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I. Introduction

With the burgeoning development of environmental consciousness in the 

postcolonial context at the end of 20th century, postcolonial ecocriticism has 

developed into a separate field of literary studies and incorporated many 

interdisciplinary researches to provide wide-ranging ecological perspectives on the 

historical phenomenon of colonialism and its bio-existential implications. Before this 

“greening” of postcolonialism, to use Graham Huggan’s expression, however, much 

of critical comments on colonial or postcolonial literature dealt with the problems of 

control and domination in terms of race, gender, or class, neglecting the 

environmental issues. With the human-centered or anthropocentric exploitation of the 

environment jeopardizing the earth’s entire ecosphere, it is urgent and imperative to 

bring the environmental discourse into the field of postcolonial literary study. 

In this respect, The Grass Is Singing (1950), the debut novel by 

British-Zimbabwean writer Doris Lessing, deserves a special attention for its the 

environmental consciousness permeating the novel as well as for its incisive critique 

of multi-layered forms of domination in the colonial space. Despite many readings 

conducted from a variety of analytic perspectives, however, it is not until the year 

of 2013 that the ecological discourse is introduced and used as an essential 

methodology for analyzing the colonial context of the novel.1 As Anias Mutekwa 

and Terrence Musanga aptly point out in their analysis of Lessing’s The Grass Is 

Singing and Hove’s Ancestors—both set in colonial Zimbabwe, the ecological 

concern should also be addressed properly in postcolonial studies, for all forms of 

  1 Although The Grass Is Singing has successfully aroused many critics’ interest since its publication in 

1950, the application of ecocritical perspectives is a relatively recent phenomenon. Anias Mutekwa and 

Terrence Musanga’s publication of “Subalternizing and Reclaiming Ecocentric Environmental Discourses 

in Zimbabwean Literature: (Re)reading Doris Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing and Chenjerai Hove’s 

Ancestors” (2013) played a significant role. For a general discussion of a postcolonial ecocritical turn and 

the critique of postcolonial theory’s disregard of environmental issues, see Jake Robert Nelson’s “For a 

Postcolonial Ecocritical Approach to International Relations.”
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domination are interrelated and mutually reinforce one another. Racism and sexism, 

for example, are inseparable from the domination and exploitation of natural 

environment. Thus, an ecological and environmental philosophy, Mutekwa and 

Musanga go on to argue, is “a particularly pertinent as a tool” for analyzing the 

complex dynamics involved in both the human-human and human-nature 

relationships where “the teleology of domination of one human being by another is 

the main defiing characteristic of human existence” in the colonial setting (240). 

Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing provides a very detailed and vivid depiction of 

many possible forms of subjugation and oppression in colonial society. Based on 

Lessing’s early experience in Africa when the Southern Rhodesia was under the 

control of the United Kingdom around the time of 1940s, the novel describes the 

harsh natural environment on a colonial farm and the tragic fate of some “poor 

whites”2 as well as the indigenous people on it. It shows how the colonial relation 

of domination has deep and long-term effects on African environments as well as on 

human beings. There is no essential difference among the control of the natural 

environment, the domination of the indigenous people, and the struggle over 

geographical space, for they all fully display the hierarchical anthropocentric attitude 

and philosophy.　Reading a literary work through the lens of ecocriticism requires a 

careful examination of the socio-political implications involved in various types of 

representation of nature (Caminero-Santangelo 701).

The South Africa and its natural environment Lessing presents in The Grass Is 

Singing are unique and shockingly realistic. Instead of submerging into the 

“protomyths” that emphasize the whole Africa as “a sort of Garden Eden that is 

waiting for them [white Europeans] to appropriate it” (Bertelsen 136), Lessing gives 

a highly realistic description of South Africa from her own experience. As she says 

in an interview, “you don’t start with a myth. You start with an experience” 

(Bertelsen 136). Of particular interest is the ways in which she presents the colonial 

