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Abstract  

The paper will first of all begin with an introduction where the thesis of the paper will be 

developed and accounted for. Secondly and before the main analysis begins, a brief 

explanation about feminism will be clarified in a chapter divided into two sections, one 

dealing with the history and background of the term while the other section describes the 

different definitions of the term which hopefully will clarify the meaning if it was not familiar 

to the reader earlier. Since the term feminism is an important part of this paper, I believe that 

this chapter is of big importance and as soon as the term is clarified for the reader, it will 

consequently help the reader to understand the rest of the paper. Especially the section that 

deals whit the question: what characterizes a feminist novel, since there are similarities and 

connections between the term feminism and a feminist novel. By understanding the meaning 

of the term one consequently also gets a clue what a feminist novel can be about.  

So therefore it is also necessary to explain the characterizations of a feminist novel, to 

be able to argue that this novel is feminist as well. Despite the fact that there are hardly any 

references to critics that ‘define’ a feminist work of art, there are still plenty of praised works 

that are regarded as feminist. By comparing these praised feminist works with The Golden 

Notebook it will help to show that this novel is just as feminist as the others. Secondly a 

section where a short summary of the novel will be accounted for, so the reader can get a little 

hint of what the novel is all about. Then the actual analysis will follow where the statement 

will be proved; that the Golden Notebook really is a feminist novel by dividing the arguments 

into two main sections, one called Family and Home and the other called Love and 

Relationship where arguments related to these two subjects will be used.  
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1. Introduction 

Inequality between the sexes has been a foundation for Western culture, where the only thing 

a woman was supposed to do was to get married and be a good wife and a good mother. The 

well-known philosopher John Stuart Mill wrote his thoughts regarding the inequality between 

the sexes in one of his most famous books The Subjection of Women [Förtrycket av 

kvinnorna] in 1869, which is one of the first and ultimate expressions of somebody’s or 

particularly a man’s commitment for a more equal life between men and women. Even though 

there are men who are feminists as well, there are very few ‘famous’ male feminists who have 

contributed to an important feminist work as Mill. In his book he raises some current affairs 

concerning the inequality between the sexes in the 19th century societies in the Western world 

(Mansén I-II). In addition to this he reasons about women’s subordination in society with 

plenty of examples how women were treated by men. For instance he states that men during 

this period usually expected women to obey and also to show their devotion towards their 

men, but most important of all they had to act as unforced servants, to do everything to please 

their men voluntarily. They were plainly supposed to live for their men and totally deny their 

own feelings and needs, which made submission something that all women learnt to live by 

(Mill 15-16). Furthermore, when a woman married a man, which was a woman’s aim in life, 

all her property and all her rights automatically became the man’s. But nothing that belonged 

to him was never to become hers (Mill 34). 

But in connection with various social movements during the early 20th century, for 

instance the Civil Rights movement, another social movement arose, feminism. A social 

movement that emerged among concerned women and men who noticed the inequality and 

injustice in all aspects of women’s lives, and which helped protect women’s rights and lives, 

leading to many women getting their independence and feeling free instead of something that 

belonged to a man (Shaw and Lee 3-5), which had been a woman’s place in life for centuries. 

In short this movement contributed to the abolishment of many written and unwritten laws 

disadvantaged for women, as mentioned already women got their independence with the 

power over themselves. Also other rights for instance permission to go to college, to vote and 

the right to keep her own money were now introduced, which made women become more 

independent individuals.     

The Golden Notebook was published in 1962, when feminism was a current issue. The 

author Doris Lessing focuses on the relationship between men and women in the middle of 

the twentieth century, but she also discusses the meaning of femaleness in contemporary 

Western culture or more exactly what it means to be a woman and what certain behaviours are 
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expected from women, or plainly how they are treated in society. Therefore many consider 

this book to be a feminist book but Lessing herself claims that it is not and that she did not 

think about writing a feminist book at all when she first wrote it. Instead she claims that she 

wrote the book from her own experiences and what she saw was happening around her in 

society, how women were treated and how they were expected to behave (Lessing, “About the 

author” 2). According to her the unexpected and almost angry reaction from people who read 

the book and heard about it, was only because of the Cold War. There were so many things 

going on at this time, especially the tension between the two different groups of the 

Communist Party, the ones who lived for the Soviet Union and those who absolutely hated it 

but did not have the courage to admit it. This difficult time in the 1950s was therefore not the 

perfect era for this kind of novel to be born. People were already upset about their lives and 

the government and were not prepared for any new ideas at all, especially not about 

femininity and the subordination of women in society. Life had always been the same for 

women so why change that when nobody complained, was one of the negative reactions 

among people (Lessing, “About the author” 3).    

In this paper I will investigate one of the major works of twentieth- century literature, 

The Golden Notebook, written by the winner of the Nobel Prize for literature 2007, Doris 

Lessing. The Golden Notebook represents a number of ideas about the role of women in mid-

twentieth century Western culture and therefore I argue that the book contributes to a 

discussion about feminism, even though the author herself denies that this is a feminist novel. 

