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A Japanese Translation and Interpretation
of “In Defense of the Underground” (1987)
by Doris Lessing

MATSUMURA Toyoko

Abstract

“In Defense of the Underground,” one of the stories compiled in London Observed: Stories and
Sketches (1987), is an imaginative, witty sketch of fast-moving and lively modern London so
much that the reader cannot help but see this short sketch of a ride on Jubilee Line of the London
Underground as a brilliant study on the history of the city.

At the beginning of the story, the writer gets on the train at West Hampstead, which runs
through St. John’s Wood to Charing Cross. Referring to well-known figures and episodes in Eng-
lish literature and history, Lessing tells the reader how the passengers coming from not only
European but Asian counties behave on the train and how the English responds to them. So ex-
citing is the starting point for a survey of how both the suburbs and the urban areas along the
line have changed in modern times. The story ends with an appreciation of the Victorian style
and construction of Lessing’s own house. In a sense, this sketch may be read as taking the role
of an enlightening tour guide to London, one that surely helps us imagine everyday life in Lon-
don, past and present.

With her colonial background, Lessing can represent the ever-changing London from a de-
tached but warm-hearted viewpoint. She is never baffled by the deep difference between modern
societies and traditional ones, but finds in today’s London an everlasting link between the past
and the present. Even after her death on November 17, 2013, at the age of 94, Lessing will be re-
membered as one of the great writers of the 20th century and as a strong-minded pacifist.

The main purpose of translating “In Defense of the Underground” into Japanese is to convey
London’s calm but positive response to their changing city so as to encourage the Japanese, who
seem to be rather bewildered by globalization, not to be hesitant to participate in either official

or private activities overseas.





