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Abstract: Doris Lessing penned against racism which is a ‘troubling darkness’ with its historical roots in 
South Africa and kindled a spirit of literary war against prevalent racial segregation, political supremacy, 
social inequality, and also inhumanity underlying British colonial rule in Southern Rhodesia in the mid-
twentieth century. The most strongly reactive author of these issues of this period is Doris Lessing, who 
penetrated the social issues in South Africa with her debut novel The Grass is Singing. The reader is 
told at the beginning of the novel that Mary Turner – the central character and high-spirited woman – 
has been killed by a house boy. At the heart, it is due to the whirlwind of race, the struggle that the 
‘female psyche’ of Mary Turner faces in accepting the blacks as human being, not as equals, but merely 
as images. The unsatisfactory sexual relation between Mary and her husband Dick is due to mismatched 
psychological perspectives of the South African society. The Grass is Singing is a complex exploration of 
multiple, interrelated cultural and psychological boundaries, as they are anxiously enforced and 
progressively transgressed. 
 
Keywords: Racial Segregation, Colonialism, Unwritten Social Rules, Psychosis, Apartheid, Empty Life, 
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Introduction: How had all this happened? What sort of a woman had Mary Turner been before she 
came to the farm and had been slowly crazy by heat, loneliness and poverty? 
 
The Whites in Southern Africa in the 1940s are in control. They must be in control. They control 
through fear, and hence, when a White woman is murdered by her black servant, all the whites agree; 
the law must take its course, and the case must be simple and quick without too many queries. But there 
are queries which are asked by some section of people. How did Mary Turner lose her control? Why did 
the servant murder her? How could a servant even think of it? 
 
The answers are not simple. They are as difficult and painful as Mary Turner’s life itself – a life in a place 
where she was never meant to be … because of rampant institutionalized racism. This racism which is a 
‘troubling darkness’ with its historical roots in South Africa kindled a spirit of literary war against 
prevalent racial segregation, political supremacy and social inequality, and also inhumanity underlying 
British colonial rule in Southern Rhodesia in the mid-twentieth century. The most strongly reactive 
author of these issues of this period is Doris Lessing, who penetrated the South African social issues with 
her debut novel The Grass is Singing (1950). 
 
Doris Lessing takes the title for her novel, The Grass is Singing from T.S Eliot’s The Wasteland, which 
blends antique myths and representation of contemporary society, finally resetting in a sombre and 
pessimistic vision. The title particularly suggests spiritual infertility. 
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 In this decayed hole among the mountains 
 In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing 
 Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel … 
 Ganga was sunken, and the limp leaves 
 Waited for rain, while the black clouds 
 Gathered far distant, over Himavanth. (7) 

 
The dry grass and the singing Cicada here hint at the weaknesses in the colonial system. Water in Africa 
is always a sign of hope whereas the dried up river refers to the South African human society which is 
morally bankrupt. Lessing particularly uses a technique similar to Elliot’s: parallel to the African space, 
and also presents the main characters’ cottage as the central place of events. 
 
The plot of the novel is relatively simple. The reader is told at the beginning that Mary Turner – the 
central character and high-spirited woman, wife of Dick Turner, a mild-mannered farmer who owns 
land in rural South Africa – has been killed by a house boy. The murderer is caught and he himself 
admits the crime. The readers learn by way of flashback, the explanation of her death. At the heart, it is 
due to the whirlwind of race, the struggle that the female psyche of Mary Turner faces in accepting the 
blacks as human being, not as equals, but merely as images. 
 
Mary, being born in town and habituates to infatuated life and feeling superior, is unable to adapt to the 
harshness of the life she has chosen. She breaks up unwritten societal rules. She cannot reconcile her 
true feelings with what she has been taught to feel. Her avoidance alienates her from everybody. She 
becomes a victim of conflicting forces within herself as well a victim of the male-dominated society. She 
is helpless and gradually the sensation of Mary’s psychosis becomes intense and striking, and finally, she 
is brutally murdered by a black servant. She is an innocent victim as she had done no crime. But as Mary 
turns to be a ‘misfit’ in the society and cannot be mantled according to the desire of male society, she 
must die. She became a threat to the male society by shaking off the role that society determined for 
them. 
 
