
26 
 

 26 

The House That Doris Built 

--Gendered Space and Female Mentality in Lessing’s African Stories 

   Graduate School of Human and Environmental Studies, Kyoto Univeristy 
       （京都大学人間環境学研究科） 

        Li Chao（李超）	 	  

Abstract	 

Much	 of	 Doris	 Lessing’s	 work	 deals	 with	 spatial	 relations	 involving	 built	 

structures	 and	 colonialism.	 In	 her	 African	 stories,	 she	 uses	 space	 and	 

structures	 to	 explain	 the	 circumstances	 of	 white	 settler	 women.	 To	 some	 

extent	 these	 women	 lived	 within	 boundaries	 they	 created	 themselves,	 but	 

these	 limitations	 grew	 out	 of	 western	 ideologies	 they	 had	 internalized.	 

When	 they	 relocated,	 they	 brought	 with	 them	 a	 perspective	 that	 positioned	 

nature	 in	 opposition	 to	 human-occupied	 spaces,	 something	 to	 be	 viewed	 

through	 windows	 and	 experienced	 in	 verandas	 and	 gardens.	 Lessing	 uses	 the	 

transitional	 housing	 occupied	 by	 settlers	 to	 show	 how	 their	 new	 lives	 broke	 

with	 the	 past,	 and	 how	 a	 fear	 of	 nature	 produced	 an	 uneasy	 relationship	 

with	 their	 new	 environment.	 This	 paper	 draws	 a	 parallel	 between	 the	 

domination	 of	 space	 by	 the	 colonizer	 and	 the	 domination	 of	 female	 settlers	 

by	 men.	 

1. Introduction 

Starting with her first novel, The Grass Is Singing, published in 1949, Doris Lessing 
consistently explored the interconnections between space, structures, and colonialism. These 
interconnections are further explored in her later African-related works, such as the short story 
collection first published in 1951, This Was the Old Chief’s Country: Collected African Stories, 
Volume 1. Brought to Africa by her father after World War I, Lessing was heavily influenced by 
the common belief shared by her parents that life in the colonized land would make a structured 
place out of wild space by constructing buildings and bringing civilization to the native peoples. 
The colonial theme in Lessing’s African works has been fully explored due to their blatant 
colonial subjects and settings. At the same time, however, while Lessing writes generally about 
the adaptation and life conditions of the settlers after they arrive in the colonies, the female 
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settlers’ lives are given special importance in her works, for Lessing paid special attention to 
women’s living conditions. The female characters in her stories share the belief when they first 
relocate to the colonies that the settlers are going to create a “place” out of “space,” and at the 
same time realize their aspirations. However, they are often trapped and deprived of happiness. 
It is proposed that their status is due to their inability to establish a connection with the 
environment—both interior and exterior—because their cultural identity fails to provide a sense 
of connection with any principle beyond itself. In order to understand this strain between these 
female characters and their environment and identify the root cause of the status of their lives, 
an analysis of environment and space in these works is necessary.  

There is abundant research on the connection between space, buildings, and colonialism. 
Rosner’s 1999 article “Home Fires: Doris Lessing, Colonial Architecture, and the Reproduction of 
Mothering” laid the foundation for a discussion of how houses can reflect their owner’s identities. 
Tracing Lessing’s life as a child during the time that her family was resettling in Africa, it 
discussed how colonial houses reflected the racial hierarchy between the colonizer and native 
people. Rosner identified the construction of order, making “place” from “space,” and the desire to 
keep the outside out as the main aspects of colonial mentality. In contrast, for native people “the 
outside space was considered part of the dwelling place” (67), an idea that indicated 
backwardness to the colonizer. Ten years later, Louw’s article “Inside and Outside Colonial 
Spaces: Border Crossings in Doris Lessing’s African Stories” considered how crossing between the 
inside and outside reflected the confusion in people’s identities between the old European 
ideologies and the new African reality. More recently, Louw (2010) looked into how Lessing’s 
stories position themselves as anti-pastoral. While many, including Lessing’s parents, may have 
seen immigration to rural areas as a romantic move to space and freedom, Louw suggested that 
Lessing’s stories were anti-pastoral, as her characters returned to towns for salvation and 
tranquility. 

