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UNDERSTANDING
THE DEPTHS OF
ISOLATION: AN
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BY DORIS LESSING

Doris Lessing’s short
story, To Room
Nineteen, remains
one of the most
haunting and
psychologically

penetrating works of
twentieth-century
literature. First
published in 1963
within the collection A
Man and Two Women,
the narrative explores
the quiet unraveling of

a woman trapped not
by poverty or overt
oppression, but by the
very freedoms and
comforts that define
modern suburban life.
The story follows Susan
Rawlings, an
intelligent, capable
woman who seemingly
has everything a
person could desire,
yet finds herself
sinking into a profound
and inexplicable
despair. What makes
To Room Nineteen
Doris Lessing so
enduringly powerful is
its unflinching
examination of the gap
between external
success and internal
reality, a theme that


https://everybodystreet.com/

resonates as strongly
today as it did in the
mid-twentieth century.
The story does not
offer easy answers or
dramatic villains.
Instead, it presents a
slowly tightening spiral
of alienation, where
the most dangerous
enemy is the one
lurking within the self.
By delving into Susan’s
journey from capable
matriarch to a woman
who finds her only
peace in a rented room
in a seedy hotel,
Lessing crafts a
devastating critique of
the expectations
placed upon women
and the corrosive
nature of repressed
emotion.

The

Historical
and
Literary
Context
of the
Story

To fully appreciate To
Room Nineteen
Doris Lessing, it is
essential to understand
the literary and social
landscape from which
it emerged. Written
during the early 1960s,
the story occupies a
pivotal moment in both
feminist thought and
literary modernism.
The post-war era had
cemented the ideal of
the suburban
housewife as the
ultimate achievement
for women, yet

2 To Room Nineteen Doris Lessing 2026-06-10



To Room Nineteen Doris Lessing 3

beneath this glossy
surface, many women
felt a profound sense
of confinement.
Lessing, who was
deeply engaged with
existentialist

philosophy and
psychoanalysis,
brought a sharp

intellectual rigor to her
exploration of domestic
life. She was not simply
writing a protest piece
against housework or
marriage. Rather, she
was interested in the
very structure of
consciousness and how
identity can erode
when it is defined
solely by roles. The
story predates the
second-wave feminist
movement’s popular
peak, yet it anticipates
many of its core
concerns. Lessing’s
work often blurred the
lines between realism
and psychological
introspection, and To

Room Nineteen
exemplifies this
approach. The

narrative is grounded
in the mundane details
of London suburban
life, yet it gradually
descends into a space
that feels almost
mythological in its
representation of inner
emptiness. This tension
between the ordinary
and the profound gives
the story its distinctive,
unsettling power.

Plot
Summary
and
Narrative
Structure

The narrative of To
Room Nineteen
Doris Lessing is
deceptively simple.



Susan and Matthew
Rawlings are an
intelligent, rational
couple who marry and
build an ideal life. They
have four children, a
beautiful home in
Richmond, and a
marriage founded on
mutual respect and
shared values. Early in
the story, Lessing
establishes that the
Rawlingses have been
careful to avoid the
mistakes of others.
They value their
independence and
their intellectual
companionship.

However, a crack
appears when the
youngest twins begin
school and Susan finds
herself alone in the
house for the first time
in years. She
experiences an
inexplicable silence, a
void that she cannot fill
with gardening,
reading, or social

engagements.

Matthew, in turn,
begins a minor affair,
which they handle with
what they believe is
mature transparency.
Yet this event deepens
Susan’'s sense of
disconnection. She
begins to retreat, first
into a small room in
her own home, then
into a series of
anonymous hotel
rooms. Eventually, she
discovers Room
Nineteen at a hotel in a
shabby part of London.
There, she finds a
strange, essential
peace. The story builds
toward a devastating
climax as Susan’s need
for this private space
becomes absolute,
leading to a conclusion
that is both shocking
and, in the context of
the narrative, tragically
logical. Lessing
constructs the story
with a cold, almost
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clinical precision,
allowing the reader to
witness Susan’s

decline without the
comfort of dramatic
outbursts or clear
external causes. This
restraint is what makes
the reading experience
SO profoundly
uncomfortable.

