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Book Reviews 

Sex and Love Sue Cartledge and Joanna Ryan (Eds)The Women's Press 1983 237pp 
Pb£4.95 ISBN 0-7043-3913-7 

The Left and the Erotic Eileen Phillips (Ed) Lawrence and Wishart 1983 184pp Pb 
£3.95 Hb £8.95 ISBN 85315 583 6 

In its early days the Women's liberation Movement was very chary of the idea oflove. 
We held off from it because its promises were traps that could enslave and possess you 
in coupledom, marriage, families when what we were founding was a movement for 
self-determination, finding an autonomous identity, defining our own sexuality. But it 
is over a decade later and here is 'love' back on the agenda of our concerns and 
accommodating to our new definitions of 'sex'. What is going on? 

As the Sex and Love collection sees it, the time has come for a re-think. We need 
to look again at the terms of the question: 'Can we have our loves and lovers and our 
independence too?' And the responses, coming carefully, cautiously, from these essays 
are that maybe the pulls oflove and autonomy are not necessarily, or always, antagon
istic: they may exist together in many kinds of creative tension. The subtitle of the 
book is therefore quite pertinent: 'New Thoughts on Old Contradictions'. 

In their introduction, Sue Cartledge and Joanna Ryan say how the book came to be 
written. They had become aware of a renewed feminist interest in the connexions 
between sex and love and intended to put together a collection of already published 
articles. But, surprised to find that very little of the discussion had so fur been written 
.down, they commissioned fourteen original pieces for this volume. These are all by 
women, based on a wide variety of heterosexual and lesbian experience and adopting 
a welcome range of empirical approaches - personal accounts, journal records, 
interviews and open -ended questionnaires. 

The editors say that one of the concerns the essays hold in common is a commit
ment to the view that sexuality is a social contruction. That is, it recognizes 'the 
intricate and multiple ways in which our emotions, desires and relationships are 
shaped by the society we live in'. There is a very helpful endpiece to the book by Sonja 
Ruehl which documents in clear summary form the main perspectives that feminists 
have adopted on this theme. But the editors also note that whatever theoretical 
position you take, the actual experience of feminism has often been a revelatory one, a 
feeling that many women have of 'discovering something real or authentic about 
themselves, something relatively untouched, albeit supressed, by patriarchal society'. 
Some of the essays themselves voice this feeling. While acknowledging the social, they 
also adopt the language of authenticity and spontaneity in a way that gives a picture of 
true sel1hood buried in a timeless and nonsocial place until released by the knowledge 
of feminism. 

This 'essentialist' view is most strongly challenged in the contribution of Lynne 
Segal. In quite scathing terms she notes that some feminists appear to be re-inventing 



Book Reviews 103 

the D H Lawrence myth of'liberated' sexuality. She comments: 'Transforming the myth 
into a naturally joyful, self-nourishing female sexuality may inspire some of us some of 
the time, but it also obscures much of the reality of much of our sex lives most of the 
time.' Arguing the continuing need to reject 'any notion of sex as an innate or 
biological force', she emphasizes that 'the human potential for physical pleasure is 
always mediated by society'. 

Along with their common examination of the social construction theme, all the 
essays share a sense of the need for consolidation. Each pauses to consider, 'where 
have we got to?' and the review that follows forms the basis for 'and where do we go 
next?' In the search for new starting-points, many of the contributors call for greater 
subtlety of analysis and express a suspicion of easy sloganizing about right -on relation
ships. They talk about a more painstaking approach that will address the often very 
contradictory tensions of emotional needs, fantasies and desires and make use of 
insights from psycho-analysis. Particularly, they are critical of what they term be
haviourist and individualist stances that emphasize the 'gratifications' and 'satisfactions' 
of the sexual self within the narrowest confines of genital sexuality. 

This is where the previously downgraded notion of love is rescued and re-enters. 
But now it comes in a feminist guise and we are in charge of it. A'> Lucy Goodison 
argues: 'The idea of love may have been misused, but to deny that we want and need 
intimacy with others is to avoid the whole issue. We probably need both symbiosis 
with and separateness from other people, and what is important is for us to develop 
access to both, to open the channels so that we can move easily into each as we 
need .... ; She suggests we ask why 'that intensity and vitality of contact' associated 
with being in love is usually 'confined to such a localized area; and how we can gain 
more access to experiencing and directing that vitality in other areas of our lives'. 