To be able to show that this novel actually is a feminist work, which also is the aim of this 

paper, the following research questions will help me develop my argument. First of all an 

important question has to be answered before the main analysis begins: What makes a novel a 

feminist one, and what characterizes a feminist novel? This question has to be clarified in 

order to understand and show that The Golden Notebook also is a feminist novel. Then the 

second question will follow: Why is The Golden Notebook supposed to be read as a feminist 

novel? Followed with the last question: What arguments are there in the novel that expresses 

the thought of feminism? The last two questions form the analysis of the paper where the main 

arguments will be brought up, showing that The Golden Notebook is indeed a feminist novel.  

 

1.1. Important books 

The books I am going to use for my research will be, The Golden Notebook of course which 

will be the main book for this paper. Furthermore I will use a couple of other books, to help 

me explain the theory part of this paper and which also help me answer my main questions. 
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The other books I will be using are Women’s Voices, Feminist Visions: classic and 

contemporary readings, written by Susan M. Shaw and Janet Lee, What is Feminism? An 

introduction to feminist theory, written by Chris Beasley, Literature and Feminism: an 

introduction, written by Pam Morris, Beginning Theory: an introduction to literary and 

cultural theory, written by Peter Barry, The Subjection of Women [Förtrycket av kvinnorna] 

written by John Stuart Mill, A Vindication of the Rights of Women, written by Mary 

Wollstonecraft and last but not least The Second Sex written by Simone de Beauvoir These 

books help me in my writing when arguing that The Golden Notebook is a feminist work. To 

be able to use some more up to date resources for my paper I will use some articles and 

reviews regarding the subject on the Internet as well.  

 

2. What is feminism? 

2.1 History 

As mentioned earlier women have always been the oppressed sex in society; their imposed 

inferior status has resulted in a dependence on men for centuries. According to the well-

known writer and feminist philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft and her praised book A 

Vindication of the Rights of Women, women are not inferior to men by nature but for their 

lack of education. Furthermore she argues that the inferiority of women also has a religious 

explanation when God first of all creates man and then the woman out of the man, indirectly 

meaning that a woman is created for the man and not the other way around, therefore she is 

forever to be inferior to him. There is an example in Genesis when Adam says: “This is now 

bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken 

out of a man” (Wollstonecraft 26-27). 

If we take a look at another praised feminist work The Second Sex, written by Simone 

De Beauvoir and one of the most important classics when it comes to feminism we can read 

about other possible reasons why women became the inferior sex. De Beauvoir starts by 

explaining that we always have seen men as the superior sex when it comes to wars and 

battles in our history; women were hardly ever seen as armed soldiers and fighters attending a 

combat because of their weakness. It has been proved that men have a larger muscle mass 

which makes them stronger than women, which is the major reason why men participated in 

wars. While men’s strength and size made them more adaptable for harder work, fishing and 

hunting, women took care of ‘easier’ tasks at home, for instance gardening, weaving and 

making pottery. When later people discovered copper, tin, iron and bronze a new marker 

arose where men once again became ‘in charge’, consequently they also made their workers 



 7

on the fields slaves which at the same time made their wives slaves too. Women could still 

take care of some economical tasks but the man was still the proprietor of her, just as of the 

slaves. Later on in history men became responsible for many other major tasks, which is the 

way society developed with men at the top and women being the inferior ones (53-54).  

After centuries with women’s inferiority and passivity people who were concerned with 

this unfair subordination raised their voices for the first time in a fight for women’s rights and 

equality in society. This new movement was called feminism, which furthermore has been 

discussed to be split into three waves of feminism. The first-wave feminism was in connection 

with winning the right to vote in 1920. This was later followed by the second-wave feminism 

in 1968, which was connected to other important social movements, for instance the Civil 

Rights movement. The third-wave feminism is considered to be taking place today, in other 

words it is a global wave of feminism, reaching women all over the world (Shaw and Lee 34, 

11).   

This movement has made it much easier for women around the world, especially in 

Western cultures, enabling women to get through life by themselves, as independent beings, 

meaning that they can have their own independence, and have their own free will to do what 

they please. Not being dependent on men anymore has changed women’s standard of living a 

lot. So we all have to thank a feminist if we think that women should have the same rights in 

society as men, for instance the right to work outside the home, the right to participate in 

sports and the right to receive a higher education etc (Shaw and Lee 10).  

Furthermore there are today three various major feminist groups, who all have the same 

basic views concerning women’s justice and equality in life. What makes them differ from 

each other is their way of explaining and understanding the way society is built up with one 

sex as superior and the other as inferior, but also their ideas of changing this kind of society. 

They are named liberal feminism, radical feminism and Marxist feminism (Shaw and Lee 9). 

 

2.2 Definition  

“I have never been able to find out precisely what feminism is; I only know that people call 

me a feminist whenever I express sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat.” 

(“Feminism: What is it?”) 