  2 The novel The Grass Is Singing (New York: Harper Collins, 2008), p. 3. The novel will be 

abbreviated hereafter as GIS, and all references to it will be put within parentheses with the page number.
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farm as a central place where all the colonial drama and history of exploitation and 

domination unfold. By vividly depicting the condition of both indigenous people of 

color and white inhabitants within the colonial space, she sheds lights on the 

ontological situation of all entities in the natural environment.3

In exploring the complex interweaving of nature, sociol-sexual politics, and power 

in Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing and drawing upon postcolonial ecocriticism in the 

process, this study aims to reveal and critique the sinister, invisible operations of 

hegemonic ideologies behind a seemingly “natural” incident or happening. Unlike the 

previous wave of ecocriticism eliding the social and political dimension, postcolonial 

ecocriticism strives to construct an open space where the environmental discourse is 

deployed to reveal the operations of dominant, intricate ideologies of gender, class, 

and race. As Dominic Head states, “we are confronted with ‘natural’ images in 

which questions of social history and sexual politics are inscribed on the scene or in 

the landscape” (236). A careful analysis of “natural” trope such as land or farm, for 

example, reveals a complex entanglement of gender, socio-environmental history, and 

politics, thus testifying to “the inequitable distribution of environmental benefits and 

risks among the global population” (Marland 852). 

While reading Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing, we will argue that whereas the 

narrative’s engagement with the harsh reality of Southern Africa is generally 

informed by the postcolonial discourse, it is also increasingly reinforced by a 

particular narrative mode of “counter-pastoral,” to use Huggan and Tiffin’s 

expression (97). In the dismal, cruel world Lessing creates, the interwoven narratives 

of white colonists, the native environment, and the indigenous black colonials 

culminate in a final tragedy, the scandalous murder of a white woman Mary Turner 

by her black houseboy Moses. In examining the ways in which the main characters’ 

  3 For this reason, Lessing is sometimes referred to as a representative “Rhodesian writer” by Anthony 

Chennells. Critics like Cajetan Iheka or Anias Mutekwa and Terrence Musanga also read The Grass Is 

Singing as a representative ecological novel exemplifying and critiquing all forms of domination in the 

African ecosystem and the entangled lives in it.
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tragic lives and sufferings are inextricably linked to the depletion of their 

environment, we will pay a special attention to the African colonial farm owned by 

Mary and her husband Dick and its role in staging the catastrophic drama of 

postcolonial counter-pastoral. Finally, in order to establish the significance of 

Lessing’s novel as a form of ecological elegy, we will investigate how the colonial 

farm order ultimately destroys both human beings and their natural environment as 

well as how all the individual personalities of characters, regardless of their race, 

gender, or class, are threatened, distorted, and destroyed by the enclosed, suffocating 

colonial society in the wilds of South Africa. 

II. The Narrative of Counter-Pastoral on the Colonial Farm

The term “pastoral” has been crucial in shaping our understanding of nature in 

literature. With its root in the poetry of the Hellenistic period, the pastoral usually 

consists of shepherds’ talking and singing to each other in the idealistic rural 

surroundings. In his study of pastoral, Terry Gifford, however, calls for a new 

critical approach to this traditional literary genre characterized by the idealized 

writing tendency to beautify the rural landscape. For the purpose of re-examining 

people’s relationship with the natural world, he proposes a “post-pastoral” literary 

form to challenge the traditional pastoral legacy and points out that “the natural 

world can no longer be constructed as ‘a land of dreams,’ but is in fact a bleak 

battle for survival without divine purpose” (133). 

Likewise, some postcolonial critics have begun to rethink the implication of the 

term “pastoral” in the context of colonial and post-colonial transnationalism. The 

idealized pastoral is often intruded and belied by the memories of colonial histories 

and spaces, which discloses a hidden, ignored fact that the tranquility and wealth of 

English pastorals is actually built on the dispossession of the indigenous people and 

native land. The problematic relationship between people and the colonial land is 
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often reflected through many postcolonial writings, in which the ideal version of 

pastoral is transformed into the post-pastoral pattern, and the inhabitants’ lives and 

their identities have to be redefined in the (post)colonial space. Huggan and Tiffin 

name such texts as “counter-pastorals” and state that it is a dominant mode of 

literary expression especially in South Africa, Australia, and the Caribbean (97). 

The “counter-pastoral,” as Huggan and Tiffin note, “affords a useful opportunity 

to open up the tension between ownership and belonging in a variety of colonial 

and postcolonial contexts: contexts marked . . . by a direct or indirect engagement 

with often devastating experiences of dispossession and loss” (85). In the 

(post)colonial contexts of Africa, the pastoral is hence addressed as “a conduit for 

both dwelling and displacement” (Huggan and Tiffin 119) with the land being 

closely associated with the issue of identity. The acceptance of nature as a 

historically and politically contested space is important in convergence of 

ecocriticism and postcolonialism. Rob Nixon addresses the postcolonial pastoral as 

“writing that refracts an idealized nature through memories of environmental and 

cultural degradation in the colonies” (200). The understanding of pastoral in the 

(post)colonial space thus reveals a durably exploitative and undeniable colonial 

history of domination concealed by the pastoral myth. “For postcolonial writers and 

thinkers,” Huggan and Tiffin notes, “there can be no pastoral without politics” (120). 

Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing could be viewed as an iconic text exemplifying 

the counter-pastoral narrative of the South African farm. Throughout the novel, a 

general feeling of suffocating despair and desperation combines with the realistic 

depiction of everyday farm life “as a backwater of isolation, loneliness and boredom 

and as a desert of apathy-inducing heat and aridity” (Rooney 431). Instead of being 

a peaceful idyllic place, the Turners’ colonial farm serves as a counter-pastoral space 

that stages the problem of the white settlers’ domination and abuse of the native 

people and natural environment. The novel may lack in an explicitly critical stance 

toward a grand narrative of the colonial history, and it may also fall short of 

entirely transcending the Western colonial ideology of stereotyping indigenous 
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people and their native environment as the savage Other. Yet as Cajetan Iheka 

argues, the adoption of “postcolonial pastoral’s deconstructive character” (666) 

effectively foregrounds the colonial history of dispossession and domination, making 

it a suitable way to expose the white settlers’ anthropocentric ideology concealed in 

the traditional pastoral narrative. 

The Turners’ farm is the central setting of counter-pastoral narrative. Actually the 

farming district where white settlers inhabit and work day and night is generally 

described as a very dull, enclosed, and even dangerous place. This kind of negative 

impression is exacerbated by a murder case presented right at the beginning of the 

novel and the general apathetic attitude of the whole white community as well as 

the police to the murder case. When Mary Turner, the wife of Dick Turner is killed 

by her black servant Moses in an African community called Ngesi, all the white 

settlers and the police, even before the police investigation begins, make an 

“unconscious agreement” (GIS 2) to attribute the murder to the black native’s 

inherent inclination to steal, murder, and rape. However, the real cause of the “bad 

business” (GIS 2), the interracial attachment between Mary and Moses, is 

deliberately denied and concealed in their unanimous silence. This is a typical 

defensive self-protection used to uphold “white civilization” which is “fighting to 

defend itself” (GIS 21). And the generally accepted rationale among the white 

community goes: “to live with the color bar in all its nuances and implications 

means closing one’s mind to many things” (GIS 21). Such a code of “esprit de 

corps” as well as “the necessity for preserving appearance” (GIS 3, 20) shared by 

the white community reinforces the very ideology of colonization, which sees 

“indigenous culture as primitive, less rational, and closer to children, animals and 

nature” (Plumwood 53) and perpetuates the rigid split between different races as 

well as between human and nature.

The cruel and exploitive colonial spirit is explicitly reflected by the character 

Charlie Slatter, the owner of another colonial farm neighboring Dick’s. Never caring 

for anything or any people, he is harsh with everyone and treats his farm as if it is 
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a money-making machine. His farming is compared to merely “turning the handle of 

a machine which would produce notes at the other end” (GIS 7). Both in family and 

on the farm, he behaves as a merciless exploiter fulfilling his ambition to get rich 

and turns his farm into a patriarchal, violent space ruled by him.

He was hard with his wife, making her bear unnecessary hardship at the beginning; he 

was hard with his children, until he made money, when they got everything they 

wanted; and above all he was hard with his farm laborers. They, the geese that laid 

the golden eggs, were still in that state where they did not know there were other 

ways of living besides producing gold for other people. . . . Slatter believed in 

farming with the sjambok. It hung over his front door, like motto on a wall: “You 

shall not mind killing if it is necessary.” (GIS 7)

As his belief in “farming with the sjambok” illustrates, Slatter is the local agent of 

the British colonialism as well as an avaricious capitalist. A kind of “weapon for the 

control and domination of the supposedly brutish and savage Other,” sjambok does 

not mean just a physical power; it is more like a spiritual belief consolidating the 

whites’ supremacy (Mutekwa and Musanga 243). This belief in physical violence is 

reinforced by Slatter’s behavior, for he thinks that he can kill black natives in order 

to achieve his goal, and he never attends to his soil except for the purpose of 

making money. Besides, he transfers his doctrine of sjambok to Dick and tells him 

to “buy a sjambok before a plow and a harrow” (GIS 7), which more or less leads 

to the Turners’ tragedy. 

