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Chapter 2 

Oroonoko-The Female Gaze 

"All women together ought to let flowers fall upon the tomb of Apbra Behn ... for 

it was she who earned them the right to speak their minds." (72)1 - said Virginia Woolf in 

A Room of Ones Own. But we will come to that later on in the chapter. First in 

continuation of the previous two chapters of this paper, the issues of Behn's white female 

narrator and her gaze upon the black prince along with the silencing of the black woman 

need to be sorted out. Behn gives a lot of effort to make Oroonoko sound like just another 

travel/ adventure log but underlying the story is a complex web of issues concerning race, 

gender and colonialism. These issues merging and colliding with each other charge the 

novel with a shifting and unstable power play on both sexual and racial levels. Inevitably 

it all leads to violence just as in the previous text but this time the white woman escapes 

by pulling a perfectly timed disappearing act that would baffle Houdini himself. 

The fir st aspect that sets Oroonoko apart is Behn's white female narrator. 

Considering the cultural-historical context of the late seventeenth century England in 

which Oroonoko was originally written and published, it is an important issue indeed. 

Oroonoko is sometimes argued to be the fir st novel in English literature. Whether the 

narrator is Behn herself or not is yet another field of extensive debate. But for this paper 

the important point is that Oroonoko is the narrative of a white woman. Behn's heroine is 

I . Virginia Woolf, A Room of Ones Own. 
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a crucial female voice in early modern English literature, but we must also recognize the 

burden of racist discourse she must assume to speak as a white English woman in 

Oroonoko. What Behn claims as a true account of the "noble savage," the representation 

of "otherness" is achieved by her technique of using a highly personal , journalistic, and 

first-person narrative. Before beginning with her tale, she assures the reader of her 

reliability and prefaces the novel with-

I was myself an eyewitness to this great part of what you ' ll find here set 

down, and what I could not be witness of, I received from the mouth of the 

chief actor in this history, their hero himself (Oroonoko , I) 

Indeed, Behn' s Oroonoko is a text full of possibilities for exploring the author's complex 

textualization of gender discourses and representations by a woman of 'other ' men, 

women, race and colonial slavery. The female author from the beginning apologizes for 

her 'female pen' taking up the initiative of writing about the valiant black prince. Why is 

the fact of the 'female pen' so significant? Critic Jane Spencer informs us-

The reputation of Aphra Behn's pen certainly was great at the time that 

Oroonoko was written, and she uses that reputation to present the female 

narrator as authoritative, disinterested and sympathetic, with as much 

authority as a male writer and also with special insights gained from her 

woman's position. The marginality of the narrator' s position is very 

important to Behn for another reason. It enables her to create her self­

image as a writer, free from some of the restrictions on behaviour and 

feeling which operate on women as represented in the narrative. The 
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contrast between the heroine, Imoinda, and the woman who writes her 

story is instructive(218)1 

This first person narrative also serves, in fact is rather consciously formed to create the 

sense of 'self and ' other.' In Oroonoko, the construction of ' otherness ' is based on the 

lone narrator' s interpretation and recitation of events and perception, More importantly, 

this first person narration sets her apart as an individual and forms our (the narrator 

herself and our own) perspective. So it becomes really difficult for the reader to view the 

subject of her story as anything but the "other". In Oroonoko, we are given the account 

through the eyes of a narrator who is clearly enthralled with the 'exotic'-

Noses and Lips, where they hang a great many little things; as long Beads, 

bits of Tins, Brass, or Silver, beat thin; and any shinning Trinklets. The 

Beads, they weave into aprons about a quarter of an Ell long, and of the 

same breadth; working them very prettily in Flowers of Several Colours 

of Beads; which Apron they wear just before ' em, as Adam and Eve did 

the Fig-leaves; the men wearing a long Stripe of linen , which they deal 

with us for. They thread these Beads also on long Cotton-threads and 

make Girdles to tie their Aprons to which come twenty times, or more, 

about the Waist; and then cross, like a Shoulder-belt, both ways, and 

round their Necks , Arms, and Legs. This Adornment, with their long lack 

Hair, and the Face painted in the Specks or Flowers here and there, makes 

I. Jane Spencer, "The woman Novelist as Heroin," Oroonoko: A Norton Critical Edition 
(209-220) 
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'em a wonderful Figure to behold. Some of the Beauties which indeed are 

finely shap'd, as almost all are and who have preety Features, are very 

charming and novel , for they have all that is called beauty, except colour. 

