
Walking In the Shade
by Doris Lessing

About the Book

1996 Finalist, National Book Critics Circle Award for Biography 

Walking in the Shade opens in 1949 with Doris Lessing's resolute good-bye to Africa and her hopeful hello to England. 

In the second volume of her memoirs, Lessing traces her journey as a twice married mother of three in the British colony 

of Southern Rhodesia to her struggles as a writer and single parent in post-war London. If Under My Skin focuses on her 

childhood and various attempts to differentiate herself from her parents and the values and sacrifices they symbolized, 

then Walking in the Shade marks Lessing's development as a promising writer, cast in the shadow of her vexed 

relationship to the Communist Party in particular and organized politics in general. In fact, Lessing considered 

separating the description of her political life into a single chapter, so that disinterested readers could simply skip the 

section. However, Lessing soon realized that politics permeated her experience of these years so thoroughly that 

compartmentalization would not only be impossible, but inadvisable given her dedication to representing truthfully the 

age through which she lived and was shaped. Lessing devotes much of the second volume to the evocation of her 

creative process, her interactions with the literati of London and the many changes--economic, social and cultural--that 

occurred in England throughout the 1950s. Walking in the Shade concludes in 1962, the year she published her most 

famous and most influential work to date: The Golden Notebook.
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1. In the middle of Walking in the Shade, Lessing remarks that "coming events cast their shadows before. But looking 

back from the perspective of those events, it is easy to be dishonest. Some tiny passing shade of feeling, a mere cloud 

shadow, may ten years later become a storm of revelation: about yourself, about others, about a time. Or may have 

dissolved and gone." Does this metaphoric reflection relate to the title of Lessing's second autobiographical volume? If 

so, how?

2. Lessing punctuates the second volume of her autobiography with commentary on "The Zeitgeist: How We Were 

Thinking." These sections, which include reflections on politics, class warfare, and feminism, seem to promote a 

common theme in Lessing's work: people cannot act outside the parameters of their particular histories, of which they 

are a direct product. Yet, Lessing also insists that "if acceptance of social ills is a sign of maturity, what becomes of 

progress?" Are these philosophical positions in conflict or do they represent a productive paradox about history and 

change?

3. Throughout the book, Lessing suggests that all formally organized social groups, regardless of original intention, 

eventually become religious and frequently turn into their polar opposite. What does religion mean in the context of this 

hypothesis? How does Lessing describe this process of group transformation in relation to her experience with the 

Communist Party?

4. In England, Lessing became involved with many Americans. She concludes that "Americans are a people of 

extremes." Although the British and the Americans share the English language, Lessing says their "national 

temperaments" form a barrier to substantive communication and understanding, a contention that "may hardly be said 

aloud in the United States, because of political correctness." What characterizes these "national temperaments" in 

Lessing's opinion? How do these different dispositions manifest themselves in Walking in the Shade?
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Author Bio

Winner of the 2007 Nobel Prize in Literature, Doris Lessing was one of the most celebrated and distinguished writers of 

our time, the recipient of a host of international awards, including the Somerset Maugham Award, the David Cohen 

Memorial Prize for British Literature, the James Tait Black Prize for best biography, Spain's Prince of Asturias Prize and 

Prix Catalunya, and the S. T. Dupont Golden PEN Award for a Lifetime's Distinguished Service to Literature.

Lessing was born of British parents in Persia on October 22, 1919, and moved with her family to Southern Rhodesia 

when she was five years old. She went to England in 1949, where she published her first book, THE GRASS IS 

SINGING, and began her career as a professional writer. In 1962, she broke new ground with her novel THE GOLDEN 

NOTEBOOK. She wrote more than 30 books, among them the novels MARTHA'S QUEST, THE FIFTH CHILD, and 

her last work ALFRED AND EMILY; stories, reportage, poems and plays; and several nonfiction works, including 

books about cats, and two volumes of autobiography, WALKING IN THE SHADE and UNDER MY SKIN. She died on 



November 17, 2013. Her portrait hangs in London's National Portrait Gallery.

Critical Praise

" The life she describes is heroric...yet astonishingly full, with political work, writing, friendships, lovers and travel. "
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