Slatter’s capitalistic inclination and racist ideology of imperialism rely upon what 

Wolfe may call “the discourse of speciesism” built upon the sacrifices “not only of 

animals but of humans as well by marking them animal” (39). This type of 

merciless economic pursuit is in tandem with the Western colonial ideology, which 

ranges from the “violent appropriation of indigenous land” to the “ill-considered 

introduction of non-domestic livestock and European agricultural practice” (Huggan 

and Tiffin 3). The pastoral quality of the novel’s natural world disappears under the 
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violence of colonial discourse. Actually, the term “colonialism” is a very complex 

one in which “anthropocentrism and Eurocentrism are inseparable” (Huggan and 

Tiffin 5). With the human-centered ideology as the mainstay, the Western colonizers 

justify their hegemonic discourse that dominates not only the native environment but 

also the indigenous people in it. 

Slatter is a figure embodying the microcosm of colonial capitalism with a strong 

sense of self-aggrandizing expansion. Slatter as an archetypical capitalist constantly 

“squeezes” his land of beautiful rich dark soil for profits, cuts down all the trees for 

selling as firewood, and leases some lands for mining. The rural space of Southern 

Africa is eroded by his unfriendly farming method: “. . . over the whole three 

thousand acres of land there was nothing to be seen but stunted second growth: 

short, ugly little trees from mutilated trunks” (GIS 94). His profit motive and pillage 

mentality make him stand apart from other people and natural world: “Mr. Slatter’s 

farm had hardly any trees left on it. It was a monument to farming malpractice, 

with great gullies cutting through it, and acres of good dark earth gone dead from 

misuse. But he made the money, which was the thing” (GIS 87). Slatter “the big 

man” in his merciless economic pursuit represents the “environmentally exploitative 

discourse” (Mutekwa and Musanga 244), which greatly transforms the rural area into 

a broken and decayed wasteland. When he finally buys out Dick’s farm in his effort 

of self-aggrandizing expansion, he does not show much sympathy; he rather thinks 

he obeys the first rule of South African society, which is “Thou shalt not let your 

fellow whites sink lower than a certain point” (GIS 205). Although the first law of 

white South African community, on the surface, seems to be a declaration of mutual 

assistance to protect the dignity of white race and the interests of white people, it 

is actually the legal basis or excuse for capitalists like Slatter to satisfy their own 

interests. The acquisition of Dick’s farm does not improve any situation, and Dick’s 

well-preserved land is doomed to be destroyed and depleted.
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III. The Colonial Farm as an Isolated Anthropocentric Space

For Mary with a highly Eurocentric mindset, the South African farm she manages 

with Dick can never be her home. Instead, the farm’s natural environment is an 

object of her constant disdain or insurmountable fear, even if she tries to make a 

living on it. She is one of those “self-exiled people” in African countries: “For 

Mary, the word ‘home,’ spoken nostalgically, meant England” (GIS 28). Although 

she grew up in a poor town of Southern Africa, Mary had no fond memory of its 

vast nature and beauty. She only feels repulsion to the miles of grasslands on the 

outskirts of the city that remind her of her unhappy childhood. Even though Mary 

learns, from some pleasant and sentimental novels, the abstract idea of “getting close 

to nature” (GIS 52), nature to her is only a background of a comfortable town life. 

She fails to see that the comfortable urban life is often based on the domination and 

exploitation of nature, and that civilization and technology depend on the 

expropriation of natural resources. As a women who is extremely dependent on the 

urban way of life and its comforts, Mary does not understand that human 

civilization should coexist with nature. Nor does she realize that wherever people 

live, the natural environment plays an important role for their healthy living. 

Mary’s strong aversion to all human and non-human components of her 

environment testifies to the fact that Africa for her is merely the reified Other 

waiting to be occupied and exploited. Mary’s marriage life built thus on the African 

soil is remote from a rural idyllic happiness. Instead, it is comparable to a battlefield 

replete with a series of conflicts between humans and their natural environment. 

Hating the scorching sun, the emptiness of the veldt, the darkness of the bush, and 

wild animals, Mary, feeling like an unwelcomed intruder, only yearns for the 

long-gone days of “comfortable carefree existence of a single woman” (GIS 32). 

In some sense, there is no place that Mary can run. As Rooney states, the South 

African farm is a “place of European self-imprisonment, a claustrophobic place that 

cannot be escaped from” (435). The enclosed space of farm is also built by the 
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patriarchal and racial discourse. Confined in the colonial farm, Mary is not only the 

innocent victim of the patriarchal ideology, ending her life with the disintegration of 

the inner mind. She is also a perpetrator of brutal abuse and violence, for she 

exploits and subjugates the native African land and its people by internalizing the 

Eurocentric racial discourse and objectifying them. 