(Oroonoko, 9) 

All of her descriptions of the non-white characters are imbued with a sense of wonder 

and magic and these black or Indian characters are always presented in such romantic, 

exoticised language. In this pattern of self versus other, we the reader become this new 

self, this narrator, and take on not only her version and chronology of events, but also 

more importantly, her biases and weaknesses since she makes personal interjections 

throughout the text. Instead of being permitted to view the black prince Oroonoko as 

anything but novel, we are only told how he looks in terms of otherness, thus the 

emphasis is placed more on exoticism than a more subjective view. By doing this, Behn 

sets Oroonoko both within and outside white society. But he is more alienated by the 

mere fact that he cannot be easily incorporated into this narrator' s sense of self and other. 

At once, Behn's narrator seems to think of him as one of her own "kind" yet on the other 

hand, it seems that once she gets too close to that notion, she pulls herself away. She first 

begins to connect him with her version of 'self (white and thus noble) and then seems to 

fear danger and immediately discounts herself, by stating that he is beautiful, but that 

"bating his color" nothing else should prevent this man from becoming a part of her 

' self,' as opposed to an oddity, a foreigner. And no matter how amusing or fascinating 

she might find him he is ultimately an 'other' . 

Although this form of depiction has its own share of doubt and debates, it does 

give us the first account of a white female gaze upon a Black man. The description that 
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Behn's narrator gives of Oroonoko is highly sexualized and thus objectified. As Firdous 

Azim, in her essay "Freedom and Slavery: Looking at Behn 's Oroonoko" says-

It provides, regardless of its historical veracity, the first record of a white 

woman looking at a Black man . .. Aphra Behn, the [Lrst English novelist, 

writes a novel in which the Black man is the object of her gaze, in which 

she, as author of the text, ' looks' at Oroonoko. (49)' 

From the very beginning of the story the character of Oroonoko, is always subject to the 

narrator's visions of fancy. For example, in the long series of introductions to Caesar, she 

states, almost in the form of an itemized list of ' objects'-

His Face was not of that brown, rusty Black which most of that Nation are, 

but a perfect Ebony, or polish'd Jett. His Eyes were the most awful that 

cou'd be seen, and very piercing; the White of 'em being like Snow, as 

were his Teeth. His Nose was rising and Roman, instead of African and 

flat; his Mouth the finest shap'd that cou' d be seen; far from those great 

turn 'd Lips which are so natural to the rest of the Negroes. The whole 

Proportion and Air of his Face was so noble and exactly form'd that, 

bating his Colour, there cou'd be nothing in Nature more beautiful, 

agreeable, and handsome (Oroonoko , 13) 

Behn's narrator who happens to be a female is the desiring subject here. She is the one 

objectifying the male. The gendered hierarchy is turned upside down. This is the first 

impression that hits the reader. But there are two other factors involved here as well. One 

I. Firdous Azim, "Freedom and Slavery: Looking at Behn's Oroonoko" Infinite Variety: 
Women in Society and Literature. 
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is the fact that the desiring subject here is white and the other is that to make his 'beauty' 

more 'valid ' the description is being Europeanized. So Oroonoko is in one level being 

feminized and objectified while in another level he is being 'whitewashed.' And that not 

only in terms of physical attributes but characteristics as well-

'twas amazing to imagine where it was he learn'd so much Humanity; or, 

to give his Accomplishments a juster Name, where 'twas he got that real 

Greatness of Soul, those refin'd Notions of true Honour, that absolute 

Generosity, and that Softness that was capable of the highest Passions of 

Love and Gallantry, whose Objects were almost continually fighting Men, 

or those mang'd, or dead; who heard no Sounds, but those of War and 

Groans; Some part of it we may attribute to the Care of a French-Man of 

Wit and Learning; who . .. took a great pleasure to teach him Morals, 

Language and Science; and was for it extreamly belov'd and valu 'd by 

him. (Oroonoko, 12) 