 

This is how the English novelist and journalist Rebecca West tries to define what feminist is 

in a quite sarcastic way (Liukkonen) since it is quite hard to shortly define what feminism 

actually involves, in other words it is a troublesome term even though it is commonly used.    
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Another definition of the term might be more comprehensive;  

 

“It means the belief in the need to secure, or a commitment to securing, rights and 

opportunities for women equal to those of men.”  

(“Redefining Feminism”) 

 

One of the reasons why there is not one specific definition of the term feminism might be 

because the concept has developed into so many different perspectives as mentioned above, 

which has lead to several different groups of feminism and not only a single one. Another 

reason might be because the term is relatively ‘new’. It was not applied until in the 1890s in 

France, and it did not reach its climax until the early 20th century when feminism was 

renewed again. Furthermore the meaning of the term has constantly kept changing and 

developing over time making the meanings different from century to century. It has also been 

discussed that the lack of a clear definition has contributed to special images categorizing 

feminism and feminists, only to relate feminism to something. These images often relate to 

hairstyle, attitudes and ways of dressing (Beasley xiii-xiv). Unfortunately many of these 

images are rather negative, associating feminism with whiny and angry women who hate men 

and want power over them. But even though some of these things agree with feminism, as a 

whole they do not really categorize a feminist. Similarly feminism can not be seen as 

movement encouraging women to take power over men; it is about equality between men and 

women and valuing both sexes for their own qualities. This means that despite the fact that 

women are physically weaker than men and maybe more emotional than the opposite sex they 

should still be as valued as men are for their features. Even though the sexes differ in many 

aspects, both physically and emotionally they should still have the same rights and 

opportunities in life, they are both human beings and nobody should be more valued than the 

other (Shaw and Lee 14-15).   

 

3. Analysis 

3.1 What characterizes a feminist novel?  

“It is impossible to define a feminine practice of writing, and this is an impossibility that will 

remain, for this practice can never be theorized, enclosed, coded – which doesn’t mean that it 

doesn’t exist.” (Morris 119) 

This statement made by the French feminist Hélène Cixous indicates that it is not, and never 

will be an easy task to characterize a feminist novel even though it exists. Cixous discusses a 
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potential way of identifying a feminist work by reading her manifesto The Laugh of the 

Medusa. She constructs an atmosphere that differs from many other works that are built on 

the inferiority of women. She instead creates a new identity for women, where they are seen 

as a group with many good and positive features and not only negative as they have grown up 

believing (Morris 121).       

Moreover, in the early 20th century there were still not many women writers in the 

industry which made many feminists such as Virginia Woolf and Linda Nochlin ask questions 

concerning the fact why there where no great women writers such as Shakespeare. Both these 

women reached quite similar conclusions, explaining that women were not less capable of 

writing great novels but that their social conditions made it harder for them to succeed in 

something similar. As a woman you were something that belonged to a man and something 

that one’s husband had control over. This lack of independence and rights both at home and in 

society, made it impossible for a woman to succeed within literature or anything else for that 

matter. Another reason why there were hardly any great women authors at this time was 

because women often wrote about things that were not considered to belong to the definition 

of great literature. For instance women often wrote about various things in their own lives; 

love, relationship, family and home, which made it harder to publish since it was not 

considered to be the canon of literature (Shaw and Lee 513-514). But things changed towards 

the end of the 20th century, allowing more women into the industry and introducing their 

novels into the canon. And just as earlier these novels were all about women’s lives in reality 

which gave birth to a new collection of novels written by women (Barry 122-123). 

The first major feminist Mary Wollstonecraft wrote one of the first feminist books in 

1792, A Vindication of the Rights of Women. This book was a real feminist one, dealing with 

women’s self-evident rights in society. Just the same rights as men had at this time were now 

argued to be for women as well. But despite the fact that this book received plenty of critique 

and outrage it still ‘survived’ and became a landmark for many other feminist writers 

(Wollstonecraft 1). 

Furthermore, just as Wollstonecraft’s, many feminist writers’ experiences earlier in life 

and in a society where men are superior to women influenced their views about life, which 

later consequently developed into feminist arguments. Therefore feminist novels usually deal 

with independence, both personal and economic, especially independence for women. Even 

though many feminist novels usually characterize men in the novel as being the independent, 

strong and powerful ones while women mostly are described as quiet and withdrawn, they are 

almost always striving for some kind of independence (Wollstonecraft 2-3).  
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Another well-known feminist book, The Second Sex, written by Simone De Beauvoir 

(already discussed above) is dealing with the same subject as the previous book; women’s 

lives. De Beauvoir explains just as Wollstonecraft that her writing was influenced by her 

childhood, and when she later grew up and realised women’s inferiority in life she wanted to 

write about it, which resulted into this famous book (De Beauvoir, “Introduction” x). 

Similarly to the previous book, The Second Sex argues about the positive and the negative 

where men represent the positive and women represent the negative. This is especially true 

when it comes to personalities, where men usually are strong and powerful and women are 

weak and withdrawn (De Beauvoir, “Introduction” xxi). “He is the subject, he is the Absolute- 

she is the Other” (De Beauvoir, “Introduction” xxii).    