Mary’s initial attitude towards the blacks is microcosm of the whole attitude in apartheid Africa. The 
white community considers natives no more important than animals, and a love affair between races 
would be considered a crime. This is the case of Mary and Moses. The white woman, Mary, is well aware 
of the fact that something unusual and immoral is going on between them, but it is all beyond her 
control. She seems to have been so lonely and loses living day and night in the middle of the veldt that 
she “inevitably” fell in love with her only companion: the black servant. Moses is the same worker whom 
Mary – she always feels superior to Moses – strikes with a whip two years ago. It is because of this 
incident, a fear of attacking or revenge by Moses has remained in Mary from that time. Yet surprisingly, 
there is an element of sexual attraction in her towards Moses. The connection between Mary and Moses 
breaks the taboo of the colour bar between the black and the white races. Moses’ powerful, broad-built 
body fascinates Mary. The formal patters of black-and-white, mistress-and-servant have been broken by 
the “personal relation”, because Mary, who has seen the natives so far as inferior being “no better than a 
dog”, now sees in Moses a man. With disastrous results and yet in a way that both emphasize the 
decadence and sterility of the life in which Marry who is trapped – in colonial and racial preconceptions 
and she is unable to understand the structure of her community – and hints her only hope of renewal is 
through the forbidden bond which is being created with Moses. Her death seems the only possible 
resolution of her conflict impulses and also that of the white colonists. She is a ‘misfit’ to live in colonial 
Africa. 
 
In spite of penning first time, Lessing is considered to be a superior literary painter of the African 
scenario by employing plain language. Various unwritten laws of colonial Africa that are frequently 
mentioned in the novel serve as a convenient support for an arrogant kind of exclusivism. So rigid were 
laws regarding black-white contact that a black man could not even ride the same car as the corpse of a 
white man; one could not put a black man close to a white woman even though she was dead, and 
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murdered by him – it is quite evident on the case of Moses, the treatment applied to him by Mary with a 
sjambok, a whip that hangs in the Turners’ house – and the black becomes the constant, the invariable, 
the epitome of crime and violence, with the whites having behind them the police, the tribunals, the 
prisons, all the local can strive is some more practice. Even the black police men are not permitted to 
touch a white man in the pursuit of their duties. 
 
Lessing boldly wants to describe the conflicts caused by the system of apartheid. The whites are 
supported by the system in exploiting the country and in misusing the blacks. In fact, she wants to say 
that the whites are to blame because they do nothing against it now but also the system made the 
people do things they would not do without the system of apartheid. Of course, Lessing does not want 
to excuse the whites and say they are not to blame. As some blacks have nothing to lose anymore, they 
try to make a use of their situation. She also wants to describe the life of a woman who is afraid of 
becoming an old maid and her consequences from that. The description of Mary, her wishes and her 
behavior, was done in a rather psychological way. 
 
In my opinion, the narrative is rather gripping. I can sympathize more with the blacks than with Mary or 
her husband Dick. Mary’s behavior is very strange but I can understand her a little bit: she lived in her 
‘own’ world in the town and did not worry about anything. Of course, she wanted to return to her ‘own’ 
world. Hence Mary hated the farm and her husband, Dick because they were the enemies in her world. 
This notion of Mary throws her into adverse consequences. Lessing describes the feelings of the people, 
especially of Mary, in a very realistic manner and I could feel her love and her remembrances of the 
country. 
 
In her work, The Novelistic Vision of Doris Lessing: Breaking the Forms of Consciousness (1979), Roberta 
Rubenstein has examined The Grass is Singing under the concept of “Breaking Down, Breaking Out”. 
The former one, “Breaking Down”, is the extreme form of the struggle, resulting from the enclosure of 
the ‘self’ by constraints that, whether external/internal are perceived as barriers to it. The latter one, 
‘Breaking Out’, describes the inter play of forces within as well as outside personality that produces 
certain kinds of relationships and self-discoveries. Thus, Roberta’s argument is primarily concerned with 
the protagonist’s efforts to achieve self-awareness and autonomy. It, in retrospect, is remarkable to 
discover the seeds for so many of Doris Lessing’s later preoccupations in her first novel, The Grass is 
Singing.  
 
