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Landscape and the Anti-Pastoral Critique in Doris Lessing’s African Stories 
In an article on The Grass is Singing, Oliver Buckton demonstrates the influence of Olive 
Schreiner on the way Lessing portrays the farm in this novel. For Mary Turner, the female 
protagonist, the farm is a prison, oppressing her, whereas the town denotes freedom and a 
feeling of being “at home.” In focusing on Mary, Lessing reverses the pastoral convention where 
the rural landscape represents an escape from the oppression of the modern city. In this paper I 
ask whether this anti-pastoral critique features in the same way in Lessing’s African Stories as it 
does in the novel. The two volumes of stories, This was the Old Chief’s Country and The Sun 
between their Feet, present a vast range of narrative situations. The attitude towards the rural 
environment becomes a more complex issue here because the stories deal with characters from 
different cultural backgrounds, classes, race and age groups. Although gender differences play 
an important role in The Grass is Singing, they are developed more fully in the stories by the 
additional presence of children and adolescents. In attempting to come to terms with the society 
into which they are being inducted, children experiment with both male and female roles, and this 
involves traversing the boundary between the male and the female domains of the home and the 
bush. For instance, Lessing demonstrates the way girls are socialized into accepting their roles in 
the settler community by being re-orientated towards a more restrained, pictorial view of 
landscape rather than an exploratory, adventurous mode. The difference between English and 
Afrikaans-speaking settlers with regard to the natural landscape is also a key element in stories 
and it serves to broaden the concept of the anti-pastoral critique when applied to these subgroups 
of the settler community. Racial differences with regard to landscape add another dimension in 
the stories and serve to contribute to the complexity of race and gender issues in relation to the 
natural environment. In analyzing a selection of her African Stories I hope to extend and develop 
an understanding of the way in which landscape and the anti-pastoral critique are presented in 
Lessing’s short African fiction.  
 


