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Over the past ten years there have 
been signs that British interest 
groups- and perhaps British people 
in general - are moving towards a 
more active engagement with conti
nental Europe. The traditions of 
British foreign policy, not to mention 
problems of language and culture, 
stand in the way. Nevertheless, on a 
number of fronts, the effort is being 
made. This is certainly true of the 
women's movement, where there 
now seems to be more interest in and 
knowledge of developments in 
France and Germany, for example, 
than at any previous time. As a 
result, in the field of women's studies 
generally, the American paradigm is 
becoming somewhat less dominant. 

Joni Lovenduski's book, Women 
and European Politics, is an impor
tant concretization ofthis trend. In it 
she seeks to compare and contrast 
developments in women's politics in 
the different countries of Europe and 
identify overall patterns. We have 
grown used to British/US compari
sons in this field but a much richer 
mix is produced by placing the British 
experience in its European context. 

The book consists basically of a 
drawing together of secondary 
material (there is not much evidence 
of primary research or interviewing) 
on a wide range of topics. The 
author's lively style, wide knowledge 
of the literature, and concern with 
interpretation prevents this from 
being dull and gives shape and sig
nificance to the array of facts. The 
study is unusual in that it includes 
data on Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union. But despite this the 
heart of the book lies in its identifica
tion oftrends across western Europe, 
and in the conclusions drawn from 
this. 

The material in the book illustrates 
the richness and diversity of the 
European women's movement. The 
movements in the different countries 
have similar origins and have 
developed similar characteristics. 
Nevertheless, differences remain im
portant - particularly those to do 
with the degree of institutional in
volvement and the precise balance 
between separatist, socialist and 
reformist elements. The extent to 
which these different tendencies are 
able to co-exist and work together 
seems on the whole to determine the 
strength of the movement. However, 
the comparisons make clear that a 
strong women's movement does not 
automatically lead to formal, institu
tional changes in the situation of 
women. In France and Sweden, the 
countries which have made the most 
decisive formal changes, the women's 
movement has been relatively weak. 

Lovenduski's main conclusion is 
that although the environment for 
women has changed enormously, 
'nowhere in Europe is the domi
nation of men under threat'. 
'Women', she says, 'have so far 
achieved only a toe-hold on the politi
cal agenda.' In two interesting 
chapters on women in the parlia
mentary and corporate arenas, she 
illustrates the many and varied pro
cedures which enable European 
elites 'to recruit in their own image' 
and restrict the entry of 'non
standard' applicants. 

This conclusion, however, while 
accurate in itself, may present too 
pessimistic a view for the future. For 
what the women's movement and 
women's studies generally have 
achieved is the establishment of 
women 'as a category'. Studies 
written from the perspective of 
women and specifically women's 
actions are now abundant, and have 
not only opened up new areas of 
activity but have caused whole tracts 
of knowledge and experience to be 
reassessed. All of this gives a much 
sounder basis for women's political 
activity, and it is no coincidence that 



the British women's movement -
among others in western Europe- is 
now giving more serious considera
tion to 'entering tlie main-stream' 
and making more formal interven
tions in politics. There are indi
cations - in Norway and West 
Germany, for example- that this is 
beginning to produce results. 
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Women and European Politics pro
vides useful material in an accessible 
form. The bibliography is a resource 
in itself, since it lists virtually every
thing published (in English) on the 
theory of women's politics and its 
pr:actice in the European arena. 
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If feminist criticism as we know and 
love it was born in the early 1970s, it 
is perhaps not surprising that it 
should presently, in its adolescent 
years, be going through something of 
an identity crisis. One could certainly 
get that impression from Maggie 
Humm's Feminist Criticism: Women 
as Contemporary Critics, a welcome if 
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