In this respect, Mary is like Slatter and belongs to those profit-oriented farmers 

with little environment awareness. As her husband observes, “she was looking at the 

farm from outside, as a machine for making money: that was how she regarded it” 

(GIS 138). In supervising the farm and the native people, Mary, like Slatter, is 

merciless. The only difference lies in the fact that the latter is “a confident exploiter 

without any moment of self-doubt” (Bertelsen 653). Mary forces her husband Dick 

to plant tobacco, even though she knows that tobacco is an “inhuman crops” (GIS

141) that would destroy the land, because fertility is not her concern.

Quite striking is Mary’s fear and loathing when dealing with the indigenous 

people on her farmland. When she runs the farm during Dick’s illness, she takes the 

sjambok with her to supervise black laborers on the farm. The sjambok, which was 

often used by Slatter as the symbolic authority of white men, now endows Mary 

with the power and authority over the land and native people. Her strong 

repugnance to them, however, is obvious: “She hated them all, every one of them . 

. . She hated more than anything, with a violent physical repulsion, the heavy smell 

that came from them, a hot, sour animal smell” (GIS 129). Mary’s malevolent 

attitude towards the indigenous people stems from her internalized colonial ideology, 

which legitimizes the white settlers as the masters of the Southern Africa and 

justifies their colonial actions that degrade black indigenous populations as slave or 

savage animals. Her action as an accomplice of white men’s hegemony on the farm 

reveals a failure of belonging and social integration, and thus exposes the brutal, 

exploitative foundation of white settlers’ colonial farmland.

While Mary is often associated with the “ecophobia” or the “negrophobia” due to 

her negative view of the natural environment and indigenous people as the dark and 
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vicious power, Lessing’s portrayal of her husband Dick is a bit different. Dick is 

often described as an environmentally-friendly character who adheres to the 

ecocentric philosophy as the panacea to environmental crises (Mutekwa and 

Musanga 247). Unlike his neighbors, Dick respects and loves nature: “He loved it 

and was part of it. He liked the slow movement of the seasons and the complicated 

rhythm of the ‘little crops’” (GIS 138). Unlike Mary, Dick takes the South African 

farm as his home, where he “submitted himself to heat and cold and dryness” for 

“they were no problems to him. He was their creature, and did not fight against 

them as she did” (GIS 146). Yet being a very ineffective and unsuccessful farmer, 

he fails in all his attempts. Even when another farming experiment, after a series of 

his business adventures, finally fails, however, he still cares for the land and its 

fertility. Instead of reaping the crop from his failed experiment, he leaves mealies on 

the soil so that he can “do the soil some good” (GIS 199). This sense of either 

being at home or being part of the natural environment seems to give the impression 

that Dick is endowed with “a remarkable environmental stewardship” (Iheka 671).

While Dick’s love and respect for nature sets him apart from Mary’s and Slatter’s 

anthropocentric attitude, Lessing’s characterization of Dick is not that simple. Iheka 

points out that readers cannot trust Lessing’s narrator entirely as a truthful 

storyteller. He argues, “Lessing’s narrator’s historical rendering of the farm’s history 

is simply myopic,” for the narrative leaves out the colonial history of dispossession 

of the land and indigenous people (672). Whether it is Slatter’s overused soil or 

Dick’s “wonderful dark soil” (GIS 195), we witness the colonial violence against the 

real owner of the land as well as against the natural environment. In the colonized 

land, there can be no peaceful pastoral. The one hundred acres of good beautiful 

trees may provide Dick with a pastoral vision and a haven protecting him from a 

nagging sense of inadequacy and incompetence after repeated failures in farming. 

Behind the peaceful pastoral scene or landscape we often find the “masculine 

colonial aggression against women, indigenes, and the land” (Garrard 54). I agree 

with Iheka’s character assessment that Dick’s care for the land or his seemingly 
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environmentally-friendly gesture is only an affective investment in attaining 

self-healing and self-assurance rather than a truly altruistic act (Iheka 672). 

Lessing’s expertise lies in her charactering of Dick in such a way that his 

relationship with the surrounding environment and black natives reveals complex 

historical layers of colonization. When Dick runs his farm, he has to adjust his 

relationship with black people at any time. Sometimes he even gives up his dignity 

as a white man and is forced to negotiate with black workers in order to get their 

help. Accordingly, some critics maintain that Dick forms a sort of new hybrid 

identity after the collapse of the constructed racial hierarchy between the black and 

the white, which, as a result, helps him establish a more congenial relationship with 

his surroundings. 

