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Feminism and its Critique in the GN, Then and Now 

 

At its publication in 1962 The Golden Notebook was welcomed by many women who 

recognized themselves in the “free women” Anna and Molly, characters who gave voice 

to their hopes and fears and validated the struggles of their everyday lives. In the novel 

Doris Lessing was ahead of her time, anticipating the term “the personal is political,” 

which was to become a central tenet of the women’s liberation movement. Yet even as 

she challenged the reigning Leftist (and largely male) dogma that it was retrograde to 

“write about ‘petty personal problems’” she recognized that “nothing is personal in the 

sense that it is uniquely one’s own” and sought instead to “break through the personal, 

the subjective, making the personal general” (Introduction, GN, xvi-xvii).  
 

In The Golden Notebook Lessing also anticipated later developments in feminist thought 

such as the attention to the social construction of gender, the recognition that men’s 

liberation was as essential as that of women, the attention to the cross-cutting nature of 

gender with race and class, the insistence on a global perspective rather than a parochial 

Euro-American one. But underlying everything in the novel was Lessing’s critique of 

social and psychic compartmentalization, of the fear of facing reality in all its complexity 

and the resultant tendency to cordon off whole areas of society and of one’s own inner 

life.  
 

In this paper I will discuss The Golden Notebook in relation to the Second Wave 

feminism of the later Sixties and Seventies that it anticipated and soon overtook, but also 

in relation to the ideology of neoliberalism that took hold in the Eighties and beyond, a 

seductive ideology that may once have seemed to offer freedom to women, but ultimately 

isolated them, destroying community in the process. In a recent essay, “Has 

Neoliberalism Knocked Feminism Sideways?” Rahila Gupta describes the early 

seductiveness of neoliberalism for women, but warns that “[f]eminism needs to guard 

against atomisation – which is what neoliberalism thrives on” (opendemocracy.net). 

The deadly atomization invoked by Gupta here can be compared to Lessing’s 

compartmentalization as the flip side of a notion of freedom that focuses solely on 

the personal. At the end of the novel Anna tells Molly, not without irony, that she is 

going to work as a kind of counselor at a new “half-official, half-private” marriage 

welfare center, “join the Labour Party and “teach a night-class . . . to deliquent kids” 

(Lessing, GN 568).  Molly quips, “So we’re both going to be integrated with British 

life at its roots,” but Anna has abandoned her angst-ridden navel-gazing and some of 

her erstwhile comrades’ posturing and is getting down to some useful work. While 

Gupta exhorts feminists to “be a transformative movement” that must “get involved 

with the major movements of our time,” Lessing, writing 50 years earlier,  

eschewing isms of all kinds, created a protagonist who, like herself, has been 

involved in all the major movements of her time and now pushes the boundaries of 

psyche and society, through breakdown, toward a new integration. 
 

© Josna Rege, March 2012 


