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Proposal for Collaborative Session  

MLA Vancouver 2105 

 

Panel Organizer:  Nancy L. Paxton, Dept. of English, Northern Arizona University 

 

This proposal was developed in collaboration with Alice Ridout, current president of the Doris Lessing 

Society, and Holly Laird, current president of the D. H. Lawrence Society of North America. It is a 

revision of the proposal for a collaborative session submitted by Holly Laird for MLA ‘14.  (See MLA 

Reference number A067A) 

 

Description of Session  

 
In recognition of Doris Lessing’s death on Nov. 17, 2013, the Doris Lessing Society and the D. H. 
Lawrence Society of North America propose a collaborative session to compare these two writers’ 
complex narrative responses to trauma, war, and madness.  Much of the earlier scholarship comparing 
Lawrence’s and Lessing’s writing focused on their representations of gender identity, sexuality, or 
conflicts in their views of feminism.  Mark Spilka’s “The Battle of the Sexes” (Contemporary Literature, 
1975) and Paul Schlueter’s The Novels of Doris Lessing (1973) are two examples, among many. Inspired 
in part by Doris Lessing’s preface to the 2006 Penguin edition of Lady Chatterley’s Lover and her 2002 
article on Lawrence’s The Fox for The New York Review of Books, this session will explore how Lawrence 
and Lessing responded in their fiction to the traumas of war, displacement, and madness. 
 
D. H. Lawrence was profoundly traumatized by the death and destruction of World War I and by the 
banning of The Rainbow in 1915; his subsequent writing presents evidence of these traumas, as Mark 
Kinkead-Weekes, Jill Franks, and many others have shown.  Similarly, many of Doris Lessing’s novels 
display links between “traumatic loss, writing, and subjective change,” as Susan Watkins has observed.  
Lessing herself in her 1993 preface to The Golden Notebook asserted that both the subject and the 

writing of the novel “was really traumatic; it changed me” (Preface ii).  Recent work in trauma studies 
by, for example, Cathy Caruth, Marianne Hirsch, and Madelyn Detloff offer new perspectives on the 
traumas of World War I in twentieth-century fiction.  Likewise, the more global perspectives on trauma 
in recent work by Dominick La Capra, Saikat Majumdar, and others provide relevant new theory that 
illuminates Lawrence’s and Lessing’s inscriptions of trauma and their approaches to narrative. 
 
Jill Franks in “Insanity, Gender and War in Doris Lessing and D. H. Lawrence’s Fiction” compares the links 
between war and psychological trauma.  Although war is not on the page, The Grass is Singing (1950) 
and The Golden Notebook (1962) register Lessing’s involvement with the Communist party, first in 
Rhodesia, then in London, which brought her into the heart of conflict.  Reflecting back on her 
childhood, Lessing said, "The Great War squatted over my childhood.  The trenches were as present to 
me as anything I actually saw around me."  Her father was traumatized by his experience of war; her 
mother by the experience of apartheid and the isolation of colonial life. Living under similar conditions, 
Mary Turner suffers a complete nervous breakdown after becoming attracted to her black servant.   
Anna Wulf's lovers are traumatized by reports of Stalin's atrocities and by the internal tension caused by 
trying to deny these brutalities while retaining their beloved ideology.  These characters somatize the 
internal strife of their lovers and husband, a response especially prominent in women, as E. Ann Kaplan 
and others have shown.  D. H. Lawrence also understood the expressions of trauma very well, and 
indeed suffered vicarious trauma during World War I.  Many of his male characters exemplify the effects 
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of the violence carried home from war.  Franks focuses on Henry Grenfel in The Fox who needs to 
dominate his partners and resorts to violence to achieve it, and on Count Dionys in The Ladybird who is 
so damaged by his tour of duty that he believes he is living in another world, a common splitting-off 
reaction to trauma. Lawrence’s traumatized veterans are automatons seeking desperately to express a 
"wound that cries out to tell others of a truth that is not otherwise available" (Kaplan).   

