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The Past is Before Us: 
Feminism in Action Since 
the 1960s 
Sheila Rowbotham 
Pandora: London 1989,£12.95 Hbk. 
ISBN 0 04 440365 3 

To reflect upon, let alone describe, 
'feminism in action since the 1960s' 
is certainly a monumental task. (I 
was amazed to hear, at the event 
held to launch the book, that Sheila 
Rowbotham had actually doubled 
her task by allowing the book a 
ten-year gestation period!) Most of 
the 'action', however, does take place 
in the seventies, and as Rowbotham 
says in the introduction, is 'an 
account of ideas and assumptions' 
rather than a history of the move
ment. Any feminist retrospective 
will have to negotiate the treacher
ous path between the assertion of the 
validity of an individual's personal 
experience, and its inevitable usurp
ation of the experience of others, and 
Rowbotham's book does not quite 
achieve the balance she hopes for in 
the introduction. It is exciting to 
chronicle the Women's Liberation 
movement using 'leaflets, maga
zines, letters and internal papers, 
snatches of poetry and memories of 
conversation', rather than the 'of-

ficial testimony' of books, but the 
immediacy one would expect to 
result from this kind of research is 
strangely elusive. 

The present wave of retro
spective anthologies (such as Very 
Heaven, and '68, '78, '88) gets around 
the subjectivity problem by using a 
diversity of contributors; different 
women reflect over the past twenty 
years, using either universal bench
marks (conferences, demon
strations) or personal ones to chart 
their own progress. The strength of 
these books is their subjectivity. But 
an overview by a single author is 
bound to be more self-conscious 
about its subjectivity, and perhaps 
that is why Sheila Rowbotham her
selfis so absent from the pages of her 
book. This is a shame, as the most 
engaging passages are often the ones 
where her 'own voice' surfaces, for 
example when she is writing of the 
contradictions of motherhood, or the 
naivety of early attempts at starting 
mass campaigns around the issue of 
nursery provision. More often than 
not I found myself thinking 'Well OK 
but what was it actually like?' 

The muted narrative voice can 
lull the reader into forgetting this is 
only one view amongst many. There 
is some sense of sanitizing the enor
mous conflicts which have gone on 
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inside the women's movement ('lead
ing to large schisms', as Rowbotham 
says, 'only in the late 1970s') as if 
they and the resulting schisms were 
slightly unseemly. Rowbotham 
maintains that the fact that 'a single 
women's liberation movement no 
longer exists is not a cause for nostal
gia', but I cannot help but detect 
some residual yearning for a cohe
sive, all-embracing feminist politics. 
For example, when describing vari
ous attempts to juggle with mother
hood as symbol, Rowbotham 
remarks: 'Not surprisingly, there is 
no unified strategy . . . As the 
women's movement has become 
more fragmented it has been harder 
even to consider how the different 
forms of activity and inquiry might 
interrelate.' Surely one of the great 
achievements of feminism has been 
its very ability to take on 'different 
forms of activity and enquiry', to 
embrace a huge diversity of both 
subject and approach, and to pull the 
whole caboodle into the 'political' 
arena. Hence the enormous and 
productive influence of feminism on 
contemporary critiques of popular 
culture as well as on critiques of the 
family and the workplace. 

As a source for tracing the his
tory of contemporary positions the 
book is indispensable, and the sheer 
volume of material cited is testimony 
to some fantastically dedicated re
search (the time for which, the 
author says, in a nice irony, was only 
made possible by the demise of the 
GLC and her consequent redun
dancy). The book also provides a 
fascinating yardstick for change; I 
found myself remembering why I 
first started to call myself a feminist, 
which issues were the 'hot' ones for 
me then and how those priorities 
have or haven't changed. Being re
minded of those basics is one of the 
invaluable functions of the book, and 
I also enjoyed getting a sense of the 
original connections between what 
have come to be regarded as very 
disparate issues- why emphasis was 
first placed on reproductive tech-

nologies for example, or on por
nography. 