These constructions of female sexuality and race are discursive sites in which 

power fluctuates constantly and is appropriated and negotiated frequently . This gives us a 

powerful angle from which to examine power negotiations and gender in the narrative. So 

we see that when a white ' gaze' is upon a black entity, they have to Europeanize it to 

appreciate it. The colour black was not considered beautiful. It is almost like "A black 

man can only be admired conditionally - the 'but of perfect ebony,' ' instead of African 

and flat,' 'bating his colour' and so on." (Azim, 50) As the colour black was not 

considered beautiful Behn had to convey her attraction only in the language that was 

recognizable to her audience. "Feminist criticism has protested against the male gaze in 
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literature, as it defines woman as the sexual ' Other' - as object." (Azim, 49) Here we see 

in the descriptions that Oroonoko is being feminized, and thus racialized representation 

also becomes gendered. Whichever way we look at it, these views are rooted in the 

material , biological, sexed body, yet ultimately are historically/ culturally/ socially 

determined, constructed, and ' discoursed about.' Such theorizing is useful for examining 

issues of power and identity that surround race, class, and gender, without losing sight of 

historical specificity. But as the sexuality of the white female is unfolded, the black 

woman is pushed further and further away. Kadiatu Kanneh has stated this fact in her 

essay "Feminism and the Colonial Body"-

Black and female representations and identities are not simply figurative 

or superficial sites of play and metaphor, but occupy very real political 

spaces of representation, dispossession and resistance. What is 

complicated is the simultaneity of suffering and power, marginalization 

and threat, submission and narcissism, which accrue to Black and 

Women' s bodies and their representation in raciest cultures. (348)1 

What is perhaps most disturbing about this creation of otherness through narration 

is the way guilt, crime, and other negative actions are not dealt with in the level of "self" 

(in this case, in the terms of European ideology) but are handled in terms of otherness. In 

Oroonoko, Behn's narrator, although constantly suspicious of Oroonoko, nonetheless 

feels a great deal of pity for him- even after his brutal murder of his beloved wife. 

Instead of feeling repulsion over his act, she dotes on him and attempts to justifY his 

I. Kadiatu Kanneh, "Feminism and the Colonial Body." Colonial Discourse and Post­
Colonial Theory. 
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actions. While it is not explicitly stated, it seems as though she feels that he, being part of 

this otherness she's created for the reader (and presumably for herself) is not fit or 

qualified to be punished by the same standards as "self' or the white authority. Instead, 

she rationalizes his actions, thus even the reader becomes unconsciously implicit in 

forgiving him of the brutal slaying of his wife and with her killing his unborn child. 

Although Imoinda is mostly silenced in the novel but like all proper heroines fit for such 

heros as Oroonoko she pleads for death in the hands of her husband than to be subject to 

the 'nasty lusts' of the whites. This form of resistance has been a subject of fear for the 

colonizers. Charlotte Sussman in her essay "The Other Problem with Woman" has 

argued, Imoinda' s body is the battleground on which the sexual politics of slavery, as 

well as particular colonial anxieties, are laid bare -

At the same time the novel imagines Imoinda as a conventionally 

disposable possession, it also imagines her as an enormously powerful 

erotic figure. Yet although the conventions of heroic romance allow 

Imoinda no nature that marks her as distinctly African, the context of 

slavery make the erotic power of women seem coercIve and 

constraining... The possibility that captive women might take their 

biology into their own hands, either through abortion or the more extreme 

violence of murder, must have lurked in the imaginations of their white 

owners. The image becomes a sign of the colonist's fear of the 

I consequences of slave culture. (251-252) 

1. Charlotte Sussman, "The Other Problem with Woman," Oroonoko: A Norton Critical 
Edition (232-246) 
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Many of the narrative's conflicts surrounding intersections of race, slavery, and gender 

are played out on the site of the black female body, and the reproductive outcome of 

female sexuality haunts Behn' s text and its female characters- Imoinda, Onahal, etc. 

