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REVIEWS 

All That Is Solid Melts 
Into Air 
Marshall Berman 
Verso 1983 348pp Pb£5.95 ISBN 
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Marshall Berman's All That Is 
Solid . . . is a strange, often exas
perating, and undoubtedly mav
erick text. It isn't immediately the 
sort of book one might expect to see 
reviewed in the pages of Feminist 
Review. It has certainly aroused 
much interest within the left in 
general, on both sides of the 
Atlantic. The most recent New Left 
Review carries a response to the 
book by Perry Anderson and an 
additional comment by Berman 
himself. I'm not aware of any 
feminist reviews which have 
appeared in print, although the 
book has been discussed in detail by 
several women's groups across the 
country. 

For me the importance, and the 
attraction, of All That Is Solid ... 
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lies in its very orientation towards 
the world and the specific areas it 
seeks to analyse. To be more precise, 
it follows the same kind of literary 
and intellectual trajectory set out by 
Walter Benjamin. Like Benjamin, 
Berman's work resists tight cat
egorization into any one academic 
field, or any one variant of 
Marxism. He too continually strays 
from the path of mainstream left 
politics, but unlike Benjamin, much 
of whose writing was shot through 
with a bleak pessimism (not 
surprising perhaps in that he was 
witnessing; before his eyes, the 
rapid growth of Fascism in Ger
many and elsewhere), Berman's 
voice is at once wondrous and a 
little naive. His feelings for the 
modern world, particularly for 
architecture and for breathtaking 
urban panoramas, are so strong, so 
full of engagement and positive 
pleasure, that the book reverberates 
with energy and contradiction. 
These are located partly at the level 
of Marxist dialectics, but they are 
more firmly rooted at the points 
where personal sensibilities and 
experiences veer from marvel to 
horror, from enjoyment to despair. 
Berman wisely doesn't try to 
attempt a reconciliation, instead he 
uses these as points of departure in 
a journey of exploration. It's a 
journey that takes him through a 
range of literary and political texts 
from Goethe to Marx, from Dosto
evsky to Mandelstam. What unites 
each of these in his recycling is that 
they display, with Berman, similar 
feelings of bewilderment and 
fascination. 

His premise is that modern 
capitalism is the site, no matter how 
much we might wish it away, upon 
which our experience and our 
pleasures are based. And because, 
even in decline, it is a system 



130 Feminist Review 

dependent on innovation and 
constant change, then we do, as 
radicals, always have room for 
manoevre and intervention. Along
side this is Berman's interest in 
modernity. What are the relations 
which tie people today to the 
experience of modernity? How do 
they express this relation? And, 
going back to Baudelaire, what 
effects does the experience of 
the city on a massive scale have on 
men and women? These questions 
alone, and Berman's attempt to 
answer them make All That . . . a 
timely contribution to so many of 
the current debates which focus on 
pleasure, urban life and post-punk 
politics. 

Broadly what the book does is to 
offer a defense of modernism and 
modernity, re-interpreting these, so 
as to recast them as vital compo
nents in the struggle for a better 
way of life. I hesitate to use the word 
socialism because it's a word which 
Berman seems anxious to avoid. In 
one sense it is, of course, implicit, 
but one also gets the feeling that, 
like Foucault, he is taking up an 
intentionally, if temporary, neutral 
position so as to win space to re
think the political platitudes we 
sometimes revert to in times of 
crisis. 

It has to be said that Berman 
doesn't really consider what con
sequences his arguments might 
have for women. This leaves a wide 
gap in the book. Of course to 
examine modernism, modernity or 
modernization from a feminist 
perspective, would be a massive 
project in itself. Modernism is a 
term most often used in relation to 
developments in the fields of art 
and architecture, literature and 
music. It was a movement marked 
by a strained and estranged 
relation between artist and work. It 
afforded a vision of the world best 
illustrated in abstraction and 
fragmentation. It was at once 
beyond gender and blind to it, 
which may account for the guarded 
response of many women artists. 
Frida Kahlo, Tina Modotti, Virginia 

Woolf and in Russia, the brilliant 
woman poet Marina Tsvetaeva, 
spring to mind, but in each case 
there is in their work, alongside a 
modernist influence, a determined 
attempt to let the female voice speak 
out directly. 

For Berman what modernism 
provided was a fresh and dynamic 
spirit. It was an art which broke 
frontiers and possessed an absolute 
urgency and vibrancy as it con
nected with the rapidly developing 
world of industrial capitalism. 
Modernity is his second key concept 
and it offers a much broader base to 
work on. His analysis really takes 
off in the chapter on Marx from 
whom the title of the book is taken. 
In this quirky re-reading, Berman 
detects feelings of awe and excite
ment as Marx gets carried away by 
the scenario he is at pains to 
describe. Here Marx's writing takes 
on a breathless pace and vibrancy. 
This can, of course, be accounted for 
within the analysis Marx puts 
forward. Capitalism only repre
sents the highest stage of industrial 
development and in it are contained 
the seeds of its own destruction. If it 
is destined to crumble away, not 
only will signs of this transforma
tion become increasingly apparent, 
but so also will there be some 
features worth retaining. 

