You’ll be perfectly free, Caroline. I’m 
setting you free.’ (A Proper Marriage, 440) 
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