The rehabilitation oflove and its consequent diffilsion requires a new vocabulary, 
based on the premise that the 'mystery' of love is indeed mystification. As Goodison 
puts it, 'falling in love is not unfilthomable; the fathoms are ours, and we can learn to 
swim in our own depths without diminishing their power and beauty'. 

The implication of this position is that it challenges all commonsense beliefS 
about being in love which say it is an irrational fate that 'just' spontanf:ously happens to 
you outside time and place and beyond your ken and control. By quite startling 
contrast, the new key terms associated with love in the essays are these: 'choice', 
'power', 'strategy', 'plan'- qualified with adjectives like 'rational' and 'conscious'. The 
clearest expression of this terminology comes in the two separate accounts by }o 
Chambers and Jill Brown of their relationship over several years. Here they describe 
how they brought the theory and practice of co-counselling to bear on the develop
ment of their love. By adopting a therapeutic strategy which involves systematically 
'working' on your emotions with a partner, they developed the procedure ofbecoming 
rational about present needs through reliving the feelings of past experiences. But this 
systematic love never becomes too closely calculated for comfort. On the contrary, 
the dominant model of being in love that they and many other contributors have is a 
very comforting one. It is termed 'nurturance' and is. based primarily on the mother
child relationship. The two main paradigms of the book, the psycho-analytic and the 
therapeutic, are continually drawn back to the intimate complexities of this relation
ship and to assessing its impact and intensities in relation to our present needs for love 
as adult women. Finally I should record one other new direction, although it comes 
from only one contribution in the book. Reviewing her own adult Uife on the basis of 
diary extracts and her reading at the time, Sue Cartledge raises 1he question of a 
'feminist morality'- one that would be based, not on the polarities of Duty and Desire 
which she herself experienced, but would start from a ground of loving inter
dependence. Sadly, Sue Cartledge was only able to pose the problem. She died shortly 
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after the book was finished. 
It is however a question that Eileen Phillips takes up at some length in The Left 

and the Erotic. But it is about the only instance of communality between the two 
books. They are each very different enterprises, despite an apparent similarity of title. 

The Left and tbe Erotic comes out of a specific event- a workshop of that name, 
chaired by Eileen Phillips herself at the Moving Left Show in 1982. It is assumed 
everyone will have heard about this event- a London weekend of political discussion 
organized by the Communist Party journal Marxism Today. But it is not clear how the 
contributors were chosen-whether they were all workshop participants, for instance. 

This lack of clarity about the background to selection relates to ·a difficulty I have 
with the book's overall provenance: unlike the first collection, I could not get the hang 
of it as a whole. In their rights, as individual pieces, most of the contributions are a 
good read and sparky with ideas and brisk aphorisms. But it is hard to make out any 
coherent direction or see particular themes emerging. 

Eileen Phillips's extended Introduction gives little guidance to what is to follow. 
Indeed her essay would stand up better as an individual contribution, since, as I have 
indicated, it raises lots of acute questions that are not picked up elsewhere about 
sexual morality- and how it might relate to socialist, and Leninist, traditions. But she 
refers only briefly to the rest of the book's contents, saying: 'The contributions are 
eclectic, encompassing topics as apparently wide apart as romance, nineteenth -century 
male sexuality, a discussion of the past of the British Communist Party in relation to 
sexual politics and representations of sex in literature.' But if these topics are only 
'apparently' very different, then readers need to know what some of the organizing 
principles of the book are that make it one collection. For it is never simply self -evident 
that eclecticism is not a matter of idiosyncratic foible. 

Since the book is so alert and enjoyable in its individual parts, readers could pass 
over the 'left' aspect of the title and take it primarily as a good mixed -bag anthology of 
writing about the erotic. But the editor does make "'ider claims for it and mentions 
earlier in the Introduction that: This collection of essays should be read as an attempt 
to seek political connections of change and challenge which point towards what could 
be out of what is, and not what most direfully and disablingly is.' My main impression of 
the book is that while many essays are intellectually adventurous in their examination 
of certain literary and historic instances of the erotic, the 'political connections' are 
not nearly explicit enough. And only three of them take up the manifestly activist 
stance that I had expected from the title. 