THE CENTRAL
THEMES IN TO
ROOM NINETEEN
BY DORIS LESSING

The
Problem
of the
Self and
ldentity

At its core, To Room
Nineteen Doris
Lessing is an

exploration of identity
and the difficulty of
maintaining a coherent
sense of self when one
is entirely defined by
external roles. Susan is
a mother, a wife, a
hostess, and a
manager of a
household. She
performs these roles
with competence and
intelligence. Yet, as the
story progresses, she
realizes that these
roles have consumed
the person who was
supposed to inhabit
them. She describes a
sense of being
watched, or of being a
false version of herself.
This is not simple
depression in the
conventional sense. It
is a philosophical crisis.
The silence that Susan
encounters when the
children leave for
school is not just
loneliness. It is the
terrifying sound of an



absent self. Lessing
uses the motif of the
empty house to
symbolize this internal
void. Susan’s search
for a room of her own
is a search for a space
where she can exist
without performance,
without being Susan
Rawlings, the wife and
mother. Room
Nineteen offers her the
terrifying freedom of
being nobody. This
theme strikes a
profound chord with
readers because it
speaks to the universal
human need for an
authentic inner life, a
space that is not
colonized by the
demands of others.

Marriage,
Rationalit

y, and
Repressio
n

Another critical theme
in To Room Nineteen
Doris Lessing is the
inadequacy of
rationality as a tool for
managing emotional
life. Matthew and
Susan pride
themselves on being
modern, sensible
people who discuss
everything openly.
They handle Matthew’s
affair with what they
believe is enlightened
maturity. However, this
very rationality
becomes a trap.
Because there is no
obvious reason for
Susan’s unhappiness,
she and Matthew
cannot address it.
There is no villain, no
traumatic event, no

6 To Room Nineteen Doris Lessing 2026-06-10



To Room Nineteen Doris Lessing 7

concrete problem to
solve. The marriage,
which is built on
mutual tolerance and
reasoned discussion,
cannot accommodate
the irrational, the
silent, the inexplicable.
Lessing suggests that
the cult of rational
partnership in modern
marriage can be just as
oppressive as more
traditional forms of
control. Susan is
trapped by the very
openness of her
marriage. She cannot
complain because she
has no grievance that
can be articulated in
the language of their
shared rationality. This
leads to a profound
sense of isolation. She
is drowning in a sea of
understanding and
tolerance, and no one
can see it because the
water looks so calm.
The story critiques the
idea that emotional

problems can be
solved through logic
and dialogue. Some
parts of the human
soul, Lessing implies,
need silence, not
conversation.

The
Symbolis
m of
Space
and the
Room

The title itself points to
the central symbol of
the story. To Room
Nineteen Doris
Lessing uses physical
space as a metaphor
for psychological
territory. The journey
throughout the
narrative is one of



progressive spatial
retreat. Susan first
withdraws to the
basement room in her
own house, a space
that is isolated but still
within the domain of
her domestic life. This
room is a halfway
point. She then moves
to the anonymous
hotel rooms, which
offer a more complete
escape from her
identity. Finally, she
arrives at Room
Nineteen, which
becomes her true
home. This room is
significant precisely
because of its lack of
personal meaning. It is
nondescript, shabby,
and empty of any trace
of the person who
occupies it. For Susan,
this emptiness is the
ultimate luxury. She
does not want a
beautiful room or a
comfortable room. She
wants a room that

requires nothing from
her. The number
nineteen is arbitrary,
which is exactly the
point. It is a space that
exists outside the
network of
relationships and
responsibilities that
have defined her life.
Lessing uses this
spatial symbolism to
illustrate the human
need for a sanctuary, a
place where one can
simply be, without the
weight of expectation.
The tragedy is that for
Susan, this sanctuary
can only be found
outside the boundaries
of her own life.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS IN TO
ROOM NINETEEN
BY DORIS LESSING

Susan
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Rawlings:

