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Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook and Chick Lit 

 

Since the publication of The Golden Notebook in 1962, one of the most culturally influential and 

financially successful phenomena to hit the literary scene has been “chick lit.” Doris Lessing’s own 

attitude to this phenomenon has been ambiguous. In her Introduction to D. H. Lawrence’s Lady 

Chatterley Lover she calls Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary (2001) a “witty book” (xxvii) and reads it 

as recent confirmation of “the fact that most women still yearn for the real, the perfect, the whole lover, 

their lost twin halves” (xxvi), a “fact” which Lessing is accepting rather than critical of. In contrast, in the 

Introduction to her Chick Lit and Postfeminism, Stephanie Harzewski quotes Lessing as having called 

chick lit “instantly forgettable” (2).  

This paper will argue that reading The Golden Notebook in relation to chick lit results in a similar 

contradiction. On the one hand there are several elements of The Golden Notebook that could be read 

as prototypical of chick lit: single women gaining mutual support from each other in a challenging urban 

environment is a focus of both The Golden Notebook and chick lit. The way in which Lessing talks about 

women’s embodied experiences – “the first tampax in world literature” as Rachel Blau DuPlessis so 

famously pointed out – is another hallmark of chick lit. Thus, when considering chick lit’s literary history, 

in many ways The Golden Notebook can be read as an enabling text. 

On the other hand, the differences between The Golden Notebook and chick lit are telling. One 

key difference is Lessing’s anti- or post-colonial critique compared to chick lit’s notoriety for celebrating 

Western women’s ability to consume. Many have persuasively argued that Western women’s economic 

independence is as much a result of globalization and cheap overseas labour – the direct descendants of 

colonialism – as it is of feminism’s achievements for Western women in the workplace. Another 

important difference is the negative attitude to the urban landscape evident throughout The Golden 

Notebook compared to chick lit’s tendency to celebrate the urban (Sex and the City’s celebration of New 

York is the most famous example). Perhaps the key difference, however, is that chick lit tends to 

embrace and celebrate its status as women-centred literature, whereas Lessing has strongly resisted 

being identified as a woman writer who writes for women. To quote her famous 1972 Preface, “But this 

novel was not a trumpet for Women’s Liberation” because its “central theme” was “‘breakdown’” not 

“the sex war” (8). 

To elucidate what is at stake in these two different attitudes to “women’s writing,” I will turn at 

the end of my paper to Toril Moi’s recent article, “‘I am not a woman writer’: About women, literature 

and feminist theory today” published in Eurozine. In this article Moi teases out the double-bind that 

leads women writers to say something very similar to Simone de Beauvoir’s famous statement, “I am 

not a woman writer.” Moi returns us to Beauvoir’s analysis of patriarchy in The Second Sex: “At the 

beginning of The Second Sex, Beauvoir shows that in a sexist society, man is the universal and woman is 

the particular; he is the One, she is the Other. This is Beauvoir's definition of sexism, and it underpins 

everything she writes in The Second Sex. This analysis is so simple that it is easy to overlook how brilliant 

it actually is, and how much work it will still do for us.” Moi shows us why identifying as a woman writer 
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is potentially limiting and threatening because being a “woman writer” implies that one’s writing is 

particular and not universal. Reading The Golden Notebook with this understanding and alongside the 

twenty-first century genre of chick lit enables a much deeper appreciation of Lessing’s complex 

relationship to her female and feminist readers. It highlights Lessing’s desire to be universal and the 

scope of what she tried to achieve in The Golden Notebook. This analysis will also allow us to assess 

what is lost and gained by adopting either chick lit or Lessing’s stance towards being identified as a 

“woman writer.” 

 