These are: Frankie Rickford's contribution on the theme of the demand for a 
woman's right to determine her own sexuality- seen in relation to both heterosexual 
and lesbian pleasure; Zelda Curtis's memories of the Communist Party before and 
immediately after the Second World War- and how good comrades ignored or 
by -passed any discussion of the personal and the sexual, whilst condoning and 
colluding with sexist practices; and Noel Greig's re-evaluation of the male gay move
ment and its relation to socialist politics- from a perspective that draws on the work 
of the nineteenth -century gay socialist writer, Edward Carpenter. What is distinctive 
about these contributions is the extent to which they are prepared to lay their feeling 
on the line in the process of political re-thinking. 

Noel Greig's piece is called 'The Body Electric' and is followed by an eight-page 
reprint of the Walt Whitman poem that his title refers to. It is nice to have the poem in 
the collection - it is a great utopian and literally 'oceanic' piece - but again I did 
wonder what it was doing here. How are readers meant to 'take' a nineteenth-century 
American poet's celebration of sexual democracy in terms of the erotic concerns of 
the contemporary British left? The assumption is that we all know who Whitman was 
anyway and could make our own literary placing in the context of the book's leftness. 



Book Reviews 105 

Similarly unexplained and without introduction are seven erotic poems from the 
contemporary feminist writer, Michele Roberts. 

I do appreciate that the book's whole editorial stance surely comes from a 
generous impulse of non-interference: not to come between reader and contributor 
and to let the essays and poems speak for themselves. But the problem remains that 
when they are presented as part of a collection which appears to be asking its readers 
to connect their desires to political reality it becomes quite important that no one 
misses the point. 

Rosalind Brunt 

A History ofWomen's Bodies, Edward Shorter Allen Lane 1983 ISBN 0713915811 
£.14.95 hb 398pp 

It is almost the fashion at present for male sociologists to lunge to the attack in reaction 
to any suggestion that women can do without men. Edward Shorter's book is yet 
another example of this popular trend. The underlying theme of the book is the claim 
that women's demands for personal autonomy could never have occured until a 
fundamental precondition had been secured, i.e. their biological liberation. Women's 
bodies are seen by Shorter to have been their historical curse. like Eve, woman was 
doomed to bring forth children in sorrow. 

Few of course would deny that numerous pregnancies, unwanted children and 
the hazardous process of childbirth had (or has) an adverse e1lect upon women's 
health. Nor would they deny, perhaps, the possibility that some women internalize 
their ascribed inferiority as being 'natural'. Many would, howevc:r, take issue with 
Shorter's assertions that: 

i. the 'liberation' ofwomen's bodies depended upon the efforts of men; 
ii. 'men have changed ... from being women's enemies to being their best 
friends'; 
iii. women's present alliance against men is a 'nice irony' - i.e. inappropriate and 
misguided. 

In other words, we should all turn around and thank men for the nice job they have 
done, welcome them into our women's groups and health centres and, no doubt, allow 
them to take over. Not surprisingly, there is little evidence in Shorter's book to support 
this conclusion, let alone in feminist studies that have been done of childbirth. 

The history of childbirth emerges as a transition from a museum of horror ruled 
by a dark morass of female superstition to a triumph of science displayed in the 
showcase of the clinically perfect maternity ward. Yet, contrary to any claims Shorter 
may make, man's intervention with science has oon~ very little to liberate woman from 
her bodily imprisonment. No one would wish to deny the benefits of not having the 
baby's head pulled off during birth or having the uterus ripped out inadvertently or 
being forced to suffer the pain of version without the benefit of anaesthesia But, 
neither should it be claimed that men marched like saints wielding the scientific axe 
with the sole intention of ending the victimisation of the female form. Women in fact 
suffered horrifically at the hands of doctors in the early days of man's encroachment 
into the realm of obstetrics. Early medicine was distinct from present -day intervention 
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