Fragile

Core

Susan Rawlings is one
of the most complex
and sympathetic
characters in modern
short fiction. Lessing
avoids making her a
martyr or a simple
victim. Susan is
intelligent,
introspective, and
capable of sharp self-
analysis. She
understands her own
predicament on an
intellectual level, but
she is powerless to
change it. This gap
between
understanding and
feeling is central to her
tragedy. Susan is not
driven mad by external

cruelty. She is driven
to despair by the
absence of any
legitimate reason for
her despair. This
makes her a
profoundly modern
figure. She is a woman
who has everything
she was taught to
want, and she finds it
empty. Lessing
portrays Susan’s inner
world with remarkable
subtlety. The reader
experiences her
confusion, her shame,
and her growing
desperation. Susan is
keenly aware of how
her behavior appears
to others. She judges
herself harshly for her
own unhappiness. This
internalized judgment
is perhaps the most
cruel aspect of her
condition. She cannot
give herself permission
to be unhappy without
a reason. The story is a
devastating portrait of



a woman whose
intelligence and self-
awareness become
weapons turned

against herself. She
sees the trap, but she
cannot find the way
out

Matthew
Rawlings:
The Blind
Partner

Matthew Rawlings is
not portrayed as a
villain, which makes
the story more
nuanced and more
painful. He is a decent,
hardworking man who
genuinely believes he
is being supportive and
understanding. He tries
to talk to Susan, he
agrees to counseling,
he gives her space. Yet
he is fundamentally

10

unable to comprehend
the nature of her
suffering. Matthew
operates within the
framework of
rationality and action.
He believes problems
have solutions. He
cannot grasp that
Susan’s problem is not
a problem in the
conventional sense. His
very kindness becomes
another burden for
Susan. She feels guilty
for causing him
concern. She feels
ungrateful for being
unhappy despite his
efforts. Lessing uses
Matthew to illustrate
the limits of empathy.
He wants to help, but
he cannot see beyond
the framework of his
own understanding. His
perspective is limited
by the very rationality

that defines  their
marriage. He is a
sympathetic figure

because his failure is
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not one of malice but clear, precise, and
of imagination. He unemotional, even
cannot imagine a kind when describing
of suffering that has no events of great

cause and no cure. In
this way, Matthew
represents the broader
society that surrounds
Susan, a society that is
well-meaning but
utterly unable to
accommodate the
silent desperation of
those who fall through

the cracks of a
comfortable life.
LITERARY
TECHNIQUES AND
STYLISTIC
ELEMENTS
Lessing’s style in To
Room Nineteen
Doris Lessing is
notable for its
controlled, almost

detached tone. This
narrative distance is a
deliberate technique
that mirrors Susan’s
own detachment from
her life. The prose is
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emotional weight. This
creates a chilling
effect. The reader is
kept at a distance,
forced to observe
Susan[Js decline rather
than being immersed
in her emotions. This
technique underscores
the theme of
alienation. Another key
stylistic element is

Lessing’s use of
repetition and
circularity. Susan’s

thoughts often return
to the same images
and phrases. The
silence. The emptiness.
The watching figure.
This repetition creates
a sense of being
trapped, of a mind
cycling around the
same unanswerable
questions. Lessing also
employs irony with
devastating effect. The



Rawlingses’ home is
described as a place of
beauty and order, yet
it becomes a prison.
Their marriage is
founded on reason, yet
it cannot reason its
way out of a crisis. The
very qualities that
define their success
become the
instruments of their
failure. Lessing’s use of
symbolism is subtle but
pervasive. The empty
house, the basement
room, the hotel, the
cityscape of
London—all of these
function as external
projections of Susan’s
internal state. The
narrative technique of
To Room Nineteen is
masterful in its
restraint, allowing the
reader to draw their
own conclusions while
feeling the weight of
the story’s inexorable
logic.

12

THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF TO
ROOM NINETEEN

Why does To Room
Nineteen Doris
Lessing continue to
captivate readers more
than sixty years after
its publication? The
answer lies in its
psychological and
social relevance. While
the specific conditions
of suburban life in the
1960s may have
evolved, the
fundamental human
struggles that the story
explores remain
urgent. The pressure to
perform happiness, the
emptiness that can
accompany material
success, the difficulty
of maintaining an
authentic self within
the structures of family
and marriage, and the
inadequacy of
conventional solutions
for deep existential
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pain—these are
timeless themes. The
story speaks to anyone
who has ever felt that
their life looks perfect
from the outside but
feels hollow from the
inside. It challenges
the assumption that
comfort, security, and
love are sufficient
safeguards against
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psychological despair.
In an age of curated
social media identities
and relentless
positivity culture,
Susan’s silent rebellion
against happiness itself
feels profoundly
contemporary. The
story also raises
questions