Yet Dick’s overall treatment of native Africans faithfully follows the dominant 

colonial ideology that puts the whites’ benefits over other races. As Plumwood 

points out, the Western definition of humanity depends on the presence of the 

“non-human”—the uncivilized, the animal and animalistic (179). Although “his 

whole being” is “concentrated on the farm” (GIS 48) and he genuinely cares for it, 

he neglects to see that it is the black indigenous workers and their arduous work 

that basically build and run his farm. Like his white neighbors, Dick thinks of black 

Africans as less than human. What matters to him is how to make an instrumental 

use of their labor, as he exhorts and advises Mary: “All day I am down on the 

lands with these lazy black savages, fighting them to get some work out of them. 

. . . And you should learn some sense. If you want to get work out of them you 

have to know how to manage them” (GIS 84). Although Dick’s passionate 

attachment to the land cannot be denied, his prejudice against black natives 

eventually establishes him as a shallow, superficial environmentalist with the aim of 

self-achievement and self-satisfaction. Enclosed in the dominant Western 

anthropocentric ideology, he cannot develop any meaningful, productive relationship 

with his environment, despite his attachment to the farm and his favorite one 

hundred acres of trees.
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IV. The Resistance of the Subaltern and “Hostility” of Nature

The silencing and displacement of the indigenous people is inseparable from the 

silencing and exploitation of the environment. The oppression of the indigenes and 

the exploitation of natural environment are intimately connected as postcolonial 

ecocriticism argues. Deane Curtin, American environmental philosopher, adopts the 

term “environmental racism” to describe the relationship between exploited nature 

and subjugated native people. Curtin notes “the connection, in theory and practice, 

of race and the environment.” The connection, Curtin argues, is so close “that the 

oppression of one is connected to, and supported by, the oppression of the other” 

(145). In other words, the racial issue and the environmental problem are the two 

key related aspects to consider when we examine the experience of colonialism. 

Racism and speciesism are often complicit with each other and reinforce the 

existing system of oppression, creating social subalterns. As a result, animalization 

of indigenous people are widely carried out by the dominant European discourse, for 

“both human genocide and slavery have been, and in some cases continue to be, 

predicted on the categorization of other people as animals” (Huggan and Tiffin 135). 

The deployment of the “animal” as a derogatory term in the racialist discourse 

justifies the exploitation, objectification, slaughter, and enslavement of native people 

as well as animals and the natural environment. 

In the world of The Grass Is Singing, the black indigenous people are the 

subalterns without voice and agency under the white colonial hegemony that 

perpetuates racial stereotypical views of them as primitive subhuman beings. The 

native black people are confined within the white framework and their prejudicial 

perceptions. Much of the stereotypes about them is deeply entrenched among the 

white community. For white people like Mary, for instance, it is nearly impossible 

to understand “any white person feeling anything personal about a native” (GIS 68). 

Within the special colonial space of South Africa, the native people are degraded 

into the subordinate position and dismissed from their own native land. Once a 
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tangible and strict social division between the blacks and the whites is ideologically 

and strategically set up, it is difficult and even dangerous to breach it. When Mary, 

after years of isolation and boredom, crosses the strict division line drawn between 

them in her strange, unexplicable attraction to her servant Moses, the incident 

exposes the complicated role race, class, and gender play in racial strifes. Thus, 

Mary’s predicament and final mental breakdown symptomatically show how 

untenable her facade of racial superiority is and how pointless her attempted 

“business of controlling the natives without showing weakness” is (GIS 130). 

Mary’s “illegitimate” liaison with Moses stems from the intermingled fear, 

attraction, and repulsion she simultaneously feels for him, and it has a lot to do with 

her rather peculiar subject position. Since she cannot maintain her white superiority 

either in economy or in social status, she is placed at the interstitial boundary 

between races, where the dominant colonial discourse can be questioned and 

challenged. Besides, when Mary is unable to construct any connection with either 

others or the local natural environment due to her unrelenting venom and hatred for 

them, Moses is the only one around, providing her with the necessary care and 

assistance in her proximity during the difficult time of her husband’s illness. 