Critiques such as these have confronted questions of race and racial hierarchy, the comparative 
meanings of place and order, and the identity of white settlers. However, they deal with the white 
settler community as a whole, regardless of gender. This paper examines how Lessing deals with 
the conditions and constraints of female characters by examining “female” territories such as the 
house, the bedroom, the garden, and the veranda. It focuses on the female characters in three 
short stories in This Was the Old Chief’s Country: Collected African Stories, Volume 1, “This Was 
the Old Chief’s Country,” “The Second Hut,” and “The De Wets Come to Kloof Grange.” Through 
an analysis of the gendered space in these stories, this paper looks into the hegemonic 
masculinist narrative that women settlers internalized, such as the subordinate role of women in 
the colonial enterprise and the proper place for women as inside the house. It is proposed that the 
tragic life status of the women settlers is due to their disconnection from the nature around them 
and to their society’s confinement of women. If colonization is the usurpation of land and 
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domination of its inhabitants, then white female settlers are also “colonized” by being deprived of 
their land and dominated through physical confinement. 

2. Transitional Houses  

The basic motivation for Western colonization was to change “space” to “place” in order to 
create wealth. In analyzing the causes and incentives behind the British expansion in Africa, 
Robinson et al. proposed in Africa and the Victorians that one of the major incentives was private 
commerce: “…business men were driven to bring the unopened continent into production…” (18). 
This motive to gain profit from Africa assembled into partnership “the “porteños” of the Argentine, 
the planters of Alabama, the railway-builders of Belgium” (3), whose collaborative efforts aimed 
to change the wilderness of Africa into a copy of Victorian Britain and transform the immense 
space and wilderness of nature into ports, railways, roads, and towns. 

Therefore, the distinction between space (outside) and place (inside) was of paramount 
importance to the white settlers. Space and place are basic components of the lived world defined 
in terms of each other. Space is an undifferentiated expanse, often associated with openness, 
infinity, and no restrictions. When space is marked off and defended against intruders, space 
becomes place. Place is a defined territory whose owners gradually get to know it better and 
endow it with value. The concept of place is connected to security and stability. In this paper, 
space includes the entire expanse of Africa, while place refers to colonial territories and 
possessions like farms and houses.  

The first result of this distinction is the exploitative development of nature and African 
resources. The basic concern of the settlers was to claim ownership of the land by erecting fences, 
thereby turning “space” into “place,” for which the government gave them financial incentives 
(Rosner 69). Fencing land differentiated that place from the surrounding space and the tamed 
civilized area from wild nature, which was usually the first step in building a new life in colonial 
Africa. Chennells wrote that “What Africans saw as places crowded with ancestral associations 
and spiritual presences, the whites saw as empty spaces waiting to be shaped by their creative 
will. What to blacks was structured space was to the whites wilderness” (25). The main difference 
between the settlers’ living areas and that of the native people was whether there was a clear 
boundary between the domestic place and the natural space. For the indigenous people, according 
to Rosner’s research on colonial architecture, inside and outside were fused into a fanned area 
with the hut in the background. Domestic activities such as cooking and even sleep on nights of 
good weather took place outdoors (Rosner 72). For the whites, outside was wilderness waiting to 
be shaped; inside was comfort and civilization, the place where their families were safe. Nature 
thus demonized was to be conquered for the financial benefits of the settlers. They regarded 
African wilderness as waiting to be improved because “they were sure that their ability to 
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improve the human condition everywhere was as tremendous as their capacity to produce wealth.” 
(Robinson et al. 1) The result of this hegemonic masculinist viewpoint on nature was the 
exploitative development of land and resources in Africa under which most settlers, in total 
disregard of land conservation, grew whatever brought them money.  