Imoinda loses first her liberty and then her life, violently yet sentimentally erased, along 

with her unborn child. Onahal on the other hand is more ' effectively' erased. Her black, 

maternal body disappears abruptly from the narrative, never to be heard of again. Behn' s 

white female narrator seems to have the twentieth-century white feminist critic 's 

fascination with the black woman as embodying material ' otherness.' She inspects and 

puts on show the black woman ' s suffering but ultimately refuses to 'comprehend' it. 

Thus "A white woman meets black for the first time in the pages of the English novel" 

but the silencing the other woman is deafening in both sexual and racial levels. Just as 

white society does not comprehend the native rebellion, the white female narrator seems 

not to understand and so remains silent about the black woman. 

Violence in Oroonoko seems to follow as naturally as it did in Othello and will do 

in The Grass is Singing. But whereas in Othello and The Grass is Singing, the white 

woman, due to their desires for the male of the other race, had to face death; in Oroonoko 

the white woman does not suffer form any violence at all. Both Desdemona and Behn' s 

narrator are white women and both are attracted to a man of the other race. Desdemona; 

after being stigmatized by the society and mistreated by her beloved husband; faces a 

violent death in the hands of her husband Othello, who later commits suicide. But Behn 's 

narrator escapes from the violence committed upon Oroonoko very diplomatically. So 

where and how does Behn' s narrator go different Desdemona? At the exact moment 

when the exotic and beautiful black prince Oroonoko was being cut to death by the public 
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mutilation of his body, Behn' s narrator disappears. Although she does mention that if 

(and it is a big 'if') she was there she might have been able to prevent it. But the readers 

are not necessarily convinced because her actual position in the whole setting is never 

properly clarified. And judging from the fatal consequences of the white woman in 

Othello and The Grass is Singing, it seems that she might have spared herself from 

violence and/or death by 'excusing' herself from the brutal scene of Oroonoko' s death. 

Virginia Woolf in A Room of Ones Own, celebrates Aphra Behn as the woman 

who is the first novelist of English literature. From a more one tracked point of view of 

western feminism this in itself is a rather significant issue. But from the more complex 

point of view of postcolonial feminism where the issues of race, gender, colonialism, etc 

becomes intertwined, Behn' s Oroonoko develops into a very important discourse because 

it is the first account ofa white woman's point of view, an expression of her desires. 
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Chapter 3 

The Grass is Singing- Forbidden Desires 

Doris Lessing, in her novel The Grass is Singing, talks about the hidden and 

' forbidden' desires of a white woman for a black man, This novel is a revealing text 

about the black white relationship from several different points, particularly from a 

sexualized angle. The first chapter of this paper concentrated on the expression of female 

desire that lead to violence and death. So logically one might come to the conclusion that 

the repression of female desire is the answer to this problem. But Doris Lessing proves 

this notion to be wrong in The Grass in Singing. Mary Turner, the protagonist of this 

novel, also faces a violent death. But, unlike Desdemona, in her case the cause was the 

repression of her desires at many different levels- social, cultural, psychological, etc. The 

eerie force of attraction and repulsion that Mary has towards her black houseboy Moses is 

the driving force of this novel. The story is set in South Africa of the I 950s. Various 

forms of racial, cultural, ethnic, and spiritual discrimination existed in that world. It was 

preposterous for someone to be attracted towards an individual of the other race. Mary's 

attractions are caused by suppression of her sexuality and her repulsion is caused by years 

of social preconditioning of her mind against the other races. This clashes violently inside 

her and she breaks down completely. It is important to look at the extent to which Mary' s 

feelings about the male natives and about Moses in particular might be coloured by her 

repressed sexuality. The question that arises from such observations is how much these 

feelings are responsible for the manifestation of the psychological, emotional and 
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physical violence portrayed in this novel? It is also essential to understand how the 

Orwellian make-up of the white civilization in Rhodesia imposes boundaries on the 

thought process of the individuals and deforms their identity- inside and outside; to an 

extent that nobody recognizes their essence or existence. 