Lessing’s narrative astutely illustrates the ways in which the colonizer’s own 

racist attitude entails a kind of defensive self-consciousness both predicting and 

projecting a latent resistance of the native people and their environment. The black 

servant Moses may be such a representative figure, whose “mission boy” (GIS 177) 

background and his understanding of English customs and language allow him to 

express and even speak up for himself more readily than other natives. When they 

first meet, Mary, on her job of supervising the farm on behalf on her sick husband, 

whips him sharply across his face for asking for water while others silently work 

“like a human conveyor belt” without stop (GIS 132). At Moses’s simple request or 

beseechment, she gets enraged and retaliates with a physical violence, which leaves 

a permanent scar on his face. Because for “most white people . . . it is ‘cheek’ if 

a native speaks English,” she is mad at his unacceptable, insolent behavior and his 
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English, which to her is only “gibberish” (GIS 133). Basically, it makes her “furious 

to think that this black animal had the right to complain against her, against the 

behavior of a white woman” (GIS 134-35). With her will and dominance thus 

exercised brutally, she feels “satisfaction” coming from winning the “battle of wills” 

and takes “a bitter pleasure in seeing him subdued” (GIS 135). Even in the course 

of developing an intimate relationship with Moses later on, she still finds his various 

attempts at humoring her getting on her nerves for its “impertinence” (GIS 174). 

Feeling “unusual anger” at his presence in her proximity and “fascinated” 

simultaneously by it, she cannot deal with such ambivalence: “she did not know 

what to do with this personal relation. . . . what troubled her most was this evidence 

of his desire to please her, the propitiation of the flowers” (GIS 175).

In terms of Mary-Moses relationship, particularly interesting is the fact that 

Mary’s attraction to Moses, especially his strong and virile body, seems to echo a 

great deal of the prevalent ready-made, erroneous myth among white colonialists 

about black men and their sexuality. As some critics notes, European colonizers 

often make a full use of the term “black peril” to emphasize “the alleged sexual 

violence by black men on white women” (Pape 700). This hysterical fear for the 

sexual threat from blacks results in the tricky boundary where fear and forbidden 

desires meet. The colonial myth of the “hyper-sexual potency of blacks” (Mutekwa 

and Musanga 249), conflated with their supposed “savage” nature, conditions many 

to perceive Africans in a certain, biased way. In the novel, Moses is viewed as a 

“huge hulk of a man, taller than any of the others, magnificently” and Marry notes 

his “powerful, broad-built body” when he is doing the housework (GIS 161). 

Especially when Mary sees Moses taking a bath by chance, she is both enamored by 

the sight and “annoyed” because “he stopped and stood upright, waiting for her to 

go, his body expressing his resentment of her presence there” (GIS 163).

This is a pivotal scene of the novel foreshadowing the upcoming change in 

Mary-Moses relationship. Here, Moses begins to behave like a human being equal to 

her and shows his own emotion and dignity, which soon arouses Mary’s annoyance 



115An Ecological Elegy under Colonial Violence

and rage. From the moment Moses gazes at Mary with “the dark resentful look” 

(GIS 163) and waits for her to leave with an upright posture, the traditional 

relationship between the white and the black begins to be subverted. This is a 

significant moment, for “when a white man in Africa by accident looks into the 

eyes of a native and sees the human beings (which it is his chief preoccupation to 

avoid), his sense of guilt, which he denies, fumes up in resentment and he brings 

down the whip” (GIS 164). 

The ensuing significant moment of Mary’s first bodily contact with Moses reveals 

that the artificially built and rigidly controlled division of race, class, and social 

status is defenselessly weak and meaningless. Even though happening briefly when 

Moses assists her lying down on bed, the first bodily contact, for Mary, triggers a 

sudden, unexpected horror she cannot deal with: “It was like a nightmare where one 

is powerless against horror: the touch of this black man’s hand on her shoulder 

filled her with nausea; she had never, not once in her whole life, touched the flesh 

of a native” (GIS 172). Despite her horror and repugnance, Mary’s growing 

obsession with him makes her lose her authority and control in his presence, and 

she accepts his care and concern, feeling “helpless in his power” (GIS 176). 

