
the fifth child doris lessing
the fifth child doris lessing is a compelling novel that explores complex
themes of family, societal norms, and the nature of evil. Written by Nobel
Prize-winning author Doris Lessing, this work delves into the disturbing
story of a family struggling to cope with their fifth child, who is markedly
different from his siblings. The novel combines elements of psychological
horror and social commentary, making it a profound and unsettling read. This
article examines the plot, themes, characters, and the literary significance
of "The Fifth Child" by Doris Lessing. Additionally, it highlights the
critical reception and the novel’s place within Lessing’s broader oeuvre. The
following sections will provide a detailed analysis and a comprehensive
understanding of this important literary work.
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Critical Reception and Legacy

Overview of "The Fifth Child"
"The Fifth Child" is a novella published in 1988 by Doris Lessing. It tells
the story of Harriet and David Lovatt, a seemingly perfect couple living an
idyllic suburban life who decide to have a large family. Their first four
children grow up in a loving environment, but the arrival of their fifth
child, Ben, disrupts the family’s harmony. Ben is physically and behaviorally
different; he is violent, uncontrollable, and feared by his family and
community. The narrative follows the Lovatt family’s struggle to accept and
manage this disruptive presence, exploring the impact on their relationships
and social standing.

Plot Summary
The story begins with Harriet and David’s romantic and traditional view of
family life. As they welcome their fifth child, Ben’s abnormality becomes
apparent. Unlike his siblings, Ben exhibits primal and aggressive behavior
that frightens those around him. The family’s attempts to integrate Ben into
their lives lead to tension and tragedy, forcing them to confront difficult
questions about nature versus nurture and the limits of parental love.



Setting and Context
The novel is set in post-war England, reflecting the social and cultural
expectations of the time regarding family, conformity, and normalcy. The
suburban setting emphasizes the contrast between the Lovatt family’s outward
respectability and the disturbing reality beneath the surface. This backdrop
reinforces the novel’s critique of societal pressure and the stigmatization
of difference.

Main Themes in "The Fifth Child"
Doris Lessing uses "The Fifth Child" to explore several profound and
interrelated themes that resonate with readers and critics alike. These
themes deepen the narrative and challenge conventional ideas about family and
society.

Family and Motherhood
The novel scrutinizes the idealized notion of family, particularly the role
of motherhood. Harriet’s initial joy in motherhood gradually transforms into
fear and alienation as she struggles to care for Ben. The book questions the
limits of maternal love and the expectations placed on women to maintain
familial harmony despite extraordinary challenges.

Nature versus Nurture
"The Fifth Child" raises the debate of innate characteristics versus
environmental influence. Ben’s violent and abnormal behavior suggests an
inherent difference that cannot be mitigated by love or discipline. This
theme asks whether some traits are genetically predetermined and how society
should respond to those who deviate from the norm.

Alienation and Social Conformity
The novel highlights the alienation experienced by both Ben and his family.
Their community’s reaction to Ben’s behavior reveals societal intolerance
toward difference and the pressure to conform. The Lovatt family’s social
standing deteriorates as they become isolated, illustrating the harsh
consequences of deviating from societal expectations.

Fear and the Unknown
Fear permeates the narrative, particularly fear of the unknown and
uncontrollable. Ben’s presence symbolizes a disruption of order and



challenges the family’s—and society’s—sense of security. This theme enhances
the psychological tension and horror elements within the story.

Character Analysis
The characters in "The Fifth Child" are essential to understanding the
novel’s deeper meanings. Doris Lessing crafts complex individuals whose
interactions reveal the story’s central conflicts.

Harriet Lovatt
Harriet is the protagonist and narrator, representing traditional values and
maternal instincts. Her journey from hopeful mother to a woman overwhelmed by
her son’s differences provides emotional depth and insight into the novel’s
themes. Harriet’s internal conflict and societal pressures embody the
struggle between personal love and public expectation.

David Lovatt
David is Harriet’s husband, embodying patriarchal values and the desire for a
large, conventional family. His initial optimism turns to frustration and
denial as Ben’s behavior disrupts their lives. David’s character illustrates
the limitations of conventional responses to extraordinary circumstances.

Ben
Ben is the titular fifth child, whose physical and behavioral abnormalities
define the novel’s conflict. He is portrayed as almost otherworldly, evoking
fear and revulsion. Ben’s character challenges readers to consider the nature
of evil and difference, as well as the ethical dilemmas faced by families and
society.

The Other Children
The four older siblings represent normalcy and the ideal family image. Their
interactions with Ben highlight themes of inclusion and exclusion, innocence
and awareness. They also serve as a contrast to Ben’s disruptive presence.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques
Doris Lessing employs distinctive literary techniques in "The Fifth Child" to
enhance the novel’s psychological and thematic impact.



Narrative Perspective
The story is told from Harriet’s first-person point of view, providing
intimate access to her thoughts and emotions. This perspective offers a
subjective understanding of events, emphasizing the personal and familial
impact of Ben’s presence while also allowing ambiguity regarding his nature.

Symbolism and Imagery
The novel uses symbolic imagery to reinforce its themes. Ben is often
described in animalistic terms, symbolizing primal fear and the breakdown of
civilized order. The suburban home represents societal expectations and the
fragile façade of normality.

Concise and Direct Prose
Lessing’s writing style in the novella is clear, concise, and devoid of
unnecessary embellishment. This directness intensifies the emotional and
psychological tension, creating a haunting and unsettling atmosphere
throughout the narrative.

Use of Horror Elements
Though primarily a psychological and social novel, "The Fifth Child"
incorporates elements typical of horror fiction, such as fear, the unknown,
and the monstrous child. These aspects contribute to the novel’s unique tone
and its exploration of human fears on both personal and societal levels.