Among Lessing’s concerns with social, economic, and political structures and female issues in a 
conventional man’s world and white in black Africa, one also finds the central cluster of her ideas that 
are concerned to the abnormal consciousness: fragmentation, self-division, breakdown, the subjective 
distortions of perception, and implicit questions about the relationship between internal and external 
perspectives. In fact, fragmentation itself is an index of coercive social and political structures such as 
the oppression of the blacks. Inwardly, it is the manifestation of one particular response to those life-
denying social edifices. Mary Turner’s mental breakdown   anticipates a variety of acute and disorienting 
mental experiences in the characters of Lessing’s latter novels. Disorder is first confronted as a construct 
of the external world and then recognized as a construct of internal reality: outer hell is the 
counterpart/even the projection of inner hell. In each case, violence, fragmentation and self-division are 
indicative of a breakdown within the self, in personal relationships, and in the relationship between 
people and their ongoing institutions. Furthermore, the dialectical focus suggested by this 
correspondence evolves in Doris Lessing’s fiction to reflect different aspects of the relationship between 
mind and world. 
 
As far as the narrative is concerned, Mary’s character slowly emerges as a result of the contradiction 
between her personal situations and larger social forces that create her personality. Mary – after the 
death of her financially-suffered parents especially her mother – achieves financial independence at the 
age of twenty by living at a club and working at an office which is portrayed as a paradise. Mary has a 
few serious obligations and full freedom to live her life on her own terms. Note that, it contrasts how 
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society expects women to view this period of their lives. In this period, the time before a woman gets 
married is generally seen as a kind of purgatory; although she might find some degree of happiness 
through her youth, attraction, physical beauty and friendship, this is merely a precursor to the true 
happiness and fulfillment supposed to be found in marriage and child-raising. Mary’s passion to linger 
in this period of purgatory thus challenges the logic of the society in which she lives. Actually, by the 
time Mary achieves pecuniary independence at the age of twenty as a typist, she has already become an 
emotional cripple, repelled by intimacy, preferring the ‘impersonality’ of a solitary existence. With an 
intense observation, “an intimation of her incipient psychic stagnation” is seen here. The narrative 
presents two different ways in which one can interpret Mary’s resistance to marriage. On one hand, 
Mary is happy and healthy; she enjoys her life and has no desire to share it with someone else, and 
particularly resistant to sex, on the other hand Mary’s dressing in “little-girl-fashion” suggests there may 
be something pathological about her apparent refusal to move on to the next stage of her life. In fact, to 
be thirty and single in a white colonist society is almost a form of controversial opinion. 
 
Traditionally, marriage is considered to be the final destiny for a woman. Mary Turner, who is the 
protagonist in The Grass is Singing, is different from Martha in Children of Violence Series. She does not 
experience much parental restriction although she is almost forced into marriage by the society. She had 
an unhappy and disturbed childhood because of her drunkard father who would constantly torture her 
mother. Because of these incidents, Mary didn’t think of marrying someone. She spends most part of her 
childhood in a boarding school; free from any subservience. But, when she is living in a girls’ club, a 
turning point comes in her life when she overhears her intimate friends discussing her age and marriage. 
She is horrified to hear them commenting that there is “something missing somewhere” (41) in her. She 
is about thirty yet unwedded. This incident leaves a profound impact on Mary. She is thrown completely 
off her balance – she develops a slightly tendency toward paranoid perceptions, suspecting double 
meanings where none were intended – because some gossiping women had said that she ought to get 
married. The tension in her life as a single woman – not realizing that her genuine “aversion towards the 
personal things like love and passion” (43) will foredoom the success of any intimate relationship – 
begins here, and she is made to search hysterically for a husband despite her intense aversion to 
marriage. Mary, one day comes across a widower of fifty-five with half-grown children. Mary accepts his 
proposal abruptly, but once when that man tries to kiss her, she comes out from the house into the 
night and weeps bitterly. This incident becomes talk of the town and at this crisis – a little later, because 
her earlier confidence is gradually eroded by other people’s expectations for her – she comes across Dick 
Turner, an ambitious farmer, and decides to marry despite their different backgrounds, tastes and 
ambitions. The only common point between the two is that both of them are eager to marry, in fact, in 
an unconscious desperate context. Loneliness fastened them to be eager to unite immediately after a 
hurried courtship before they could understand and know their likes and dislikes.  
 