It is this power rife with “dark attraction” (GIS 163), which Mary does not dare 

to acknowledge or resists, that brings about Mary’s final demise and ultimately 

discloses the fragility and hypocrisy of “white civilization.” In a barren, isolated 

landscape of the veldt with its scorching heat and boredom, Mary is trapped in the 

narrow confines of her house as well as in her delusional, disintegrating mind. In a 

state of extreme fear and anxiety around her, she comes to realize that she can 

never belong to Africa, let alone dominate it. Falling into a series of illusion before 

her death, she hallucinates about the enormous power of natural environment erasing 

all the traces of white people: “if they left this place, one wet fermenting season 

would swallow the small cleared space, and send the young trees thrusting up from 

the floor, pushing aside brick and cement, so that in a few months there would be 

nothing left but heaps of rubble about the trunks of trees” (GIS 183). 
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The prophetic hallucination triggered by Moses causes a repeated feeling of terror.

While Moses is closely linked to the overwhelming power of natural world, Mary is 

identified with the narrow and frail house excluded from all social contact and only 

waiting for destruction. In the grips of illusion, she is granted a strange feeling that 

the broken house may be the epitome of her abject destiny. While Mary and her 

house are doomed to perish, Moses takes in his agentic force from the natural bush 

ready to resist the racial and other forms of oppression. Moses is identified with 

Africa, particularly its trees in her mind. Sensing her imminent death by Moses, 

Mary repeatedly talks to herself that “somewhere outside, among the trees, he is 

waiting” (GIS 223). In her mind, Moses is now no longer the despised subaltern 

unable to think or act. He is a human being waiting for the proper time to take 

revenge. Right before his return after being suddenly dismissed from his job, Moses 

is sensed and referred to as “a dark, waiting shape” (GIS 223), which finally puts 

an end to her life and her misery: “And then the bush avenged itself: that was her 

last thought. The trees advanced in a rush, like beasts, and the thunder was the 

noise of their coming” (GIS 236).

In a sense, Lessing’s narrative seems to suggest that rather than the active 

embodiment of evil or the passive dark continent with rich resources waiting to be 

used (both sinisterly portrayed and propagandized by the colonial discourse), South 

Africa is something else beyond those easily fabricated narratives or myths. With its 

potent resilient power of native people and the indomitable rich natural environment, 

South Africa has a sort of resistant, restorative power that cannot be easily 

dominated or subdued. Moses dominates the entire final ending scene. While the 

reappearance of Moses brings an end to Mary’s life, his return can be symbolically 

read as a radical interrogation of the racially premised colonial domination. Although 

it is hard to define the action of murder as Moses’s final victory, it can be 

interpreted as an act of the subaltern’s resistant consciousness asserting and proving 

himself to be a self-possessed agent of his own fate. 
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V. Ecological Elegy in the Wilds of South Africa

As the title of the novel “The Grass Is Singing” suggests, Moses, like the wild 

grass growing on the vast veldt, endeavors to make his own way out of the 

dominant colonial social system to sing his own song of life. Through her tragic 

narrative, Lessing vividly portrays the colonial African society in which the 

dehumanization of human beings and the deterioration of the natural world are 

juxtaposed and disclosed diametrically. These two key elements reinforce each other 

and constitute a theme of ecological elegy running through the whole novel. 

The Africa Lessing portrays in the novel The Grass Is Singing is bleak and 

tragic, for it does not leave much open space for new relationships or creative 

imagination. Like the world T. S. Eliot portrayed in The Waste Land (1922) from 

which she takes the title of her book, the South African landscape and society 

Lessing creates in her novel are dry, barren, and suffocating. By quoting one of the 

most memorable passages from The Waste Land as the epigraph of the novel, 

Lessing provides an additional literary dimension and depth to her portrayal of the 

arid, enclosed South Africa. Like Eliot who described the chaos and confusion of his 

contemporary postwar society, Lessing depicts another man-made waste land society 

devastated by colonialism and its selfish exploitation of the indigenous environment. 

Lessing’s adoption of the image of the wasteland works to foreground the physical 

and intellectual decline of both white and black residents of South Africa, as the 

landscape is constantly associated with its drought, emptiness, and desolation.

Mourning for the decline, damage, and destruction of social and natural 

environment, Lessing’s novel as a postcolonial ecological elegy shows how the 

tragic life courses of individuals are inseparably interwoven with the destruction of 

their environment. The environmental destruction and subjugation of indigenes 

depicted in The Grass Is Singing provoke the reader to rigorously and critically 

reflect on the debilitating consequences of both colonialism and anthropocentrism. 

As Desjardins maintains, “all organisms and beings are equally members of an 
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integrated whole and, therefore, have equal intrinsic worth” (227). Via Lessing’s 

ecological elegy in the wilds of South Africa, the reader may have a valuable 

chance to reexamine his or her relationships to other fellow human beings and the 

natural environment.
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