While one consequence of hegemonic masculinity in colonized land is the exploitative use of 
nature, another is the subordination of femininity in opposition to masculinity. Women have 
hardly any definite part to play in the colonial narrative beyond their roles as mere household 
helpmates. Outdoor farming work taming nature was regarded as men’s responsibility, while the 
women were expected to maintain household order. The work of taming nature and keeping 
women indoors, both expected of the male settlers, thus parallel each other. The proper place in 
colonial society for women was the interior, inside the house or in the transitional places of the 
garden and balcony where they could see the outside. When the gendering of the female is placed 
in the colonial context, it is characterized by the requirements that women live as loyal members 
of the household, stay mostly inside, and avoid informal relationships with indigenous men. The 
first two requirements derive from the need to maintain a colonial scheme that subjected female 
colonizers to the control of the male colonizers. Like nature, the fertile female is subject to the 
conquest and control of colonial men. Nature is exploited in the name of taming wilderness into 
order and civilization, while women are restrained indoors for their supposed protection. The last 
requirement is rooted in the narrative of male dominance whereby women are contestable 
territory. It is to be supposed that the white settlers were threatened by the wild land and at the 
same time by the native men—through their presumably stronger sexual capability. The female 
settlers were restrained from such danger by being confined inside the house. What is more, 
mothers created sayings about the dangers lurking in the bush to keep their daughters away 
from it.  

Female characters in Lessing’s stories internalize this distinction between inside and outside 
and a gendered conceptualization whereby women are supposed to stay indoors. Space in the 
stories reflects the female mentality and thus their confinement. They hold a perspective that 
positions nature in opposition to human-occupied spaces, which is the direct cause of their 
physical and mental confinement. Even girls born there live under the same bias because, first, 
the “collective influences were hereditary” (Adams 9), and second, mothers plant fears of African 
land in their daughters’ hearts to keep them indoors. One obvious example is that girls in the 
African stories are often raised to believe in the danger past the “dividing” fence since “[b]eyond 
our boundaries on that side the country was new to me” (Old Chief 19). In the story “This Was the 
Old Chief’s Country,” once the little girl steps outside the comfort of her home, she is stricken by 
fear. “Fear possessed me.” “Panic seized me.” (Old Chief 19) Around the girl are the same 
mountains, rivers, and birds she sees every day, but once outside the fence, they frighten her. 
This fear “had nothing to do with what [she] thought or felt” (Old Chief 20) because it is a 
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culturally imprinted fear. As Louw puts it, because of this fear, girls are socialized into a “more 
restrained, pictorial view of landscape rather than an exploratory, adventurous mode” (Old Chief 
36). White women felt that the domesticated, fenced-in territory that they claimed as their 
property was safe while the immense African land outside it was terrifying.  

This fear of wild nature and physical confinement indoors usually lead to despair. Most white 
settlers lived in temporary houses after arriving in Africa. Lessing’s parents had heard that “they 
would be rich in five years growing maize.” In the colonies, things would be beautiful and 
exquisite, and no transitional house would be good enough to serve the British Empire. The 
reality, however, was that most settlers first lived for a while in transitional houses styled after 
native huts. In the first volume of her autobiography Under My Skin, Lessing stated that “early 
settler houses were often half a dozen thatched huts, or brick or pole-and-mud, sometimes joined 
together by pergolas” (56). If a family’s dream of fortune in Africa was realized and their financial 
situation improved, they would build a better, permanent house. Otherwise, the family would 
continue to live in the transitional house, as Lessing’s family did. This was usually a devastating 
experience for the female settlers, as it was for Lessing’s mother—a heavy blow that she felt 
deeply (Under My Skin 59). As Lessing’s mother’s experience reveals, the situation of white 
women was contingent upon the houses they lived in, for the indoor area was their only zone. As 
the women were mostly confined to their houses and entrusted their hopes of financial success to 
the men of their families, they experienced tensions created by the male world such as poverty 
and racial tensions when the men failed to realize their hopes. In “The Second Hut,” Mrs. 
Carruthers is such a woman trapped by her husband’s failure to achieve financial success and 
their debased living condition. 

