
Palgrave Macmillan Journals is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to
Feminist Review.

www.jstor.org
®

124 Feminist Review 

alternative representations. Lisa 
Tickner describes these as the 'mili
tant woman', the 'working woman', 
the 'modern woman' and a redefined 
'womanly woman'. The last of these 
was herself a variant of the modern 
woman, in which twentieth-century 
womanliness entailed the taking of a 
woman's moral and humane quali
ties into the public sphere, therehy 
transforming it for the better. As for 
the 'militant woman', her favourite 
emblematic form was that of Joan of 
Arc. For the WSPU, Joan's virginity, 
vigilance and martyrdom could be 
read as a paradigm both for female 
militancy and its persecution. She 
was depicted on banners and posters 
and women impersonating her led 
suffragette processions, mounted on 
horseback and dressed in armour. 

Feminist Literary History 
Janet Todd 
Polity Press: Oxford 1988, £22.50 Hbk, 
£7.50Pbk 

Writing Differences: 
Readings from the 
Seminar of Helene Cixous 
Susan Sellers, editor 
Open University Press: Milton Keynes 
1988, £25.00 Hbk, £7.95 Pbk 

These two volumes, so different in 
form and temper, graphically illus
trate the debate that is now trou
bling feminist literary circles. The 
question is that of the impact of 
post-existentialist French thought 
and just how far the intellectual 
movements derived from the work of 
Lacan, Derrida, and Foucault ought 
to decide the programme for feminist 
studies ofliterature internationally. 

Janet Todd, to whom every stu
dent of literary feminism in English 
has cause to be grateful for her 
pioneering dictionaries and encyclo
paedias of women's writing, is 
clearly very worried by the general 
academic drift into French theory. 

With the arrival ofwar, all suf
frage agitation was suspended. The 
WSPU became resolutely patriotic, 
changed the name of its paper to 
Brittanica and organized a 'Right to 
Serve' procession which attracted 
30,000 women. Ironically, in the end 
it was largely women's war work 
that gained them the vote rather 
than their years of struggle and their 
imaginative depiction of new images 
of women. As Lisa Tickner points 
out, we are still in the same business 
of contesting dominant definitions of 
femininity; at least with this scho
larly yet highly readable account of 
our foremothers' attempts we can 
learn some salutary lessons. 

Lucy Bland 

Feminist Literary History is an in
telligent and at times anguished 
attempt to survey the weaknesses of 
key feminist literary studies of the 
past two decades. Todd presents that 
work in terms of a clear opposition 
between the pragmatic and empiri
cal strategies of American critics 
with an interest in the historical and 
socio-political conditions of women 
both inside and outside of their 
writing, and the more sophisticated 
but often academicist and etiolated 
rigour of the French work of Cixous, 
Irigaray, and Kristeva. Todd serves 
as a particularly honest and sensi
tive broker in disentangling the 
virtues and vices on each side of the 
debate. She readily identifies the 
implausibilities and inconsistencies 
in American practice from Friedan 
and Millett through to Showalter, 
Gilbert and Gubar. But she values 
this work, too, not only for its cel
ebration and retrieval of women 
writers but also for its continuing 
emphasis on the historical and politi
cal feminist issues which are never 
forgotten as the underlying impetus 
for the work. Todd values British 
feminist criticism, with its close con
nection to socialist thought, for much 



the same reasons. She fears that the 
link of feminist literary criticism 
with the condition of women is in 
danger of being lost in a stampede 
out of attention to history and on to 
the rarified and idealist grounds of 
psychoanalysis and linguistic phil
osophy. In her concern that we may 
come to put 'theory before literature 
and the idea of woman before the 
experience of women', Todd argues 
that it is time 'to turn history onto 
psychoanalysis', to take what we can 
from the insights of French theory, 
but to do so with caution. What is at 
stake is losing all effectiveness in 
terms of feminist action if we fail to 
remember the conditions to which 
feminism is a response. 

Susan Sellers has done an 
excellent job in editing the collection 
of essays which will make the ideas 
of Helene Cixous far more accessible 
to the English-speaking reader. 
Known chiefly for her influential, 
even notorious, essay, 'The Laugh of 
the Medusa', Cixous appears here in 
far more representative form. 

While the collection contains 
eight essays from the strikingly 
international range of members of 
Cixous' seminar group at Paris VIII
Vincennes, the major interest in the 
volume are the two essays by Cixous 
herself and the extremely illuminat
ing transcription of conversations 
between her and members of the 
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group which closes the collection. 
Cixous has been most deeply exer
cised by the idea of the decentred 
subject and her work is shaped by 
trying to come to terms with the 
dismantling of the ego. For Cixous, 
the feminine is rooted only partially 
in biology. Sexuality is not fixed. The 
sliding continuum of gender is, how
ever, punctuated linguistically and 
thus psychologically in the manner 
proposed by Lacan. The result is the 
familiar theoretical drive to define 
femininity metaphorically, to assem
ble it outside the law of patriarchal 
language and to place it in the 
imaginary of flux, of chaos, of the 
shedding of ego, and of love. This is 
the state that Cixous' writing itself 
attempts to enact. It rides the cusp of 
the arc between lyrical rhapsody and 
rational discourse. The balance is 
precarious, and like other prac
titioners of this transcendental mode 
-Emerson, Blake, and Nin are some 
of the first to come to mind- toppling 
over is an endemic danger. What 
Cixous is aiming for is beautitude, a 
universe oflove where the ego dissol
ves and absolute difference prevails. 
One might argue, as Cixous does, 
that such a goal is ultimately politi
cal. Somehow, I think that Janet 
Todd will still be worried. 

Kate Fullbrook 
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