 

3.3 The Golden Notebook- a summary 

The Golden Notebook is a story of a divorced single mother Anna Wulf who works as a 

novelist in 1950s London. Anna is worried that her bad experiences and relationships with 

wrong men are going to drive her crazy. This makes her record her life and experiences in 

four different notebooks. The black notebook deals with her life as a writer, the red records 

her political views, the yellow is about her emotional life and the blue one deals with her 

everyday life. But the most important notebook is the fifth one - the golden notebook- where 

all her experiences connect and she starts to understand her own life and her search for a 

personal and political identity ends. Summarizing the novel in a few words one can say it is: 

“Bold and illuminating, fusing sex, politics, madness and motherhood, 'The Golden Notebook' 

is at once a wry and perceptive portrait of the intellectual and moral climate of the 1950s -- a 

society on the brink of feminism” (amazon.co.uk). 

The Golden Notebook is Doris Lessing’s most famous novel which also made her 

succeed internationally. Published in 1962, the novel had a very difficult welcome with 

negative reviews for years. The author was said to be ‘making jokes’ about men in the novel, 

which led to her being called ‘man-hater’ and ‘ballsbreaker’ among other things. The novel’s 

reception was therefore different from place to place, some people loved it and recognized 

themselves in it but some really hated it. While it took 10 years before the novel was 

published in Germany and France, some women’s groups found it a big success but also a 

very important feminist piece. The author herself claims that she did not even think about 

writing a feminist novel and therefore she does not think her novel being a feminist one. She 

claims that she only wrote about things that were going on at that time, she wrote about life in 

the 60s, plainly how things were back then. But others, for instance authors, journalists and 
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many feminists claim that her novel actually is a feminist one (“Doris Lessing on the history 

of The Golden Notebook's troubled reception”).  

But why should The Golden Notebook be read as a feminist novel, what arguments are there 

for this statement?  

 

3.3 The Golden Notebook- a feminist novel 

As mentioned earlier The Golden Notebook is frequently cited as a feminist novel, but R. B 

Martin’s statement about Jane Eyre from 1966 that “there is not a hint in the book of any 

desire for political, legal, educational, or even intellectual equality between the sexes” (P. J. 

Steyer) also applies to this novel”. Yet the novel has plenty of feminist novel components, for 

instance family/home and love/relationship which are two of the most important themes in 

many feminist novels. Another famous feminist work that has been mentioned earlier in this 

paper The Second Sex uses similar themes to explain and clarify different aspects of women’s 

lives and these two are the most common ones since women are more often associated to 

family and love than men are.  

The following passages of this analysis contain two main sections, one called Family 

and Home and the other one called Love and Relationship where some main arguments will 

be brought up, showing that the novel really can be read as a feminist novel. In the first part 

arguments that are connected to family and home will be brought up while the other section 

will deal with arguments connected to love and relationship.  

 

3.3.1 Family and home  

One of the most significant themes in this novel is family and home which also is a clear 

feature in typical feminist novels, dealing with women’s everyday life since women tend to be 

the sex that dominates within these areas. As in everyday life and in many other novels 

women are usually the ones who stay at home taking care of the household while men work 

outside the home, supporting the family. Moreover the women mentioned in the novel are 

mostly mothers and housekeepers, caring for their children and their home. This is the case 

with the main character Anna herself and her sister Molly who have one child each whom 

they both care about and want the best for. They work to be able to support their children and 

give them a good life and a nice and safe home to live in. But since they are both divorced the 

fathers of the children are rarely present in the novel. The few times Richard, the father of 

Molly’s child is present he never acts as a father, instead he mostly talks about work and how 

his son is going to be as successful as he is, working for his own company and being his own 
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boss. Furthermore he frequently spends his free time playing golf or tennis with his business 

companions and he rarely has time for his son or his new family. Although both Anna and 

Molly work themselves, Anna as a writer and Molly as an actress, they still find plenty of 

time to spend with their family while the men in the novel are not especially interested in 

family at all. Their aim is instead to marry beautiful women and get children who can inherit 

the fortune. Unfortunately this seems not to be enough for them which makes them find 

mistresses and being unfaithful even though they claim that they are perfectly happy with 

their lives.  

A fairly clear argument that supports the idea that this novel can be read as a feminist 

novel is that the women rarely are seen as individuals, at one point Anna says: “They still 

define us in terms of relationships with men […]” (26) meaning that a woman is nothing 

except from ‘something’ that is going to marry a man and belong to him for the rest of her 

life, which clearly shows us that this is a feminist novel built on real life where women are 

inferior to men, especially in a relationship but also when it comes to other things, for 

instance work and family life. Marriage was after all a woman’s duty in life for centuries and 

it seems to be in the novel as well, in other words unmarried women were not as valued as 

married women. “Yes - and you call yourself Miss Jacobs. Miss in the interest of your right to 

independence and your own identity - whatever that might mean” (39) is an extract where 

Richard and Molly are arguing about the right for women to be independent and to be her own 

person and not something that belongs to a man. In addition young women in the novel are 

only regarded as marriageable daughters (120) and nothing else; families with daughters have 

only one aim, to marry them off, preferably to rich and prosperous men who can support the 

daughter and give her a good reputation.    

