
Doris Lessing The Fifth Child

Doris Lessing's The Fifth Child is a profound exploration of family dynamics,
societal norms, and the complexities of motherhood. Published in 1988, this
novel delves into the dark undercurrents of familial love and the challenges
posed by an unconventional child. Lessing, a Nobel Prize-winning author, uses
her narrative to examine the boundaries of acceptance and the implications of
raising a child who embodies both hope and fear. The story is as much about
the individual characters as it is about the societal pressures that shape
their lives, making it a significant work in contemporary literature.

Plot Overview

The novel begins with the story of David and Harriet Lovatt, a couple who are
eager to establish a traditional family. They dream of a large home filled
with children, laughter, and warmth. The narrative is set in the 1960s, a
time marked by social change and the questioning of established norms. As



David and Harriet build their dream life, they find themselves pregnant with
their first child, which is the beginning of a series of events that will
test their values and their love.

As the story progresses, Harriet becomes pregnant with her fifth child, Ben.
Unlike her previous pregnancies, Ben is different from the outset. His birth
brings a sense of dread rather than joy. Ben is described as a strange,
unsettling child whose behavior is peculiar and often frightening. This
pivotal moment sets the stage for the unraveling of the Lovatt family as they
confront the realities of parenting a child who defies their expectations.

The Family Dynamics

The Lovatt family is initially portrayed as a typical nuclear family, with
Harriet and David embodying the ideal parents. However, as Ben’s differences
become more pronounced, the family dynamic shifts dramatically. The novel
highlights several key themes related to family dynamics:

1. Parental Expectations: Harriet and David have a vision of what their
family should look like, but Ben's arrival challenges those ideals. Their
inability to accept Ben leads to significant strain on their marriage and
relationships with their other children.

2. Isolation and Alienation: As Ben grows, he becomes increasingly isolated,
not just from society but also from his family. Lessing depicts the emotional
barriers that form as the family grapples with their inability to accept Ben
as he is.

3. Societal Judgment: The Lovatt family faces judgment from friends,
neighbors, and even strangers. Lessing captures the societal pressure to
conform to norms, illustrating how deviation from the expected can lead to
ostracization.

The Symbolism of Ben

Ben is a complex character who serves as a symbol of various societal fears
and anxieties. His existence raises questions about the nature of humanity,
the definition of normalcy, and the limits of parental love. The following
aspects of Ben’s character illustrate this symbolism:

1. The 'Other'

Ben embodies the concept of the 'Other,' representing what is different and,
in many ways, threatening to the established order. His behavior and
appearance are unsettling to those around him, evoking a visceral reaction of
fear and rejection. This notion of the 'Other' prompts readers to reflect on
their own biases and prejudices toward those who do not fit societal norms.

2. The Consequences of Rejection

Ben’s treatment by his family and society serves as a commentary on the



consequences of rejection. His isolation leads to a cycle of anger and
violence, illustrating how neglect and misunderstanding can manifest in
destructive ways. Lessing’s portrayal of Ben encourages readers to consider
the impact of their societal attitudes on individuals who are perceived as
different.

3. The Challenge to Maternal Instincts

Harriet’s struggle with her feelings toward Ben challenges traditional
notions of maternal instinct. Rather than unconditional love, Harriet
grapples with feelings of fear, resentment, and guilt. This internal conflict
highlights the complexities of motherhood and the unrealistic expectations
often placed on women to love their children unconditionally, regardless of
circumstances.

Thematic Exploration

Lessing’s narrative is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers.
Some of the most prominent themes include:

1. The Nature of Love

The novel questions the limits of love and acceptance. Harriet’s journey
illustrates the struggle to reconcile her love for her children with the
reality of Ben’s behavior. Lessing challenges the idea that love is always
nurturing and unconditional, revealing the darker facets that can emerge
under pressure.

2. The Concept of Normalcy

Normalcy is a recurring theme throughout the story. The Lovatt family’s
initial aspirations reflect societal ideals, but Ben’s existence disrupts
this notion. Lessing invites readers to reconsider what it means to be
'normal' and how societal definitions can be exclusionary and damaging.

3. The Impact of Society on Family Life

The novel underscores the influence of societal expectations on family
dynamics. Harriet and David’s descent into crisis is exacerbated by their
fear of judgment from others. This theme highlights the intersection of
personal and societal narratives, illustrating how external pressures can
shape individual experiences.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, The Fifth Child received a mix of praise and criticism.



Some readers lauded Lessing’s bold exploration of difficult themes, while
others found the narrative unsettling and challenging. The novel’s candid
portrayal of motherhood and societal rejection resonated with many, making it
a significant work in feminist literature.

Lessing's ability to evoke deep emotional responses through her characters
has cemented The Fifth Child as a classic. Its exploration of the
complexities of family life continues to be relevant, prompting discussions
about acceptance, love, and the nature of humanity.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

The themes and narrative techniques employed by Lessing in The Fifth Child
have influenced numerous contemporary writers. The novel serves as a
precursor to discussions about disability, mental health, and the
complexities of parenting in modern literature. Authors who explore themes of
the 'Other' and societal rejection often draw inspiration from Lessing’s
work.

Conclusion

Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child is a haunting and thought-provoking
exploration of family, societal norms, and the nature of love. Through the
lens of the Lovatt family, Lessing invites readers to confront uncomfortable
truths about acceptance and the complexities of motherhood. The novel’s
enduring relevance speaks to its power as a literary work, challenging us to
reflect on our own prejudices and the boundaries of familial love. As readers
navigate the unsettling journey of Ben and the Lovatt family, they are
compelled to examine their own definitions of normalcy, acceptance, and what
it truly means to love unconditionally.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Doris Lessing's
'The Fifth Child'?
The main themes include motherhood, societal expectations, the nature of
family, and the concept of the 'other' as it relates to social norms and
individuality.

How does Doris Lessing portray the character of Ben
in 'The Fifth Child'?
Ben is depicted as an unsettling and often violent child, representing the
fears and challenges of parenting and the limits of societal acceptance.

What role does the setting play in 'The Fifth Child'?
The setting, primarily the suburban home, reflects the idealized family life
that clashes with the reality of the disruptive presence of Ben, symbolizing
the conflict between societal norms and personal struggles.



What is the significance of the title 'The Fifth
Child'?
The title signifies not only the literal fifth child of the protagonist, but
also represents the idea of the unexpected and the challenges that arise when
confronting the unconventional within the family structure.

In what ways does 'The Fifth Child' challenge
traditional views on family?
The novel challenges traditional views by highlighting the difficulties of
accepting a child who does not conform to societal expectations, thus
questioning the definition of a 'normal' family.

How does Lessing address the theme of isolation in
'The Fifth Child'?
Isolation is a prevalent theme, as the characters, particularly the mother,
experience emotional and social isolation due to Ben's behavior, leading to
strained relationships and a sense of alienation from the community.

What critical reception did 'The Fifth Child' receive
upon its release?
Upon its release, 'The Fifth Child' received mixed reviews, with some
praising Lessing's exploration of complex themes and others critiquing the
portrayal of Ben as overly negative or disturbing.
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