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Abstract: 
This paper argues that Doris Lessing’s turn from the historically engaged The Golden Notebook 
(1962) to the speculative fiction of the Canopus in Argos pentalogy (1972-1983) can be 
understood as a frustrated confrontation with a particular problem of revolutionary historical 
temporality: In an age threatened by nuclear annihilation, what is the point of “changing history” 
if an absolute “end of history” appears imminent? If revolution requires an open and 
transformable future, what happens when that futural horizon is radically foreshortened? I trace 
Lessing’s engagement with this question to a central moment in The Four-Gated City (1969): 
Following the anti-nuclear Aldermaston March of 1960, Lessing’s semi-autobiographical 
protagonist Martha Quest sees in the gathering of Leftist groups the possibility of spontaneous 
collective social organization: an autochthonous coordination of a different social and political 
order, what The Golden Notebook calls “that other history.” After the march, Martha and her 
friends discuss “whether or not political action achieves anything,” and question the value of 
“any change […] whether or not things get changed.” Their conversation ends in a stalemate; 
everyone gets up and leaves, without ever deciding these questions one way or another. The 
scene ends with Martha viewing the programme from the march alongside “the Defence 
Estimates for the United States in 1961 – a figure so enormous that it was meaningless to the 
ordinary mind, like distance expressed in light-years.” Lessing’s inability to imagine the 
possibility of revolutionary praxis in the nuclear age echoes a similar frustration found in 
Theodor Adorno’s late proclamation that “barricades are useless against those who administer 
the bomb.” For Lessing, this theoretical impasse is mirrored on the level of aesthetic form. After 
the Aldermaston scene, The Four-Gated City turns markedly towards mysticism, where an overt 
polemicism masquerades as characterological interiority; the novel adopts a didacticism that 
signals the disruption of its predominant narrative mode. I don’t believe that this strategy is 
entirely successful for Lessing, but it both represents her butting up against the limits of a broad-
based and pressing problem in revolutionary theory, and presages her turn to other temporal 
scales as a way of approaching it from another vantage. This paper concludes that the formal-
aesthetic emphasis in the periodization of Lessing’s career cannot be understood without 
attending to its historical preconditions, and argues for the oft-overlooked importance of nuclear 
weapons in our understanding of her intellectual trajectory. 
	  