In addition, women in the novel are not regarded as capable of supporting themselves 

since they do not have the same rights as men, for instance to get a full education or a well-

paid job. “She knew now she had married out of a need for security and even respectability” 

(28) is something that Molly says about a friend, showing us that women were more or less 

forced to marry to be able to have a descent life. Just as it was in real life, women in the novel 

are not represented within many occupations in society at all. The few women who actually 

are mentioned in the novel are mostly full-time mothers or teachers, secretaries, cleaners or as 

in this case novelist and actress, but more high positions are not available for women at all. 

Men are plainly the sex with the best privileges and they always seem ‘better’ than women in 

many aspects. But even though a woman could support herself, as Anna and Molly do, many 
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people in the novel regard unmarried women as sad and unhappy; their life is plainly not seen 

as perfect and fulfilled until they have a man.  

Despite the fact that many consider unmarried Anna and Molly as failures with nobody 

taking care of and supporting them, they are actually not the only ones who were raised to not 

believe in these traditional old views. They were instead raised as ‘free’ women; they grew up 

believing that a woman could do just the same things as a man could, especially when it 

comes to work and supporting themselves. They learnt that no woman should rely on men to 

be able to have a descent life. But unfortunately these ‘free’ women did not experience life 

differently from the other ‘traditional’ women, that is to say their lives were pretty much 

similar. “Being so young, twenty-three or four, I suffered, like so many ‘emancipated’ girls, 

from a terror of being trapped and tamed by domesticity” (130). This is a very good extract 

from the novel which explains the frightening thoughts among a couple of girls that were born 

and raised free from traditional social restraints, but are still afraid of falling back to the old 

traditional way of living, were women were subordinate to men. Despite the fact that there are 

women who are more ‘free’ than others in the novel, they still experience problems in society, 

but especially when it comes to marriage and family since the majority of men do not want to 

get used to the fact that women can have the same rights as them. They do not want to believe 

that this is actually happening which makes them refuse this threat to share the power with 

women; after all they had always been the superior sex so why change that now? At the same 

time women feel the collaboration that they are hoping for not working as well as they wish. 

In spite of everything the older generations are not used to a social change which 

consequently is opposed and makes it harder for the ‘free’ women to experience the equality 

they are hoping for. They are now instead afraid that their ‘free’ nurturing was unnecessary 

since many of the opposite sex do not have the same growth which consequently makes many 

of these women worry that they have to change to the old views again to be able to marry and 

raise a family at all. Furthermore, when a woman finally gets married in the novel her life 

changes drastically, especially if she grows up with the new and ‘free’ upbringing. Her new 

life with a husband becomes more or less isolating and trapping. She is now supposed to stay 

at home and take care of the household and she is rarely allowed to work, that is the 

husband’s job. “She said she had three small children, was bored, wanted to go back to work, 

her husband wouldn’t let her” (160). This is an excerpt from the novel where it is clear that 

according to men women are supposed to stay at home and take care of the household and the 

children and they are absolutely not supposed to work outside the home if they really do not 

have to, that is a man’s job. Men are plainly the ones who support the family with money and 
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food, that is his duty in life which also might be the major reason why men are against women 

working outside the home. If women started to support the family as well it would perhaps 

have made the men feel less manly, so the entire situation with men refusing to let women 

share the sustentation of the family might have all been about men’s masculinity, they were 

plainly afraid of loosing it. In addition, it is not popular for women in the novel to be 

interested in politics either, which is as well only allowed for men. Nobody believes that a 

woman can be interested in politics too, but even if she secretly is, she can never work within 

the area, but most important of all nobody wants to believe that a woman is intelligent enough 

to handle important tasks such as politics involves. For instance the married Marion, 

Richard’s new wife, is secretly interested in politics but when her husband finds out about it 

he is not that happy but neither are her mother nor her sisters who all are proper ladies who do 

not interfere with men’s jobs. The funny thing is that Marion is not only interested in politics 

because it is fun, she is particularly interested because it annoys her mother and sisters who 

are all traditional and would never want to do anything that is not regarded as ‘normal’.  

Even though the women’s aim in life is to get married and to have children, not all 

women are happy and satisfied with their married positions. Many women dream about 

something more than only having a family, of course it is a beautiful and important thing in 

life but many women ask themselves if there is something else one could experience in life as 

well. “Five lonely women going mad quietly by themselves, in spite of husband and children 

or rather because of them” (161) is a passage that describes how many women’s lives are 

despite the fact that they are married and have children just as the purpose with their lives is. 