The principal thematic focuses of the novel as well as its central narrative line are 

constructed around the issue of racism- in this case, the institutionalized racism of 

apartheid. The relationships between the Turners and their black workers, particularly the 

field-hand turned house-servant Moses, serve as a kind of microcosm of the relationships 

between blacks and whites in the South Africa of the time. These relationships in turn 

were founded upon hatred and resentment on both sides- a reluctant need for the other on 

the side of the whites, and increasing frustration and resentment towards the colonizers 

on the part of the blacks. The sense of the other is made uncomfortably real throughout 

the novel. In the end the readers are left with the sickening knowledge that Dick and 

Mary's lives meant nothing, that they were destined to disappear into oblivion, slowly 

swallowed up by the country they found so unforgiving. Was this retribution? Perhaps­

thus a growing atmosphere of alienation, relentless heat, and the physical presence of the 

land become three other palpable characters of this book. And the readers are left with the 

feeling that, although it makes a very sharp social comment, this is a novel about the 

vengeance of the land, and the fact that the white South African colonizers can never 

hope to get used to it or tame it. 

The protagonist Mary Turner is a self-confident, independent young woman who 

turns into the depressed, frustrated wife of an ineffectual, unsuccessful farmer. Little by 

little the ennui of years on the farm works its slow poison on Mary. Mary's despair 
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progresses until the fateful arrival of an enigmatic and virile black servant- Moses. 

Locked in anguish, Mary and Moses- master and slave- become trapped in a deadly web 

of mounting attraction and repulsion. Their psychological and physical tension explodes 

in a disturbing scene that ends this electrifying tale of racial strife and sexual tension. 

This is a story of a woman who goes mad within marriage, fighting to stay inside the 

lines drawn by the society. But Lessing makes sure that the readers have trouble fee ling 

any real sympathy for her. Because this is also a serious study of the ' moral ' collapse ofa 

white woman- which comes to represent the fall of white rule in Africa as well as an 

exploration of that seemingly eternal quartet of dividers - race, nationality, gender and 

class. But one must not forget that she is ultimately a helpless victim of society's 

obsession with hiding a woman's desires. The instillation of these suppressive ideologies 

is immensely strong. In fact they are so strong that the readers can see the struggles that 

Mary Turner goes through with her own self concerning her desire for the black servant-

He was there, just through the thin wall, so close that if it had not been 

there his back would have been six inches from her face! Vividly she 

pictured the broad muscular back, and shuddered. So clear was her vision 

of the native that she imagined she smelled the hot acrid scent of native 

bodies. She could smell it, lying there in the dark. She turned her head 

over, and buried her face in a cushion. (The Grass is Singing, 198) 

The all consuming and losing battle leaves her drained, confused and psychologically 

imbalanced. She did not understand her needs. She has been moulded to such an extent 

by the society that the alien force of her own desire left her breathless. She was taught to 
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hide her feelings and the clash between her passionate self and the rational social veneer 

resulted in a deadly obsession-

She dreamed directly of the native, and on each occasion she woke in 

terror as he touched her. On each occasion in her dream he had stood over 

her, powerful and commanding, yet kind, but forcing her into a position 

where she had to touch him. And there were other dreams, where he did 

not enter directly, but which confused, terrifying, horrible, from which she 

woke sweating in fear, trying to put them out of her mind she became 

afraid to go to sleep ... Often, during the day, she watched him covertly, 

not like a mistress watching a servant work, but with a fearful curiosity, 

remembering those dreams. (The Grass is Singing, 192-193) 

'Desire' and a person's ' self have been seen to be linked closely together. It has 

been used as a measuring device to gauge out who we are. Desires are said to be the very 

essence that reveal the deeply personal being that a human is when the social, religious, 

cultural , individual controls are not at work. It is imperative to look at the patterns of a 

person 's desires in order to determine his or her gendered identity. Feminist critics like 

Julia Kristeva have also insisted that an understanding of one 's desires is vital in order to 

have any idea of who that person is. This is not necessarily in the sense that what the 

person "really wants indicates who that person really is," (188)1 but in the sense that it is 