Unlike the successful colonial farmers, the Carruthers are trapped in poverty and unfulfilled 
dreams. Mrs. Carruthers’ husband cannot realize financial success, and what is worse, ignores 
her implication that he should accept his brother’s offer of an office position back in Britain so 
that the whole family can move back. For years, Mrs. Carruthers lies in bed in her bleak bedroom 
facing the wall all day long, and even her children cannot move her. Her status is partly due to 
her poor health and partly a protest against her husband’s insistence on remaining.  

Mrs. Carruthers’ plight is first seen through the deterioration of her middle class living room, 
which, once nice, has decayed and bespeaks the financial plight of her family. “The house had 
that brave, worn appearance of those struggling to keep up appearances” (Old Chief 43). Inside, 
“good but battered furniture” (Old Chief 43) stands over worn places. While such middle-class 
icons as a piano and a silver tea set are present, their condition shows that they have not been 
used in a long time. The decrepit state of the furniture suggests a lifestyle they have tried to 
maintain but that is no longer available to them. Instead, they speak to the Carruthers’ efforts to 
fulfil their “African dream” as well as their failures. Mrs. Carruthers’s bedroom is even worse, “a 
place of seedy misery” and “sun-lanced gloom” (Old Chief 44). The gloom of the bedroom mirrors 
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the misery and gloom in Mrs. Carruthers’ mind from the degradation and hopelessness of her life. 
The word “gloom” indicates not only the darkness of the room but also its occupation by the 
lifeless Mrs. Carruthers, who is sick all year long and “[does] not want to get better” (Old Chief 
44). Mrs. Carruthers has already given up on her life. Lying in bed all day long, she disregards 
daytime vitality, as if her bedroom is frozen in nighttime darkness. 

The heavy curtains drawn across the window of Mrs. Carruthers’ bedroom, which symbolize 
her rejection of the outside world, show that she had given up on life. In contrast to native huts, 
which usually did not have a window, all houses built by white settlers had windows, even the 
transitional ones modeled after native huts. As Louw comments, the presence of a window was 
the main difference between the native huts and the transitional houses of the settlers (35). A 
window acts as a transitional shield between the wilderness outside and the order inside, from 
which the settler women take a pictorial rather than an exploratory view of nature. The closed 
curtain, however, shows that Mrs. Carruthers has shut out nature completely, which parallels 
her loss of hope for anything from the African land. She wants nothing to do with it after losing 
her dream of family fortune in Africa. This is reflected as well by Mrs. Carruthers’ lying in bed 
facing the wall away from the window or other people. While once the African land was regarded 
as dangerous but worth exploring—though not by women, only men—closing the curtains 
represents the complete closure of her heart and hopes.  

Mrs. Carruthers’ situation represents that of many women settlers, including Lessing’s own 
mother. This confined physical and mental state of Mrs. Carruthers is derived from the reality 
that Lessing wrote about her own mother in Under My Skin: Volume One of My Autobiography, 
to 1949. Lessing’s mother also suffered from bad health from both confining herself indoors for a 
long time and voluntarily abandoning life itself. Lessing remembered her mother as a woman 
who enjoyed “parties and good times, being popular and a hostess and a good sort, the mother of 
two pretty, well-behaved, well-brought-up, clean children” (Under My Skin 33). Upon moving to 
Africa, she complained that her immediate neighbor was not from the English middle class. 
However, it did not take long for her to realize that “the life of dinner parties, musical evenings, 
tea parties, picnics was gone” (58) and that a non-middle class neighbor was the last thing she 
needed to worry about. She developed a “bad heart” and frequently called the doctor to the house, 
despite the strain this put on the family’s already straitened finances. Lessing described her 
mother’s psychological change as “…the inner reconstruction which most of us have to do at least 
once in a life,” which is to “…relinquish what you had believed you must have to live at all” (Going 
Home 64).  