Dick also needs Mary solely to fight his own loneliness. While Mary loves the town, feels safe, Dick 
detests the town culture. Being a countryman, he loves spending most of his time on the homestead. 
Even after marriage, Dick remains busy in his farm work going in the morning, returning late in the 
evening and retiring to bed immediately after supper. This daily activity led to unsatisfactory sexual 
relationship between Dick and Mary. Dick’s motivations are equally ill-treated, lacking of self-
knowledge, and he longs for marriage in its romantically idealized form. He is as subject to the cultural 
role expectations, and as out of touch with his true feelings, as Mary is; he begins to like her. Moreover 
Dick decides to propose love to her “because it was essential for him to love somebody” (48). But, their 
sexual relationship is not very satisfactory – in fact, it is a disaster from the beginning, given their 
mutual inability to share any intimacy. Dick and Mary are equally suspicious of romance and sexuality. 
To some extent, it reflects the conservative values of the era, which held sexual desire to be destructive 
and dangerous. Both Dick and Mary find comfort and stability in their independence. For Dick, this is 
due to his poverty on the other hand, for Mary, it is due to the freedom she can afford as a single 
woman. Mary feels that freedom will be taken away once she marries. Mary’s desire for marrying Dick 
does not emerge from attraction to Dick, but rather paranoia resulting from the cruel rumors spread 
about her. Mary knows the fact, demonstrated by her relief of not having honeymoon that she must play 
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the role of a “calm, maternal woman”, a performance that masks her true feelings, and obscures her 
actual personality. 
 
The narrator takes Mary’s point of view and demonstrates her psychological development right from the 
childhood, which is described with the adjectives as “chilly and dusty” for the most part of the novel. It 
is shaped with poverty and rage, which follows her like a shadow till her death, and so it is important to 
view that the origin of Mary’s eventual breakdown is shown years earlier, in her progressive alienation 
from herself. Mary’s inability to handle the black servants – a male/female relationship, to which the 
tension of the black/white roles is added – is merely the culminating crisis of the process. The clearly 
inadequate sexual relationship between Mary and Dick is a symptom of the deeper abyss separating 
them; she can only feel affection for him when she is in a position of moral superiority. Mary’s own 
emptiness and impersonality are projected onto the African servants; she is enraged by their object-like 
presence, “as if he were not really there, only a black body is ready to do her bidding” (68). As that 
presence enraged her, she felt she would like to pick up a plate and throw it in his face so as to make it 
human and expressive, even with pain. This perspective of Mary is due to her superiority complex, 
psychic imbalance, and preferring the impersonality of a solitary existence. 
 
Mary’s character emerges as a result of the interaction between her personal situation and larger social 
forces that shape her personality strange. Incident after incident in Mary’s “empty life” becomes the 
catalyst for her increasing anxiety and alienation: the primitive bathing facilities, the heat, the 
neighbors, Dick’s successive failures as a farmer. Hating him for his weakness, she hates herself. Once 
she makes futile attempt to walk out on these entrapments, but Dick follows her to town and reclaims 
her, and she weakly capitulates since she sees no real alternatives – in fact, when she is out there, all her 
illusions are broken as she is not the same young, single woman any more not to be accepted to the girl’s 
club. After being rejected by her old boss, she has to yield to her fate, and returns to the village with 
Dick. Exactly at this juncture, Dick’s bout with malaria temporarily restores Mary’s feelings of being 
needed and her superiority of position staves off the inevitable breakdown. Dick, who often feels 
henpecked by Mary, could not satisfy her feeling of “a man stronger than herself” (141). 
 