"the organization of desire" that holds the very identity despite the intrusions of society 

and rationality. As Kathy J. Whitson has stated-

1. Julia Kristeva, "Woman's Time" The Kristeva Reader (187-213) 
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The rigidity of gendered categories became problematic for people who 

did not fit the expected mould ... and for people whose preferences were 

not known. (222)1 

Woman's desire has always been a totally silent subject. It has been carefully established 

as a taboo for ages. As Lynne Pearce has stated-

Woman's desires, and by extension feminine sexuality, cannot be treated 

as fully public; something dangerous might happen, secrets might be let 

out, if they were open to view ... so a woman keeps gyrating in the dark 

forest of her own subjugated fears, desires and redemption." (58i 

But why is there not a space to desire for women? Why has it been established as 

one of the most rigorous taboos? Simone de Beauvoir believes that a woman ' s eroticism 

is much more complex and deep and it also reflects the complexity of the feminine 

situation. She also accuses the male insecurities and their desire to control as being the 

reasons behind the 'rigorous taboos ' on female desire-

The erotic attitude of the female is very complex at the moment when she 

faces the male for the first time. It is not true, as is some times maintained 

that the virgin is unacquainted with sexual desires and that the man must 

awaken her sex feeling. This legend once again betrays the male 's flair for 

domination, expressing his wish that she should be in no way independent, 

even in her longing for him. (397P 

I. Kathy 1. Whitson, "Sexuality" Encyclopedia of Feminist Literature (221-223) 
2. Lynne Pearce, "Gesture and Gaze" Feminism and the Politics of Reading (57-59) 
3. Simone de Beauvoir, "Dreams, Fears, Idols" The Second Sex (171-228) 
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This can be clearly seen in the novel in the very beginning through the reaction of 

the society that Lessing records as well as through the character of Charlie Slatter and 

Tony Marston. Society wanted to censor the news of Mary's murder-

Keeping it perhaps as an omen or a warning ... They did not di scuss the 

murder; that was the most extraordinary thing about it. It was as if they 

had a sixth sense which told them everything there was to be known. The 

murder was simply not discussed. 'A bad business' someone would 

remark; and the faces of the people round about would put on that 

reserved and guarded look. ' A very bad business,' came the reply- and that 

was the end of it. There was, it seemed, a tacit agreement that the Turner 

case should not be given undue pUblicity by gossip. (The Grass is Singing, 

9-10) 

But why is there a secrecy surrounding Mary 's death? Because if her death is talked 

about, her desire, her relationship with Moses will come into focus. And that was simply 

not an option. The white society was not ready to acknowledge that such feelings existed 

even in gossip. Another instance where the magnitude of the mindsets becomes clear is 

when Charlie comes to visit the Turners. He noticed the poverty, the sickness, and 

everything but what spurred him into taking immediate action is Mary ' s behaviour 

towards Moses-

It was the tone on Mary's voice when she spoke to the native that jarred 

on him: she was speaking to him with exactly the same flirtatious with 

which she had spoken to himself. (The Grass is Singing, 219) 
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Tony 's reaction is also important because he is the only witness of the relationship 

between Mary and Moses. He has been portrayed as someone who has a new outlook of 

some sort. His reaction was to completely block out that any such thing could happen-

Hypocrisy, as Tony defined it, was the first thing that had struck him on 

his arrival. He had read enough about psychology to understand the sexual 

aspect of the colour bar, one of whose foundations is the jealousy of the 

white man for the superior sexual potency of the native; but he was 

surprised at one of the guarded, a white woman, so easily evading the 

barrier . .. he felt it would be rather like having a relation with an animal, in 

spite of his 'progressiveness.' It was from this point of view that he chose 

to see the affair; the other was too difficult fo r him. (The Grass is Singing, 

230-231) 

These reactions show the extent of the prejudices existing in that society. The nature of 

what was between Mary and Moses was too much to handle for them. 

Mary suffers from what Homi Bhabha calls "the insatiable fear and desire for the 

Negro" (114)1 She was a women of the 'superior' race. Any possibility of any human 

feelings towards the ' others' were almost violently wiped out through reinforcing a 

multitude of racial, social and religious prejudices. Whenever one white woman took 

one tentative step towards the desire that might have just begun to form in her heart for 

the 'other' she becomes walled in by the ideologies hammered into her-

There remains the fact that he is black ... you're go ing to get yourself 

1. Homi Bhabha "Remembering Fanon: Self, psyche and the colonial condition" 
Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory (112-122) 
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talked about if you go on attracting attention this way. A Negro? 