But as not many know or do not want to notice is that many of these women are not that 

happy as people think. For these women raising a family and getting married is not the only 

purpose in life, for them life is much more than that but unfortunately they do not get the 

chance to experience anything additional because of their position. They might come from 

rather poor families and plainly need to get married so somebody can support them, and in 

return they have to give the men a family which consequently ‘traps’ the women and does not 

give them any other opportunities in life at all. For instance Marion who is interested in 

politics (as mentioned above) and really wants to work with it, but because of her position as 

a woman and wife with children, she does not get any opportunities to work within the area at 

all. She hardly has a choice either since her husband supports her and her children, so leaving 

him to be able to work is not an option for her, besides what would people say?    

However, getting married and being ‘trapped’ at home is not the only problem many 

women experience. Problems in the relationship occur, when women start to get tired of being 
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the only ones thinking about things at home. These things are usually not big issues but for 

the women they are. Men’s lack of interest in the home irritates women which often makes 

them angry with their men because they seem not to think of ‘unnecessary’ things around 

home as they have to do. As Anna mentions: “I must-dress-Janet-get-her-breakfast-send-her-

off-to-school-get Michael’s-breakfast-don’t-forget-I’m-out-of-tea-etc-etc-etc. With this 

useless but apparently unavoidable tension resentment is also switched on […] The 

resentment focuses itself on Michael […] I learned that the resentment, the anger, is 

impersonal. It is the disease of women in our time” (298). Anna herself knows that this 

resentment towards men exists but she claims that this anger women have is in fact not 

personal towards their men but something all women bear. They plainly need to blame 

somebody for their sometimes boring and unhappy lives. Of course one gets tired of always 

thinking about the same rather unnecessary things all alone but men probably have the same 

problems at work, thinking of many things at the same time, work, and money etc. People 

often think that their own problems are the worst which sometimes makes them forget that 

other people have similar or even worse problems. Even though Anna herself realises this fact 

about women, many other women do not want to admit this for themselves, for instance 

Marion, who often hates her husband because she has to do and think about things at home all 

by herself. She despises him because he has a fun work, which she also wishes to have, and 

not only staying at home doing the same things day after day.   

Despite the fact that women tend to miss men’s engagement in the family they do not 

want them to interfere to much either. “[…] receiving instructions from his father with a smile 

and a nod. There was perfect understanding there; and the two women, both of them bringing 

up children without men, exchanged a grimacing envious smile” (32). This extract is from the 

part when Anna and Molly are having a discussion and the milk-man comes to the doorstep 

with his son. The quotation shows us that both women are envious of the good relationship 

the man and the boy share at the same time that they find it unusual and fun. They find the 

situation funny since they both have a child of their own that they have raised all by 

themselves without any men, but still they do not share the same relationship with their 

children as this man with his son, which makes them envy the man even more. They seem to 

feel that the man has violated their place in life as mothers, after all family is the only place 

where women are supposed to know best. 

 

 3.3.2 Love and Relationship 
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Another main theme that is connected to feminism in The Golden Notebook is love and 

relationship, showing us that a feminist novel usually concentrates on some aspects of 

women’s lives that are more important for them than for the opposite sex, or at least it used to 

be earlier in history.  

At some points in the novel Anna sleeps with men that are already married, and every 

single of these men claims that they are perfectly happy and love their wife and children. So 

why then being unfaithful? It is probably because men know (at least at this time) that they 

have all the power to do what they please, nobody can stop them and their wives rarely leave 

them because of unfaithfulness, they plainly need their men to support them and their 

children.  

Furthermore female characters in the novel are ‘typical’ of the general idea of females. 

Nearly all women are shy and reserved except from Anna and Molly who are both more 

independent than most women at this time. The reason might be that they both are divorced 

and have learnt to live by themselves and support themselves. But when it comes to dating 

and being with a man, they both change and become reserved. They do everything for him, 

cook for hours before he comes even though he tends to cancel their date, and keep quiet 

about their affair so that his wife does not find out or anybody else for that matter. They are 

always ready to please these men even though they know that he already has a family that he 

never would abandon, but still they keep hoping and sacrificing themselves for them, which 

only shows us that how independent a woman seems to be, she often changes in the company 

of a man, that is to say many change in their search for happiness.  

However, even if the women in the novel usually want to satisfy their men in all 

possible ways they sometimes use their own personal tricks to show that they still have some 

power over men after all. These tricks usually include their own appearance as by being 

beautiful and sexy they know they can slightly control men, “Very many as it were 

professionally pretty girls have this gift of allowing themselves to be touched, kissed, held, as 

if this is a fee they have to pay to Providence for being born beautiful” (109). This extract 

from the novel is a strong passage which describes the insensitive way of many women’s 

everyday lives in the 50s; especially women who were regarded as being beautiful were more 

frequently subjected to men who found it their right to touch them among others. Surprisingly 

this is commonly something the women in the novel allow themselves which is somewhat 

surreal considering that the majority of the women are against the fact of utilization of 

women. For instance Anna when she meets various men, even though she hates the fact that 

the men think they have the right to touch her, she still lets them do that because it makes her 
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feel slightly powerful for once, she has something they want. The reality that women are 

inferior to men and that they rarely are taken noticed of might be a reason why women 

sometimes use their look to impress men which makes them feel slightly powerful over the 

opposite sex.  

