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This paper examines Doris Lessing’s Massey lectures delivered in Toronto in 
1985, later collected in the volume Prisons We Choose to Live Inside 
(published in Canada in 1986 and in Great Britain in 1987) in relation to a 
series of interviews gathered in Putting the Question Differently: Interviews 
1964-1994 (1996). Furthermore, Lessing’s conjecture that it will be the 
“humanistic -- the long-term, over-all, contemplative point of view” destined 
to assert itself as the “more influential” (81) in the future is explored with 
reference to Margaret Atwood’s prominent role in environmental and 
endangered species issues. 
  One of Lessing’s main concerns in these lectures is the crucial role of 
the intellectual, conceived here as inescapably dissident.  In her “small 
personal voice” (1957, 1974) Lessing anticipates Edward Said’s well known 
theorization of “the intellectual and artist in exile” (Culture and Imperialism, 
1993 332) or more precisely what he later called the “exilic intellectual” 
(Representations of the Intellectual: The 1993 Reith Lectures, 1994 64; 
“Mind of Winter,” Sept 1984). It is Lessing’s contention that only the 
intellectual is able to refuse “cosy illusions […] comforting” ideas (23), 
“certitudes and dogmas” (25). Lessing’s analytical approach to people’s need 
of security and of “great resounding truths” (25) anticipates Zygmunt 
Bauman’s lucid analysis of the obsessions and fears of Western 
contemporary societies, as well as Bauman’s theory of the ambiguous status 
of the stranger (Liquid Modernity, 2000; Modernity and Ambivalence, 1991). 

Her emphasis on the importance of critical distance when one 
approaches the analysis of a culture echoes Adorno’s suggestion ("Distance 
is not a safety zone but a field of tension," Minima Moralia, London, 1974 
127). This critical estrangement, theorized first of all by the Russian 
Formalists, in later years has found different uses in a wide spectrum of 
disciplines of the so called humanities. Since here Lessing is analyzing 
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culture, the groundbreaking work of anthropologist James Clifford in 1988 is 
of special relevance. Clifford emphasizes the vantage point of the outsider 
looking in and of the insider looking out, a position that he has characterized 
as typical of global modernity: the “state of being in culture while looking at 
culture” (The Predicament of Culture, 1988, 9). 

Particularly valuable still today is her understanding of the crucial 
importance of the study of history. This awareness is most likely due to her 
past involvement with Marxism or more precisely with historical 
materialism, appreciated here not as ideology but as methodology. In Prison 
the cultural terrain within which she articulates her argument is Gramsci’s 
notion of hegemony (though she does not openly say so).  

Finally this paper briefly compares Lessing’s supposed role as 
“prophet” (Putting, 164) which she understandingly refuses, with that of 
Margaret Atwood’s favorite poetic persona, that is the Cumaean Sybil, the 
Oracle. Both authors share a preoccupation with the future and they both 
value the notion of survival: “We have to look at the word useful again. In the 
long run what is useful is what survives, revives, comes to life in different 
contexts” (Prison, 81). 