The distinction between outside and inside is the prerequisite to the colonial ideology of 
changing space into place. This distinction reinforces the fear planted inside the women settlers’ 
hearts of the horrifying dark continent of Africa and their confinement. The women are therefore 
confined within the physical boundaries of their huts as well as their mental barriers. They fail to 
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establish a connection with the African nature surrounding them and become victims of the 
conflicts and unfulfilled dreams of comfort of the men. 

3. The Garden and the Veranda  

While poor, white female settlers are forced to deconstruct their formerly held ideologies in 
order to come to terms with reality, those who are well-off are able to live in the past. They 
maintain that “expansion was not simply a necessity without which industrial growth might 
cease, but a moral duty to the rest of humanity” (Robinson 2). The colonial enterprise is 
understood not only as a means of realizing the dream of fortune but also “a moral duty” to 
bestow civilization and progress on the native people. Behind this humanitarian mission is a 
cultural hegemony whereby the British colonizers are the leaders of civilization and their 
ideology the universal ideal. Out of this sense of cultural superiority, the British colonizers in this 
work copy things from their homeland in an effort to maintain the lifestyle they would have had 
in Britain long after settling in the colony. They choose to live in the past, only to find themselves 
detached from both the past and the present.  

One such example is Mrs. Gale in “The De Wets Come to Kloof Grange.” Unlike the shabby and 
simple temporary house of the Carruthers, Mrs. Gale’s house “…had been added to and extended, 
and surrounded with verandas and fenced” (Old Chief 80). It is considered a proper house 
modeled after their home country’s house style that also sets up a clear line between inside and 
outside. Mrs. Gale, relieved from financial stress, lives in comfort and takes pride in her 
British-style “…two acres of garden, that she had created over years of toil.” (Old Chief 80) Her 
identification with the culture of her home country and her resulting sense of cultural superiority 
can be seen first through her garden, which conveys “the mediaeval European vision of the 
isolated perfection of an enclosed inner world, a paradise-garden, spiritual or sensual” (Elvin 73). 
The garden as an enclosed inner world is significant to Mrs. Gale because she keeps her culture 
and civilization inside this sanctified area. 

The primary feature of Mrs. Gale’s house is the fences erected to claim ownership of the land. 
As shown above, these fences serve several purposes, including claiming ownership, ensuring 
protection, and maintaining a “civilized” life while shutting out the wilderness. More importantly, 
the fences work to house Mrs. Gale and warn her against the danger beyond this boundary. 
Fenced-in Mrs. Gale has been living in a comfortable house patterned after the housing style of 
her home country, as a result of which she has become detached from the reality around her. She 
has been living in the colonized land for years, but never has she ever gone near the nature 
outside or had any close contact with the indigenous people. 

Mrs. Gale’s enclosed space works together with her stopped sense of time, and the fences 
erected to isolate the inside from the outside represent her claustrophilia. For years she stays 
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within the fences. For Mrs. Gale, time had frozen: “her clothes were often fifteen years old”; she 
writes to the same old friend for many years; she likes best to think of herself as the young girl 
Caroline Morgan before her marriage (Old Chief 79). She appears before the new assistant and 
his wife, the De Wets, as if from another age. “They saw a middle-aged English lady, in a 
shapeless old-fashioned blue silk dress, with a gold locket sliding over a flat bosom, smiling at 
them coldly, her blue, misted eyes critically narrowed” (Old Chief 86). In Africa and the 
Victorians, Robinson mentions that the colonizers’ original intention to bring civilization to the 
other races changed into the thought that “perhaps non-Europeans after all were not potential 
English gentleman who had been unluckily retarded, but races inherently different and apart” 
(56). This sense of cultural superiority is shown quite obviously in Mrs. Gale. The De Wets see 
Mrs. Gale as a pedantic and patronizing person who insists on walking on her own instead of 
taking their “bouncing rattle-trap that was bursting with luggage and half-suppressed intimacies” 
(Old Chief 86). Mrs. Gale simply seems odd and patronizing in her outdated manner of sending a 
dinner invitation note by herself when she could just ask the “native boy” to send an oral message. 
For all her politeness and manners, which seem merely pretentious in this crude land, Mrs. Gale 
patronizes the De Wets, yet ironically they consider her a joke, a person disconnected from their 
own time. On the other hand, in spite of having exchanged letters all that time, she has nearly 
nothing to talk about with her best friend Betty when they are reunited after many years. Her 
enclosed life detaches her from both her cherished past and the present she lives in.  