Another way the women in the novel control men is by rejecting them when they at least 

expect it, just as Anna does: “I didn’t let myself be chosen by men who really wanted me” 

(120) is an extract from the novel which describes Anna’s past experiences with men. She 

rarely dates men who really want her; instead she wants the men who do not notice her or 

men who already have wives to love her instead, but why? One reason might be that as many 

other women, she wants verification that she can be loved by them all, especially those she 

personally wants to love her. It might be a way of trying to show some kind of power by 

trying to prove that she can make men who are not interested in her, love her. She does not 

want to fall for men who want her and love her; she does not want them to have the power of 

knowing that she will fall in love with them only because they long for it. That might be a 

way of showing that women also have some power if they only learn how to use it. A woman 

does not always need to fall for the pressure of a man’s love. She has all the right in the world 

to choose who she wants to fall in love with and spend her life with, nobody shall do that for 

her, even though many parents interfere and more or less choose partners for their daughters.  

Despite the fact that Anna seems independent and free, as her friend Marion puts it, 

Anna deep inside dreams of marrying a man and being happy. She wants to end her life with 

lovers. She wants to find a man who she truly will fall in love with and who will take care of 

her and love her, but also allow her to work outside home and most of all respect her by not 

controlling her. While Anna dreams of this kind of life her married friend Marion is instead 

envious of Anna’s ‘free’ life with lovers and the power to do what she pleases. Marion is tired 

of having a commanding husband and children. She dreams instead of a life with no liability 

for anybody else except from herself.  

When Anna later falls in love she does not notice that her independence and free will are 

suffering, that her relationship changes her completely: “He destroyed in her the knowing, 

doubting, sophisticated Ella (Anna) and again and again he put her intelligence to sleep, and 

with her willing connivance, so that she floated darkly on her love for him, on her naivety 

[…]” (197). This is an extract from the part in the novel where Anna describes her love life in 

one of the notebooks but she uses the name Ella instead of her own. The man Anna is writing 

about is Paul, the man she has always really loved, the man she has a daughter with, the man 

who left her. She describes the way he changes her from being an intelligent, sophisticated 
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and independent woman to an enamoured but naïve woman. Since Paul can not bare the fact 

that Anna is intelligent and independent he takes advantage of her love for him to make her 

weak and vulnerable again, so to say inferior to him. The well-known saying ‘love is blind’ 

makes the enamoured Anna forget her own thoughts and views in order to please Paul, which 

he consequently takes advantage of by stilling her need of independence and intelligence 

without her really noticing it until it is too late, until she is weak and inferior again.  

Reading further in the novel one gets to know that Anna’s boyfriend Paul is 

unconsciously controlling her in all possible ways. First of all he makes sure that he is the 

superior one in their relationship and that she does not complain about it and then he starts 

controlling other small things with her as well, especially her clothing. “But Paul, you brought 

me that red blouse. It’s cut to show the top of my breasts. But when I put it on, you came into 

the room, and came right over and buttoned it up - you did it instinctively” (203) He 

constantly keeps talking about her clothes and that she should wear better and nicer clothes. 

However, when he buys her clothes and she wears them he still keeps nagging her about it, 

there is always something wrong and he is never satisfied. Despite the fact that Anna really 

does not care about his interest in her clothing Paul himself experiences a greater power over 

Anna and that he has the ability to influence her in spite of everything. 

Later in the novel when Anna is left alone and the love of her life Paul has left her she 

changes automatically into a person she does not recognize. Instead of forgetting Paul and 

moving on in her life, meeting and dating other men she gets scared instead. “[…] Two men 

good-humouredly greeted her, and both times she froze into nervous annoyance, and walked 

on with hastening steps. She got into her bedroom and locked the door as if against a danger” 

(277). She is still used to the thought of being together with Paul which makes her panic 

whenever other men are trying to be nice to her. Because of Paul’s jealousy she had learnt to 

never look at a man and now the fear of hurting him was still there, it had to her surprise not 

disappeared yet.  

When Anna later starts dating other men they seem to have difficulties in understanding 

her ‘free’ views. “I don’t understand you at all. But I understand you are a pretty independent 

sort of woman” (295). Anna knows that her views might slightly differ from many other 

women’s but she did not know that men really noticed that and even had problems with it. 

She starts to wonder if this might be the reason why she is not married yet. Being Anna at this 

time is not that easy since she later meets a man she really likes, but since she both is a 

divorced mother and a mistress to this man she is really fond of, it is really hard for Anna to 

keep the two personalities apart. She is first of all a loving and caring mother but her need as a 
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woman is also important, she also needs someone who cares and loves her, someone who 

adores and worships her so she can feel happy and beautiful as most women dream of. A 

woman is after all not only supposed to give love and affection, she needs to get some back as 

well. However, the two personalities Anna has are often hard to combine. “The two 

personalities – Janet’s mother, Michael’s mistress, are happier separated. It is a strain having 

to be both at once”. (301) By separating these two personalities it is a way for Anna to escape 

the personality she gets tired of and become the other. That way she always can escape from 

one world to another when it suits her.   