Nancy Paxton in “‘Unlived Lives, Unborn Children’ in D. H. Lawrence’s Chatterley Novels and Doris 
Lessing’s Alfred and Emily” tracks war and the return of the repressed in Lawrence’s most notorious 
novel and in Lessing’s last experimental text.  Lessing asserted that trauma was “the secret theme of all 
literature and history, like writing between the lines in invisible ink, which springs up, sharply black, 
dimming the old print we knew so well” (151).  Lessing calls World War I that “Great Unmentionable,” 
and the trauma generated by it is a recurrent theme in much of Lawrence’s and Lessing’s fiction. Paxton 
compares Lawrence’s response to World War I in the Chatterley novels with Lessing’s in Alfred and Emily 
in order to illustrate how the trauma of war is “encrypted” and how it haunts the daughters in these 
texts.  Drawing on recent studies of modernism, World War I, and trauma, Paxton demonstrates not 
only how these two works are are haunted by war but also how they reveal a narrative pattern typical of 
what Marianne Hirsch calls “postmemory.”   
 
Finally, in “Decentering Trauma: The Narrative Aesthetics of D.H. Lawrence and Doris Lessing,” Tonya 
Krouse offers a comparative reading of Lawrence’s and Lessing’s theories of the novel to show how they   
reconciled their political and historical preoccupations with the traumatic event as the origin of modern 
narrativity with their desire to represent everyday life.  Resisting what Jacques Ranciere calls the ethical 
turn in aesthetics, Lawrence and Lessing illustrate how the effects of traumatic events can be dispersed 
across time in repeated performances that bleed into one another. Krouse argues that World War I in 
Lady Chatterley’s Lover is a present absence that informs the sexual relationship between Constance 
Chatterley and Oliver Mellors.  Similarly, in The Golden Notebook, Lessing uses the bombings at 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki as backdrops for Anna Wulf’s life as a “free woman.” By pushing these 
traumatic events to the margins, Lawrence and Lessing create politically engaged narratives that 
nonetheless resist reifying trauma as the center and source of meaning. Comparing Lawrence’s and 
Lessing's narrative aesthetics with the theories of Slavoj Zizek and Alain Badiou, Krouse argues that 
these authors envision the novel as a site of radical resistance against a globalized, media-saturated 
culture. Instead of adopting the avant-garde experimentation characteristic of modern and postmodern 
fiction, Lawrence and Lessing consciously embrace realist form and adapt it to serve their ideas about 
the work that novels should perform in the twentieth century. 
 
Scholarship 
 
Our three panelists have all published on D. H. Lawrence and/ or on Doris Lessing in monographs, book 
chapters, and scholarly articles.  
 
Panelist 1: Panelist 1: Dr. Jill Franks, Professor of English and Irish Studies at Austin Peay State 
University, teaches modern Irish and British fiction and film, along with psychoanalytic and feminist 
theory.  In one chapter in her recent book, British and Irish Women Writers and the Women's 
Movement: Six Literary Voices of Their Times (2013), Franks analyzes conflicts between feminism and 
Communism in Lessing’s The Golden Notebook. Franks’ previous book, Islands and the Modernists: The 
Allure of Isolation in Art, Literature and Science (2006), includes a chapter on D. H. Lawrence’s 
representations of real and imaginary islands and the traumatic splitting-off of the character Cathcart in 
"The Man Who Loved Islands."  She is currently working on a book called Neil Jordan: Gender, Nation, 
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Trauma.  She has published numerous critical articles on D. H. Lawrence, is Associate Editor of the D. H. 
Lawrence Review, and past president of the D. H. Lawrence Society of North America.  
 
Panelist 2: Dr. Nancy Paxton is Professor of English at Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff, Arizona, 
where she teaches courses on nineteenth- and twentieth-century British and Anglophone literature, and 
feminist theory.  She is currently working on a manuscript entitled Books Travel: Literary Censorship in a 
Global Frame, which will include chapters on D. H. Lawrence’s banned novels.  She edited the essay 
collection, Outside Modernism: In Pursuit of the English Novel, 1900-30 with Lynne Hapgood (2000) and 
has recently published essays on D. H. Lawrence in Virginia Hyde and Earl Ingersoll’s “A Window to the 
Sun”: D. H. Lawrence’s Thought Adventures (2009) and in the D. H. Lawrence Review.   
 
 Panelist 3: Dr. Tonya Krouse is Associate Professor of English at Northern Kentucky University, where 
she teaches courses in modern and contemporary British literature, gender and sexuality in literature, 
and critical theory.  Krouse’s first book, The Opposite of Desire: Sex and Pleasure in the Modernist Novel 
(2009), examines the depiction of sex and sexuality in the novels of D. H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, and 
James Joyce.  Her critical essays have appeared in Journal of Modern Literature, Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany, and Doris Lessing Studies, as well as in edited collections on Lessing.  Krouse served from 
2009-2012 as President of the Doris Lessing Society. 