Hermans's argument now be
comes clearer. In order to push 
further into action the motor of 
social change we have to re-claim 
and re-assess aspects of the spirit of 
modernity which was such a source 
of inspiration to so many writers, 
artists, and philosphers. And, to 
achieve even small political vic
tories, we have to think big. 
Modernism and moderni~y have 
each embraced such a breadth of 
vision, a largesse, that they have at 
times acted as motivating forces. 

But still there is no analysis of 
gender in this meta-critique. 
Women's relations to the modern 
world, to technology, and to the vast 
urban centres which grew up in the 
wake of the Industrial Revolution, 
have been a starting point for much 



feminist analysis. Feminism in 
itself is a very modernistic move
ment. It has always embraced 
modern ideas. How many feminist 
articles or books describe the 
horrors of not being told about 
menstruation and the resolve to be 
absolutely honest and open with 
daughters about this in the future? 
Julia Kristeva has also consistently 
seen effective contraception as the 
technological deus ex machina 
allowing women the freedom to 
choose on a variety of matters, 
especially the choice around stay
ing in the labour market. Feminism 
has from the late 60s onwards 
embraced modern ideas about how 
women can inhabit the public 
world. And there has been, despite 
great effort made by some feminists 
to prove otherwise, a range of points 
at which the Cosmo view of the 
world overlaps directly with that 
shared by the Women's Movement. 
(In some ways it might be more 
fruitful to pursue politically these 
areas of agreement, if for no other 
reason then that they indicate at 
least a point of popular consensus 
between women from across a 
larger class and age range.) 

Within feminism an interest in 
modernity has tended to be restric
ted to social history and in 
particular the shift women made 
during the Industrial Revolution 
from the private sphere of the home 
and labour carried out in the home, 
to the more public sphere of the 
factory and therefore the city. In 
relation to this latter however, 
much work remains to be done. How 
have women looked at the city? 
How have they marvelled at archi
tecture? Have they been able to 
become, like Baudelaire, 'flaneurs' 
[loafers, strollers]? The answer is 
probably no. But there are obvious 
patriarchal reasons for this and 
they too need to be spelt out in more 
detail, as do the small ways in 
which women have sought and 
achieved some notions of citizen
ship and belonging. Much black 
women's fiction touches on these 
themes. The journey so many black 
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women made from the country to 
the city and how they survived once 
they got there can be found in the 
pages of The Colour Purple, A 
Measure of Time and many others. 
Berman could easily have made 
more of this and in doing so would 
have broadened the scope of his 
analysis considerably. 

Modernization is the least de
veloped ofthe three core concepts. It 
is certainly the most problematic. 
The argument is that there is a 
degree of bad faith when Third 
World countries go to such lengths 
to denounce the consumerism of 
the West. If it has so little to offer, 
he suggests, why put so much effort 
into putting these systems down? 
Berman then opts out of the 
questions this gives rise to by 
concentrating on pre- and post
Revolutionary Russia. It's an 
outstanding chapter which takes in 
Dostoevsky, Biely and then the 
response of the poet Mandelstam to 
Stalin. Berman shows how when a 
climate which breeds modernist 
spirits dries up and no longer exists, 
then so also does the will to create .. . 
canals . . . bridges. . . waterways .. . 
and factories that work efficiently. 
Soviet socialism under Lenin and 
then more acutely Stalin, simply 
could not afford the !liberty of allow
ing modernist thought to flourish 
... to its own detriment, he implies. 

And what emerges from this 
chapter is the importance of 
belonging somewhere, coming from 
somewhere, and being allowed 
freely to express these memories 
and attachments. Concentrating on 
St Petersburg in the years running 
up to the Revolution, Berman 
locates the city, with its wide streets 
and boulevards, its parks and 
public meeting-places, as the site for 
public and personal engagement. 
He claims the city (in general) as the 
sign of our times. As memory, as 
object for contemporary aestheti
cisms (from Eisenstein to Godard), 
and as the background against 
which popular struggles are con
tinually waged, the city is the most 
vital point in the creation of the 
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modern experience. This is ab
surdly romantic, though I have to 
say that I find it a totally attractive 
proposition. And although it 
doesn't touch on the ways in which 
patriarchy seeks to keep women 
(even now) safely indoors, at least 
it's a suggestion which provides 
space for a good deal of wishful 
thinking, pleasurable reflection and 
possible strategies for women to 
claim a right to, for example, full 
citizenship. 