Many have probably heard the fact that men often see sex as instrumental, they want sex 

for sex while women see sex as expressive, meaning that love is their reason for sex. That is 

to say that women often think sex is okay if they are in love while men rarely connect 

emotions to sex, they can easily separate these two things which is harder for a woman (Shaw 

and Lee 174-175).  “If we have nothing else in common, we have sex. […] I feel the pit of my 

stomach go cold; it is the total rejection of me, or so I feel; and there is a great distance 

between us” (Lessing 302). This extract shows us how Anna gets hurt when Michael 

expresses his feelings that he is happy as long as they have sex. Anna on the other hand wants 

much more than that; most of all she wants his love and affection. When other men start to 

call her after her break-up with Michael she still feels abandoned and hurt since the men who 

call her are all married, and the only reason they call her is because their wives are on 

holidays and they need an affair. “[…] they seem to think you’re going to fall over yourself to 

get into bed. What on earth do you suppose goes through their minds?” (398). The frequent 

calls from the various men that Anna knows, both from work and private, makes her wonder 

what men really think about her. They actually believe that they have such power to just call 

and she will come running, which makes her furious. She starts to doubt that there are any 

normal men out there. But still she feels that this opportunity that she has, being a free 

woman, is satisfying in spite of everything; she experiences some kind of victory over the 

wives, because she is more interesting and fun than the boring and dull wives. But she still 

dreams of getting married and having a nice husband one day - a man who will love her.   

 

4. Conclusion  

In conclusion, we now know that the rise of the social movement feminism started to change 

many things concerning women’s rights in society towards the end of the 20th century, 

allowing more women into the working life and especially into the writing industry among 
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other things. People could now for the first time read new kinds of novels, novels that were 

about real women and real life.  

While there were authors who devoted their lives to intentionally write about the 

unequal society where women did not have the same rights as men, there were also authors 

such as Doris Lessing who did not intend to write a feminist novel. Instead she concentrated 

on writing about her own experiences, both good and bad, and what she saw was happening 

around her in the 60s. Still there are strong arguments that her novel really is feminist, built on 

her own experiences in life. Nevertheless, since the praised works by Wollstonecraft and De 

Beauvoir who both have written about the reality in life and the injustice among women and 

men are regarded as two of the most praised feminist works that have ever been written, it is 

evident that The Golden Notebook also is a real feminist novel despite the fact that Lessing 

herself denies it. All the feminist components that one can read about in the other two feminist 

works one can also find in Lessing’s novel, or at least pretty similar. Despite the fact that 

Lessing’s novel differ from Wollstonecraft’s and De Beauvoir’s in the sense that the last two 

are more argumentative and analytical than The Golden Notebook, there are still many 

similarities between all these works which indicates that The Golden Notebook is just as 

feminist as the other two.  

Just as in A Vindication of the Rights of Women and The Second Sex, Lessing’s novel 

includes two major themes; Family and Love. Our understanding of Family and Love are two 

subjects that seem to be important in feminist discourses. Furthermore women are the central 

issue when we talk about feminism so these two themes fit perfectly into this kind of analysis 

since we more often relate women to these things than men.  

After reading the main part of the analysis we now know that there are plenty of 

arguments that support the statement that The Golden Notebook is a feminist novel. It is 

possible to analyze the novel through the framework of ’home’ and ’family. For instance the 

novel problematizes the idea that family and home are a woman’s domains in life, that is to 

say that her aim in life is to get married and have children and that work outside home hardly 

is permitted for her. Her husband is supposed to take care of her and the children which is his 

place in life and women should definitely not interfere within his area. This also means that he 

should absolutely not interfere within hers either even though women sometimes miss a 

loving father for her children, a father that cares and helps out with the children. The men in 

the novel are barely ever around their own children and they do not have so much interest in 

their families, the main thing is that they have one but being a real husband and father is not 

that important for them at all.  
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Furthermore the women in the novel are often seen as reserved and withdrawn 

compared to men who are more extrovert and noisy. This is especially true when it comes to 

love and relationships where women often play an inferior role as we see with Anna. Her love 

for Paul makes her change from an independent woman to once again inferior to a man. The 

issue about power over the other sex is brought up in the novel over and over. Even though 

we notice while reading that men are the ones with the most power in society and at home, 

especially power over their inferior and opposite sex there are actually times in the novel 

when female power over men is mentioned as well. On the other hand this power is a more 

indirect power where women usually use their appearance to control the men. We also have 

the example of Anna’s confused choices in men when she rejects men that want and love her 

and instead concentrates on men who does not love her or even notice her. But somehow she 

manages to make them interested in her and in that way she takes power over them.   

Summing up we can now see that The Golden Notebook can be read as a feminist novel. 
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