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reason - for people writing from 
within the unions and the Labour 
Party to argue clearly for overturn
ing those old hierarchies and rela
tions. But unleBB they are over
turned, unleBB a very serious effort 
is made to create state institutions 
committed to strengthening those 
with least power and increasing 
their capacity to force the state to 
act in their interest, then all the 
'popular planning' in the world will 
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The eBBays in The Progress of 
Romance arose from the first of a 
series of History Workshop confer
ences aiming to develop and histori
cize contemporary analyses of popu
lar fiction. No longer seen as the 
despised repository of a false femi
nine consciousness, nor the product 
of a mass culture machine that 
duped a paBBive set of readers, 
romantic fiction has become one 
important locus for those discussions 
of the limitations and possibilities of 
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only reinforce old hierarchies and 
reproduce old oppressions in new 
'participatory' forms. This is a wel
come book, for its baslc theme and 
its commitment, at least, to includ
ing women in 'the people'. But it is a 
long way from facing up to the 
choices and conflicts involved in 
really giving more economic power 
to women. 

Maureen Mackintosh 

popular cultural forms that have 
proliferated over the last ten years. 
These are debates which have 
attempted to analyse the often 
contradictory relationship between 
text, reader, cultural institution and 
historical moment; which have 
argued that popular narratives can 
work, paradoxically, both as a 
subversion and aBBimilation of domi
nant values. They have, too, de
veloped generic studies of specific 
literary modes in the context of 
psychoanalytic analysis of fantasy in 
order to explore the embroiled 
correspondences between reading 
and the construction of femininity -
a femininity that the reading of 
romance narratives often needs to 
question in order to reaffirm, and a 
reading that does not always involve 
a straightforward identification with 
an unambiguous heroine. The Prog
ress of Romance draws on a range of 
different approaches to explore the 
historical development of romance 
as a genre that is easy to recognize 
but hard to pin down, and as a 
literary form which is itself per
ceived equivocally, both as a genre 
and as a more vaguely defined mode 
of writing set in opposition to 
'realism' (an equally problematic 
term). And this, as Jean Radford 
suggests in her Introduction to the 
collection, opens up a can of worms, 
not only about how to approach the 
historical development of a genre 
without seeing it as a seamleBB 
tradition that has some essential 
core of meaning that is simply 
transmuted, as it were, into diffe
rent historical registers, but also 
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about how to conceptualize that 
other, even more vague concept, 
'popular fiction' itself. 

I was fascinated by many of the 
essays in this collection, but what 
the book as a whole demonstrated to 
me is that 'romance' is a fluid 
category, whose apparently con
tinuous generic conventions are 
themselves undergoing historical 
and ideological transformations -
transformations which raise crucial 
questions about how to relate 
psychic and social realities, as well 
as underpinning the need to do so. 
The other side of the coin is that in 
many ways the genre almost seems 
to operate as a 'wild' term in this 
book - as an unspoken set of 
assumptions around which diverse 
working definitions cluster. In what 
sense can Josephine Tey's The 
Franchise Affair, which Alison 
Light brilliantly dissects, be concep
tualized as a romance? This hetero
geneity doesn't necessarily matter 
(though it does rather dubiously 
imply, pace Jean Radford's Introduc
tion, a notion of popular fiction as a 
'bag' of undifferentiated texts), but it 
emphasizes more strongly the value 
of the project's specific and local 
points of interest over its more 
grandiose claims. Ironically, too, for 
a collection which stresses its histor
ical perspective, the emphasis, apart 
from Margaret Williamson's piece 
on the Greek romance and Anna 
Clark's analysis of early nineteenth
century melodrama, falls entirely on 
the twentieth century. This, along
side the modes of analysis developed 
in the different essays, tacitly sug
gests that while all the texts studied 
are in different ways symptomatic of 
social and cultural tensions and 
contradictions, contemporary narra
tives are more available to decon
structive and psychoanalytic read
ings than more 'innocent', earlier 
ones. 