Mrs. Gale’s confinement is also demonstrated through Lessing’s description of the transitional 
veranda. The veranda was “lifted…jut[ting] forward over the garden like a box in the theater” 
(Old Chief 75). On one hand, it is an extension of the house where women can have afternoon tea, 
taking shade against the scorching sun; on the other hand, unlike the interior of the house, which 
is totally separated from the outside by walls, the veranda is connected to the outside world. The 
elevation of the veranda allows Mrs. Gale to detach herself from the outside world in the same 
way that windows separate the outside from the inside, casting the land as nothing more than 
beautiful scenery. Sitting on the veranda, a transitional zone, Mrs. Gale could fake a connection 
with nature and justify her seclusion from the outside world, never thinking about going into real 
nature. When she heard Mrs. De Wets speak of going down to the river every morning, Mrs. Gale 
thought “the girl was wrong-headed” for liking “that steamy bath of vapors, heat, smells…” (Old 
Chief 94). Mrs. Gale was thus constrained to remain in the female territory of loneliness and 
timelessness.  

Mrs. Gale, sitting on the veranda, regards real nature as dangerous and as a field to be 
conquered by men, while women are to be protected to sit in the shade and appreciate nature as 
scenery. Nature is only accessible to women when being seen from afar and deprived of the 
dangerous insinuation. As for the imminent nature, she has been warned against its danger and 
has learned to ignore it. When sitting on the veranda, she is often “…lost in adoration of the hills 
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across the river,” but not the river, which “she thought of with a sense of danger” (Old Chief 84). 
For Mrs. Gale, nature exists only as her cultivated garden or the picturesque view of distant 
sceneries, while she has learned to ignore any cruel, dangerous, or lively qualities it may possess. 
She likes her garden since it is under her control, and she appreciates the hills, too distant to 
interact with. But it is the space between, the river nearby, the places that she has learned to 
ignore in fear of their danger, that is the real environment around her. Mrs. Gale is thus 
alienated from her past as well as her present through her alienation from the surrounding 
environment. She becomes a woman of nowhere.  

4. Conclusion 

Lessing employed houses and structures to reflect the living condition of women settlers in 
Africa. In the white settlers’ view, colonization was based on claiming ownership of certain parts 
of the land by building fences, making one’s fortune from them, and bringing civilization to the 
native people. The fences they erected and the houses they constructed represent their need for 
an unequivocal division between the inside and the outside. The female settlers took basically no 
part in the colonial enterprise and mainly stayed indoors through their need to be protected from 
the dangers of the African land. They were told to keep away from “the bush,” and by abiding by 
these rules they became victims of them. When their husbands’ farming did not succeed, they 
suffered the tensions created by the male power of the world they were embedded in. In the two 
stories, white female settlers are condemned either to isolation and depression like Mrs. 
Carruthers or to a sterile personality and stagnation like Mrs. Gale. The sterility of the 
Carruthers’ land and the stagnant life of economically successful Mrs. Gale serve to indicate 
personal and colonial cultural failures. They are unable to transcend the principles of the society 
of colonial settlers to connect with the land and culture of Africa. Their inability to establish a 
connection between themselves and the space and culture of the African land causes them 
psychic distress and disconnects them from the exterior world and even themselves. “The 
rediscovery of the deities of nature indicates a movement away from the existing, patriarchal 
religious terms and mythologies” (Banurekaa 140). Nature is the “natural” environment for a 
woman, and returning to it is an act of purification. They can achieve psychic wholeness and 
connection only when they reach reconciliation with the African land and principles beyond their 
own. 
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