Shameful- it's beneath contempt. Associating with anybody of that race is 

just utterly disgracing yourself. (66)1 

Mary fell into a bottomless pit of self contradiction and anxiety when she recognized 

within herself a desire for a male of the other race. As a woman physical desire in itself 

was a foreign and forbidden concept to her. On top of that she has been taught to look at 

the ' other' race as lesser humans or not as human at all but something close to an animal. 

She feels that by desiring the black man she has let her race down. She is made to feel 

that she has ' disgraced' or ' degraded' herself and her race by her ' unnatural ' desire. She 

becomes the victim to the self pity and acute sense of inferiority due to the skin colour of 

the person she desires. On top of that, for desiring a black man, her self worth, her own 

sense of self justification within herself decreases immensely. She is thus deprived of the 

strength that hatred for the 'other' would have provided. These feelings of self 

contradiction lead to anxiety, unrest and ultimately her violent murder by Moses. Thus 

the uncharted territories of desire work as a palpable force. 

Apart from the racial complications, existence of desire in the female is basically 

shocking and must therefore be suppressed. The exclusions of female desire from 

literature as a whole works like a domino effect, a recipe of disaster. Because neither 

truth nor desire, however one chooses to define it, is the exclusive property of any certain 

text. So if a female character yearns for, that is, desires someone she is still expressing 

1. Frantz Fanon, "The Man of Colour and the White Woman" Black Skin While 
Masks (63-82) 
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a desire not officially permitted in society. This rare 'scandalized' occurrence is not the 

common behavior norm, except in fictions, even that is not comfortably handled. 

Otherwise it carries the threat of becoming the living breathing proof of women having a 

mind of their own; they might even be proved to be as much of human as men think 

themselves to be. That cannot be an option for the patriarchal system. So the plots of the 

fictions that shape fates insist that female capacity for desiring, unlike its male 

counterpart, generates eternal suffering. That may be the reason why Mary got obsessed 

trying to redirect her desires, but Lessing allows it to surface exactly when it is being 

repressed. 

The Grass is Singing is a book that leaves the reader with a lot of questions. By 

the end the reader is filled with mounting frustration because Moses was the one voice 

that Doris Lessing consciously makes them really want to hear, but ultimately denies. 

The readers develop a need to know what goes on in his mind corresponding to what goes 

on in Mary's mind in order to compare and contrast the two so that they can understand 

or at least come to terms with the uncanny story. Yet his is the one voice Lessing denies. 

On the last page, she shifts from referring to him as Moses to calling him "the native" 

once more. Nothing here is accidental, but the question is what are her reasons for 

denying Moses a voice and finally even an identity? Is it because she did not feel 

qualified, having lived as a white South African herself, to put words in the mouth or 

even thoughts in the mind, of a black houseboy? Or is it because, at that time and place, 

the black man really had no voice to call his own? And also why do the readers yearn to 

hear the voice of Moses? Through the complete absence of Moses ' voice the sense of the 

other is made uncomfortably real. In the other two texts this act of silencing is at work as 
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well. In Othello the audience gets to know Desdemona's desire and Othello seems to just 

go with the flow. But it is not made clear what Othello desires besides becoming a part of 

the white Venetian society. Othello is the protagonist of a play and thus through his 

dialogues the audience senses his jealousy, his insecurities, his fears, everything but 

somehow his desires seem to be hidden from view. In Oroonoko this act of silencing is 

even more visible. The novel is a narrative of a white woman who restates the stories she 

had hear from the protagonist Oroonoko himself. But in all the stories, events and 

descriptions that she provides, nowhere can the readers hear the voice of Imoinda. Her 

function in the novel seems to be like a stage prop that is moved around, stared at, but 

never heard from. There is an almost uncanny similarity between the way the characters 

of Moses and Imoinda are dealt with in the two texts which otherwise are centuries apart. 