However, Mary herself cannot help from being attracted by Moses’ manly body which Dick lacks. Mary 
feels “uneasy at his presence” (175) but, she “used to sit quite still watching him work. The powerful, 
broad-built body of Moses fascinated her” and so she feels a growing sexual attraction for Moses day by 
day. 
 
In The Grass is Singing, Mary’s neurosis can be related to her experiences about sexuality with her father. 
She is reluctant to admit the implication of the narrator.  Mary prepares herself not to admit her dreams, 
where her father threatens her by touching and holding her tightly that shows an attempt for seduction, 
which is hated by her. This clarifies her hatred for her father and childhood. Moreover, this event might 
have caused Mary to be afraid of sexuality and become frigid in her relations. Mary treats ‘sex’ as a ‘silly 
business’ and she has a great “disaster” for it. This prevents her from the idea of getting married. When 
Mary is told by Dick that he cannot afford a honeymoon, she feels “relieved to escape a honeymoon” 
(60). Mary, after her first night at home with Dick, thinks: it was not so bad, she thought, when it was all 
over: not as bad as ‘that’. The emphasis on ‘that’ implies her fears and anxiety about sex and her possible 
experience in her childhood. Her dreams, and especially her last dreams, when her father and Moses 
become one and approach her, may reveal her subconscious very well. 
 
The Jungian model – the idea that the psyche is inherently divided, but its inner dynamic leads to whole 
– is compatible with Lessing’s own orientation. The Jungian tendency becomes increasingly visible in 
Lessing’s fiction, as she was in direct contact with the idea of Jung’s psyche through Jungian analysis. 
Both in the design of the works and in the conceptualization of her characters’ psychic realities we can 
identify it. In Lessing’s The Grass is Singing, the pattern of duality is already present: Mary Turner’s 
consciousness is split into conscious and unconscious aspects, the latter of which is psychologically and 
on narrative level realized through her relationship to, and perception of Moses. Working on the 
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symbolic level of the narrative as a kind of alter ego or complementary double, Moses becomes a screen 
upon which Mary projects her own denied negative self. Lessing dramatizes Jung’s concept of ‘shadow’ 
mechanism in the psyche, as it takes place in Mary Turner, exploring her experiences as measured 
against the other characters’ perceptions of her behavior. As Mary’s indifferent involvement with Moses 
progresses, her mind wanders and she loses her sense of time. 
 
A second external perspective is supplied by Tony Marston, who remarks that Mary’s behavior and 
speech are often disconnected, and he connects this bizarre behavior to a story he has heard about a 
Russian empress “who thought so little of her slaves, as human beings, that she used to undress naked in 
front of them” (186). He thinks that Mary is “as mad as a hatter” (187). But, at the same time he admits 
his misunderstanding to himself.  
 
Lessing suggests, while describing Tony’s reaction, that the boundary between sanity and madness is 
quite vague, and anticipates a theme which is central to and more explicit in her subsequent fiction.  
Mary’s final act of will is to submit herself to the dreaded “other” by walking out into the bush in order 
to confront her destruction. Having already crossed the racial border, she is now ready to cross the final 
border into death. Lessing dramatizes with accelerating intensity the distortions of Mary’s slow 
disintegration is meticulously developed, so that her helpless descent into chaos makes sense in terms 
not only of her own personality, but also of the external world. Her fragmentation is a product of both 
private emptiness and political realities, understood through sexual power relationship: male/female, 
race, class and gender. While Mary’s breakdown is an essentially private one, the novel provides the 
social context within which it takes place, through its dramatization of the dehumanization imposed on 
both races by the colour bar. The Grass is Singing is built on two inseparable currents: the tragic 
disintegration of Mary Turner’s personality on the one hand, and omnipresent racial tension on the 
other. Some critics have explored the fact that “Lessing’s passion against racial prejudice causes her to 
disrupt her main concern with Mary’s mental disintegration (Singleton, 82), but the two themes cannot 
be separated”. In fact their entwinement lays a cornerstone for all of Lessing’s early works, in which 
personal development is always determined by the greater social frame work.     
 