Punk was and continues to be 
important in this respect. It really 
encouraged girls to stride across the 
city with an air of conquest and 
fearlessness. Berman could be seen 
as one of those urban romanticists 
who have cast their spell over pop 
culture, art, writing, music and now 
more explicitly, over politics. Punk 
along with black street art, 
clearly fits into his scenario. Amidst 
the 'signs of the street' Berman sees 
evidence which suggest that despite 
the 'new poverty', despite un
employment, people, particularly 
youth, never aquiesce. He sees in 
these forms an attempt being made 
to overcome the daily humiliations 
of the 'No Future' generation. 
Berman is, then alert to city sub
cultures, to the workings of the 
informal economy, to the noise and 
feel of the ghetto, to its music, its 
style and its disorder. I stress this 
latter because it is Berman's 
contention that capitalism is indeed 
a great deal more disorderly than it 
leads one to believe. It is a system 
which absolutely needs disorder. 
The problems arise when those 
groups subordinated to its control, 
articulate with, and express this 
disorderliness. Much of popular 
culture reflects exactly this process, 
and punk, black music, and the 
various lifestyles which wrap 
themselves around these forms, are 
simply the most obvious. 

I want to end with a couple of 
comments. It should be clear that 
while Berman might indeed fail to 
produce a major new work oftheory, 
or political strategy, what he does 
manage is to touch on those areas 

and experiences which act as 
critical moments, as absolutely 
formative influences, in the creation 
of a radical will. For him these are 
frequently closely tied up with new 
or modern movements, even fash
ions or trends. It is through the 
cultural or artistic forms which 
come under this sensibility, that we 
often come to see the world through 
different eyes. Sheila Rowbotham 
put this most clearly when she 
wrote some years ago now of how 
loud rock music first affected her. It 
aroused new exciting sensations. 
Despite the macho lyrics, it spoke of 
a world which existed and which 
was different from that which she 
presently inhabited. This is pre
cisely what I mean. No matter how 
inspiring one might find George 
Eliot, modern popular culture 
promises a world that is already 
coming into being. And one which 
positively invites participation, 
even if its terms for women are still 
circumscribed. Punk has clearly 
had this effect on large n urn hers of 
young women today. For them it 
has already become the touchstone 
against which what they do is 
measured. 

Punk pushed girls in directions 
they might never have considered. 
Into art college, into music, film
making, photography or even 
simply the social sciences and all 
those women's studies courses we 
have put so much effort into setting 
up. This is certainly the standard 
experience of most of the young 
women I teach. It is also directly 
reflective of the experiences which 
some of the girls who were part of 
the research I did in 1976, took up 
and embraced with commitment 
which far surpassed many of the 
boys who also felt pulled by the 
attraction of punk. In neither of 
these cases are the girls I describe 
self-confessed feminists. For them 
that is a label applicable only to an 
older generation. They actively 
dislike the feminist stereotypes and 
their views and lifestyles are 
invariably autonomous, often les
bian orientated, and tough-minded. 



For them feminism seems, well, a 
little old-fashioned. Or else some
thing which patronizes them by 
assuming, from the start, that they 
naturally need it, that feminism 
offers something they haven't 
already got or achieved. 

All That Is Solid urges us to 
consider not only the new forms of 
misery which capitalism, in its 
decline, creates, but also the new 
forms of culture and politics which 
direct experience of these conditions 
brings into being. And for the 
Women's Movement this might 
mean new and different, even 
unrecognizable, forms of feminism 
appearing across a range of social 
locations. 

Angela McRobbie 

I L . 
r'Ori11atlOI1S 

OF PLEASURE 

Formations of Pleasure 
Editors, Tony Bennett et al 
Routledge Kegan Paul1983 180pp 
Ph £5.95. ISBN 0-7100-9359-4 

Formations of Pleasure is the first 
issue of a new twice yearly journal 
'of feminist and socialist cultural 
theory, history and debate'. The 
statedaimsoftheeditorialcollective 
are 'to explore the social manage-
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ment of what we enjoy and the 
possibilities for creating new forms 
of pleasure to displace existing 
ones'. 

Within much recent feminist cul
tural theory, the question of pleasure 
has become pivotal both for under
standing of the ways in which sexed 
subjectivity is constructed within 
cultural practices and discourses, 
and in our attempts to intervene 
and subvert these processes. Given 
the centrality of questions of plea
sure for much contemporary femin
ist cultural theory, it is surprising 
that only four of the fourteen 
contributions to this collection are 
from feminists. 

Cora Kaplan's 'Wild Nights: 
Pleasure I Sexuality I Feminism' 
addresses many difficult issues 
raised for feminist theory by the 
question of pleasure. In her essay 
Kaplan argues that an examination 
of the history of feminist discourses 
reveals a crucial absence. For while 
the theme of female sexuality has 
recurred within these discourses 
with an apparent inevitability, the 
same cannot be said for the theme of 
sexual pleasure. Kaplan draws out 
the similarities between Mary Woll
stonecraft's 'Vindication of the 
Rights of Women' and Adrienne 
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