Critical Reception and Legacy
"The Fifth Child" has been widely discussed in literary circles and remains a
significant work within Doris Lessing’s career. It has attracted critical
acclaim as well as some controversy due to its unsettling subject matter.

Critical Acclaim
Critics have praised the novel for its incisive social critique and
psychological depth. Lessing’s ability to blend realism with elements of the
uncanny has been highlighted as a key strength. The novella is considered a
powerful exploration of family dynamics and societal pressures.



Controversy and Interpretation
The novel’s portrayal of Ben and his impact on the family has sparked debate
about themes of otherness and the representation of disability and
difference. Some interpretations view the story as a metaphor for societal
fears of the abnormal, while others focus on its commentary on motherhood and
social conformity.

Influence and Adaptations
"The Fifth Child" has influenced contemporary discussions about family and
social norms. It has been adapted into stage plays and films, expanding its
reach and impact. The novella remains a relevant study in the complexities of
human relationships and societal expectations.

Legacy within Doris Lessing’s Work
The novella exemplifies Lessing’s broader literary concerns, including gender
roles, psychological realism, and social criticism. "The Fifth Child"
complements her other works by continuing to challenge readers’ perceptions
of normality and morality.

Key Takeaways from "The Fifth Child" by Doris
Lessing

The novel presents a stark examination of family dynamics disrupted by
an abnormal child.

It addresses critical themes such as motherhood, nature versus nurture,
and social alienation.

Doris Lessing’s narrative style combines psychological insight with
elements of horror and symbolism.

The story provokes reflection on societal attitudes towards difference
and conformity.

"The Fifth Child" holds an important place in contemporary literature
and Lessing’s body of work.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Fifth Child' by Doris
Lessing?
The main theme of 'The Fifth Child' is the clash between societal
expectations of family life and the reality of dealing with a child who is
different, exploring issues of normality, otherness, and family dynamics.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Fifth Child' and what
challenges does she face?
The protagonist is Harriet Lovatt, a woman who desires a large, happy family
but faces immense challenges when her fifth child, Ben, is born with
disturbing and uncontrollable behavior, threatening the family's stability.

How does Doris Lessing portray the character of Ben
in 'The Fifth Child'?
Ben is portrayed as a mysterious and unsettling child whose abnormal behavior
and physical differences create fear and tension within the family and
community, symbolizing the darker side of human nature and social rejection.

What social issues does 'The Fifth Child' address?
The novel addresses social issues such as the stigma of disability and
difference, the pressures of conformity in family life, the limits of
parental love, and the societal expectations placed on women and families.

How does the setting influence the story in 'The
Fifth Child'?
Set in suburban England during the 1960s and 1970s, the setting emphasizes
the contrast between the idealized image of the perfect family and the
reality of the Lovatt family's struggles, highlighting societal norms and
expectations of that era.

What is the significance of the title 'The Fifth
Child'?
The title highlights the importance of the fifth child, Ben, whose arrival
disrupts the family's perfect image and brings underlying tensions to the
surface, serving as the central focus of the novel's exploration of
difference and acceptance.



How does 'The Fifth Child' reflect Doris Lessing's
views on motherhood and family?
Through Harriet's experiences, Lessing critiques traditional notions of
motherhood and family, illustrating the complexities, hardships, and
sometimes the failure of idealized family structures when faced with an
extraordinary challenge.

Additional Resources
1. The Golden Notebook by Doris Lessing
This novel is one of Doris Lessing’s most famous works, exploring the
fragmented psyche of a woman writer through multiple notebooks. It delves
into themes of mental health, political ideology, and personal identity. Like
*The Fifth Child*, it showcases Lessing's ability to probe deeply into human
psychology and social norms.

2. Children of Violence Series by Doris Lessing
This five-book series traces the life of Martha Quest from adolescence to
middle age, against the backdrop of political and social change. Lessing
examines themes such as family dynamics, societal expectations, and personal
growth. The series complements *The Fifth Child* by exploring complex family
relationships and individual struggles.

3. We Have Always Lived in the Castle by Shirley Jackson
This gothic novel centers on two sisters living in isolation after a family
tragedy, highlighting themes of otherness and family secrets. Like *The Fifth
Child*, it explores the darker side of family life and the impact of an
outsider within the domestic sphere.

4. The Stepford Wives by Ira Levin
A chilling satire about the eerie perfection of suburban housewives, this
novel critiques societal expectations of women and family roles. It shares
with *The Fifth Child* a focus on the unsettling undercurrents beneath a
seemingly normal family life.

5. Room by Emma Donoghue
Told from the perspective of a young boy held captive with his mother, this
novel explores themes of confinement, family bonds, and survival. It
resonates with *The Fifth Child* through its portrayal of unconventional
family situations and the complexities of motherhood.

6. The Ice Storm by Rick Moody
Set in the 1970s, this novel examines the disintegration of two suburban
families during a Thanksgiving weekend. It explores themes of dysfunction,
alienation, and the impact of societal change on family life, paralleling
*The Fifth Child*’s focus on domestic instability.

7. Room at the Top by John Braine



This post-war British novel explores ambition, class, and personal
relationships within a tightly knit community. Although differing in tone, it
shares with *The Fifth Child* an interest in societal pressures and the
consequences of personal choices on family and social status.

8. The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath
A semi-autobiographical novel chronicling a young woman's descent into mental
illness, it explores themes of identity, societal expectations, and
alienation. Like *The Fifth Child*, it probes the psychological impact of
societal and familial pressures on women.

9. Room for One More by Elizabeth Taylor
This novel centers on a family grappling with the arrival of a new child and
the ensuing tensions and adjustments. It echoes *The Fifth Child* in its
nuanced portrayal of family dynamics and the challenges of accommodating
change within intimate relationships.
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