Thus, Lessing portrays the tragedy of a woman who falls owing to her indifference to and ignorance of 
herself, and her inability to listen to her needs rather than conforming to social values. Moreover, 
Lessing wrote a novel whose surface layer indicates a simple conflict between the black and the white, 
yet showing, on the deeper level, the complex mind of an individual who is unaware of her own 
problems because of having suppressed them for years and not being able to confront herself with 
integrity and courage. 
 
To say in a nutshell, “institutionalized racism” runs rampant through the novel, with the rural farmers 
relying on this racism for their very survival. Even though racism is a troubling darkness with historical 
roots in South Africa, in the narrative, racism is a beacon for the white farmers who use the suppression 
on the natives to ensure that they have a work force. The natives are treated “little better than slaves” by 
the whites though there are rules and guidelines amongst the farmers as to how to treat the natives to 
maximize their efficiency. 
 
Mary’s struggle for ‘identity’ is a major concept of the novel. She fights constantly to establish an 
identity for herself. The novel opens with Mary’s death and the fact that some of the society think of the 
Turners’ as “poor whites”. Viewed as a poor white is something that Mary would not like to be identified 
as, as the term is usually associated with poor Afrikaners, but not the British. The poverty level of 
Turners’ and dislike by many of their neighbours, even those who have never met them, lend to them 
being identifies as poor whites with considerable blame falling on Mary Turner for her pride. 
 
Simone de Beauvoir states that for ‘loyalty and friendship’ to exist between man and woman, the 
essential condition is that they should be “free in relation to each other and be equal on concrete 
matters” (497). However, man thinks that woman is everything negative, but he is not, and behaves 
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accordingly. This perspective blocks the road to the communication between the partners in marriage. 
The concrete basis for a happy and harmonious marriage is the feeling of sharing equality and true 
partnership. But in the particular division of values, equality is not possible because all the superior and 
positive qualities are attributed to men and the qualities associated with women are considered to be 
inferior. This notion thoroughly imbricated in the patriarchal value system, where the feminine side is 
always seen as negative and a source of darkness and pathos. As a matter of fact, women suffer not only 
by men’s act of physical violence, but they are often emotionally hurt and crippled through their 
arrogance, cynicism and indifference. To bridge this gap, both the men and women should be hand in 
hand by advocating the concept of ‘we’ rather than ‘I and you’. 
 
There is a brutal kind of racial discrimination practiced against the black by the white British Settlers, 
and it is possible to read the novel as a social critique. The conflict between the society and the 
individual can be noticed from the beginning of the novel. First of all, it is essential to comprehend the 
features of the society in South Africa. It is a white colonizer society in which there is such a great 
discrimination against the African people that the English do not accept these black people as human 
beings, and all their laws are setup according to dogma. The rules are so rigid that any kind of relation 
between a black and a white person is seen as about the whole affair was this silent and unconscious 
agreement.  
 
As far as Mary’s psyche is concerned, an intense study of Mary’s character reveals that she holds her 
head high, set mouth tight, rigid with pride and determination not to show weakness. Keen to perform 
the colonizer’s role to perfection, she is obsessed with natives. Keeping vigil with a vengeance, flying at 
them at the slightest pretext, she treats them worse than animals. While on the farm with Dick, her 
thoughts are always with the native back home, alone with ‘her’ things, ‘handling’ them. Her early life is 
seen as having been a major formative influence on her psyche, her self-conscious behavior and 
repressed sexual attitudes. It is the result of subduing of her personality in an attempt to remodel it 
consciously in order to fit into an acceptable social stereotype. These repressions surface in the form of 
her desire for Moses, the native who works for the Turners and Mary’s killer too. It may be understood 
that Mary’s private self is largely a result of the traumatic relationship between her parents and her 
public persona shaped under the impact of experiences of living in racist Africa. Despite such a division 
Mary manifests a kind of schizophrenia. There is a split between her two selves, the conforming and the 
rebellious, both of which are social constructs. The repressive patriarchal society has pushed all the 
repressions into unconscious when she breaks down. A complete inner disintegration sets in for Mary 
when she is brought back by Dick after she runs away to town to get her job again. Her experience with 
the boss and others at the office makes her realize that she is a misfit. The channels of spontaneity and 
real emotion seem to have been permanently blocked, both due to childhood experiences of living with 
parents who shared a loveless marriage as well as coping with pressures of living in a racist society. 
Then, she lives on a different plane of reality, turning within all time so that slow disintegration matures 
into complete neuroses. 
 