The strength of all these essays, 
nonetheless, is their concern to 
locate the meanings and effects of 
the texts they deal with within 
carefully delimited discursive mat-

rices. Thus Margaret Williamson 
argues that the Greek romance (a 
form based on the structural dis
placement of desire that was to be 
elevated and celebrated during the 
Renaissance) emerged as a 'lower' 
form in the context of the emergence 
of an official public discourse in the 
Greek polis, and so was bound up, 
albeit negatively, with the shaping 
of a political subjectivity. Anna 
Clark, in a reading of the ambi
guities of early nineteenth-century 
penny journal melodrama, argues 
that stories based on the myth of the 
seduction of working-class girl by 
upper-class villain represented a 
recognition of violence and exploita
tion which could be mobilized as a 
powerful element in emergent radic
al male working-class political rhe
toric while remaining 'a defensive 
weapon in a discursive combat 
whose arena was determined by the 
bourgeois value of chastity'. By 
contrast, Derrick Price's analysis of 
the 'romance of Wales', How Green 
Was My Valley, explores the text as 
a prelapsarian fantasy of a child
hood of plenitude as well as idealized 
'Welshness', and suggests that the 
imaginery national identity that the 
book represents binds these mean
ings together. Each of these read
ings suggests a different concept of 
'political' effects, though they are 
not necessarily mutually exclusive 
ones. 

It is the limitations as much as the 
seductions of the politics of pleasure 
that surface in the readings of 
modern romance, along with the 
sense of an ambivalence towards 
'women' as a workable term around 
which meaning might be located at 
all - albeit an ambivalence that has 
very different implications. Jean 
Radford, analysing The Well of 
Loneliness, considers how the text 
appropriates contrasting discursive 
constructions of sexual drives and 
identities located in its contempo
rary reading of Freud and Havelock 
Ellis (though I wondered whether 
her 'Freud' of the 1920s didn't 
involve a degree of retrojection), and 



suggests that these psychological 
discourses both transformed and 
facilitated the class-based as much 
as the heterosexual conventions 
through which the narrative moves. 
Helen Taylor's superb reading of 
Gone With The Wind forcefully 
interrogates white feminists' 
celebration of the novel's pleasur
ableness. She emphasizes its pre
dominantly racist signifi.cance by 
showing how book and film formed a 
crucial part of the white South's 
racist cultural identity in the 1930s 
-an identity based on the evocation 
of post-beUum reconstruction -
while mapping on to this a subtle 
exploration of Scarlett's shifting 
identity as a heroine. Ann Rosalind 
Jones builds on recent work on Mills 
and Boon; and in discussing the 
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Women have entered the so-called 
micro-electronic revolution as the 
operators of equipment and machin
ery that has been researched, de
signed, marketed and maintained 
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ways in which these stories recuper
ate elements of contemporary femin
ism even as they conc:ed.e to them, 
she raises the question that looms 
over the whole of this book, the 
question which Michele Roberts's 
witty imaginary dialogue with 
Christine de Pizan explicitly de
bates: can the romance be appropri
ated for feminism while acknowledg
ing that its underlying narrative 
sets up a logic of desire that always 
hinges on domination and sub
ordination? I really liked the way in 
which Michele Roberts approached 
this question, but her provisional 
solution - to write a lesbian sado
masochist romance - left me far 
from convinced. 

JeDDy Taylor 

overwhelmingly by men. The major
ity of women do not share in the 
knowledge, eu,joyment, power, pros
pects or the money that tecbnical 
competence bestows upon its posses
sor. Thus Cynthia Cockburn's skil
fully researched and beautifully 
crafted study leaves us in no doubt 
that women's lack of tecbnical skills 
and control over technology is a 
feminist issue. 

Surely it was predicted that the 
light, clean and largely sedentary 
labour process of the micro
electronic age was going to allow 
women gently to move in on tradi
tional strongholds of male employ
ment? Not so. Through Cynthia 
Cockburn's three case studies repre
senting dift'erent technologies, · we 
see how the semal division of labour 
is simply reproduced with the intro
duction of new technologies. Women 
not only continue to be crowded into 
a narrow band of occupations, but 
their jobs predominantly require 
little or no technological compe
tence, whereas men hang on to those 
jobs which do. So how come men 
have managed to maintain their 
near complete monopoly over tech
nical skills? 

Cockburn argues it is not simply a 
matter of men accruing lots of 
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