Both Behn and Lessing give a very detailed description of the physical attributes of these 

characters. They both compel the readers to stare or to gaze upon the si lenced ' other. ' 

Thus it seems that in order to give voice to one, some 'other' has to be thoroughly 

silenced. In The Grass is Singing, it is obvious that she has known the white people, for 

she clearly knows not just what they think, but how they think. Her narrative very 

sardonically, very accurately conveys the racist outlook of her characters. But the black 

people are left as an impenetrable black mass. Everyone knows that the murder is nothing 

like the black and white, open and shut case it is widely portrayed to be. But the 

authorities are not capable of portraying it in any other way. They are simply incapable of 

contemplating the idea that the native could be anything but wholly responsible for the 

murder of Mary Turner. Clear mitigating factors are not only swept aside; somehow they 

just are not seen. Charlie and Tony know that the murdered had been having a 
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relationship with the murderer. They see the mitigating factors , but shut their eyes against 

it. They see themselves as "defending" the values and integrity of the white community. 

The Grass Is Singing is a terrifying analysis of a failed marriage. It is a horrifYing 

study of the obsession and neurosis of suppressed white female sexuality. And it is also a 

study of the fear of black power and energy that Lessing saw as underlying the white 

colonial experience of Africa. The novel's treatment of the tragic decline of Mary and 

Dick Turner's life, marriage and most importantly their minds becomes a metaphor for 

the whole white presence in Africa. 
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Epilogue 

"Desire can be seen as an antidote to domination. But 'miscegenation' 

undermines the purist's notions of racial 'purity' and difference. 

Interracial connection, both social-political and sexual, has sometimes 

been seen as a pnmary challenge for racial separatists, both white and 

black. They tried to discredit and undermine interracial desire by linking 

them to miscegenous desire and to the annihilation of racial identity and 

race itself." (3)1 

The threat of cross-racial Unions, especially between black men and white 

women, was enhanced by fear of emancipated blacks. Anti-black sentiment created a 

mass frenzy about the need to protect white people, especially white women, from 

'contamination.' This resulted in increased numbers of violence against black men and 

heightened tension between white and black populations. As a result, any writer who 

attempted to address issues associated with race relations in general , and with 

transgressive interracial relations in particular, risked censure or more violent 

repercussIOns. The potentially explosive responses that actual and represented 

black/white sexual unions produced, symbolizes more than the taboo of crossing racial 

lines. They invoked a history of slavery and exploitation. Moreover, interracial unions 

challenged racist ideologies, which claimed that whites were superior and should 

I. Pamela E. Barnett, "Desire and Domination" Dangerous Desire: Literature of Sexual 
Freedom and Sexual Violence since the Sixties (3 -46) 
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therefore maintain a separate and higher status than blacks. Despite the forbidden nature 

of cross-racial alliances, particularly the involvement of white women with black men, 

the three texts chosen for this paper deals with this sensitive issue. 

Feminism and post colonialism are both initially ways of revolting against white 

male supremacy. Thus there are two delicate and complicated sides to analyzing 

interracial desire. The first is the issue of female desire and the second is the interracial 

aspects of it. Expression of the desires of women in it self is a sensitive issue. The 

patriarchal society has done all it could to prevent the expression of female desire. All 

three texts chosen for this paper deals with the expression and the repression of female 

desire and the consequences related to this. It only serves to complicate the situation 

more as the interracial struggle is mixed with it. When it comes to the white woman ' s 

desire for the black man, the society is absolutely unforgiving. Any possibility of this 

kind of desire had been eliminated through severe implementation of social prejudices as 

well as religious and cultural reinforcements. Miscegenation was not an option for the 

colonizers because it was the biggest threat for the 'purity' of the whole race. But 

nevertheless in the pages of literature we find women like Aphra Behn, Desdemona, 

Adela Quested, Mary Turner, etc who are trapped in a the desire for the 'exotic other. ' 

This desire is a complex and constructed kind of a desire that has an interplay of fear and 

stereotypes which take control of the confused and repressed white female sexuality. 

Thus through all the elements such as fear, desire, gaze, silencing, power play, etc. it is 

the consequent violence that reinforces the taboo nature of interracial desire. 
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