With a profound study of The Grass is Singing, the reader can explore Lessing’s vision of Africa as a 
savage land capable of letting loose repressed forces of anarchy and derangement. This is a novel of 
savage and primordial Africa – the heart of primitive darkness is in here that Lessing’s success is huge 
with her debut novel – where her first protagonist, Mary Turner, experiences regression, confronting the 
horror of nullity and finally succumbing to the violence of murder. The novel reads as an explicit 
indictment of racist colonial society while it depicts too, a mystical and deterministic resignation in the 
face of the forces of savage nature. Such a reading finds emerging the idea of nature and Africa as 
“quintessentially savage, a symbol of uncontainable energy, a collection of dark, extreme forces that are 
constantly threatening to run out of control, to reassert them and claim some primitive ascendency”. At 
the centre of this cultural myth stands Moses, indistinct as individual. His association with the soil is 
indicative of his libido and physicality is accompanied by a destructive primeval energy. The violence of 
thunder, lightening, and rain assist his murderous intent. 
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Thus, Lessing portrays the tragedy of a woman who falls owing to her indifference to and ignorance of 
herself, and her inability to listen to her needs rather than conforming to social values. It is all because 
of her fragmented psyche connected to her feeling of supremacy over the black. Moreover Lessing wrote 
the novel of which surface layer reflects a simple conflict between the black and the white, yet showing, 
on the deeper level, the complex mind of an individual who is unaware of her own problems that 
suppressed her for years, and not being able to confront herself with integrity and courage. 
 
The Grass is Singing is a novel of colonialism, human degradation and an uncomfortable view of the 
prevailing attitude of a time and place, and yet, to a reader the novel is a powerful portrait of a 
crumbling mind. The protagonist, Mary Turner is a hideous woman; bitter, cruel and entitled. What 
started out as a woman’s resentment over a boring and failed farm life, and a delicate marriage soon 
turned into something deeper and much more unsettling. People, sometimes, are broken so early in 
their life that it’s impossible to be whole. At her core, Mary Turner is ruined long before adulthood and 
her neurosis is merely the lid on a simmering pot of rage and hurt. The novel opens with Mary’s murder; 
we know she’s doomed. We watch as she fails and unravels, and in the end, perhaps, find some kind of 
distorted relief. 
 
The Grass is Singing is Lessing’s skillful portrayal of a woman without a choice; a child without a 
choice; people without a choice. The farm fails, the marriage fails, and Mary Turner’s psyche 
fails. More importantly, ‘Apartheid’ fails. The atmosphere in this novel is sweltering, suspenseful and 
hypnotic, and it is all unrelentingly heat and unbearable tension. Something’s got to give. The 
affectionless trying, trying, trying, … Mary Turner tries, but she never stands a chance, not with that 
husband, not in that country, not with that childhood, not when she is destined to brood away all her 
days inside her head, and the frustration becomes a ticking time bomb. Lessing says that it is what 
happens when women can’t choose. She tells us that this is the outcome when you enslave people. This 
is unnatural, unethical and wrong, and this is what you get.  
Doris Lessing’s first novel, The Grass is Singing, is thus a complex exploration of multiple, interrelated 
cultural and psychological boundaries, as they are anxiously enforced and progressively transgressed. 
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