The gargantuan research effort 
is sometimes a little undigested and 
can make for some pretty turgid 
reading, and the language never 
really resolves the tension between 
socio-theory and direct experience, 
thus mirroring the tensions -
thoughtfully explored in the text -
inherent in the 'personal is political' 
slogan. I wanted to know in more 
depth about how experiences em
erged as concepts, and how some of 
them turned into fixed demands; this 
detail wouldn't necessarily be anec
dotal, but would contain more about 
the messiness of the whole political 
process, and the pain and relief of 
compromise. 

One aspect of the context of The 
Past is Before Us which emerged 
very clearly at the launch ofthe book 
was a slightly defensive posture in 
terms of age, with Shelia Row
botham saying, seemingly only half
joking, that she wondered if femi
nists in their twenties would be 
'irritated by all these feminists in 
their forties whingeing on'. There 
does seem to be some feeling that 
'younger feminists' are all bored to 
death with the politics and impatient 
to just get on with things. Certainly 
there are some women who feel 
circumscribed by feminism, who feel 
that the feminist past is 'after' them, 
so to speak, and endeavouring to 
impose oppressive standards on 
their lives; but this feeling is not 
confined to younger feminists, and is 
not shared by many of them, for 
whom an existing ideological frame
work with which to tackle painful, 
difficult experience is a godsend. 
Like many other 'younger feminists' 
(assuming being under thirty quali
fies me!) I am fascinated by the 
history of feminist ideas, that history 
as lived by women - how could I not 
be, since it is the framework for my 
own ideas about myself and my en
vironment? 

I do wonder if the arbitrary di
vision of young and old is more a 



response to previously unheard 
voices (some young, some not) chal
lenging orthodoxies with new experi
ences and different priorities. Mter 
all, as Rowbotham herself says, 
'movements do move'; and so they 
should. 

Sara Dunn 

Talking Back: Thinking 
Feminist- Thinking Black 
bell hooks 
Sheba: London, 1989, £5.95 Pbk 
ISBN 0 9071 79401 

Increasingly there is discussion 
and articles are written about 
post-feminism. One could be for
given (almost) for thinking that 
the feminist movement was 
nothing but a flash-in-the-pan
flavour-of-the-month episode in the 
world view of things. 

There are certainly many 
amongst those of us who call our
selves Black feminists, myself in
cluded, who have, at times, in the 
latter half of the eighties, felt power
less to effect the kinds of change we 
thought would flow from our 
heightened consciousness and active 
politicization which occurred as a 
result of feminism, and the Black 
feminist movement in particular, 
during the seventies and early 
eighties. 

Still, we continue to give our 
heart and soul to that movement, 
and more importantly, try to forge 
the realities of our lives within it. 
Nevertheless, we are alarmed by the 
creeping reaction that the post
feminists describe -the idea (which 
doggedly persists) that feminists are 
one-dimensional, lesbian man
haters; that little has changed 
despite years of vocalizing and 
resistance. 

For Black women, the argument 
goes that we have allowed ourselves 
the self-indulgence of playing the 
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white woman's game for too long, 
that it's not paid off in terms of 
generalized acceptance among Black 
people, especially younger Black 
women (though I think the positive 
influence of Black feminists on 
younger Black women will become 
increasingly quantifiable), and it's 
now time to get back to the basics of 
fighting racism as our primary mo
tivating force. 

These criticisms are especially 
hard to take given the reality of the 
divide which we all know still exists 
between Black and white feminists; 
between those with a radical versus 
a nonradical perspective (as viewed 
in the British context); between 
Black women who describe them
selves as feminists and those who 
don't; and even, dare I say it, be
tween Black feminists, as we 
struggle to make our personal our 
political. 

Bell hooks serves up a number of 
home truths in this latest book which 
speak to some of those concerns in an 
honest and not too convoluted a 
manner. 

I was surprised by it. On the one 
hand, it is a political treatise of the 
Black feminist movement as it 
grapples with the contradictions of 
class, gender and sexual relations; 
on the other, it is a deeply intimate 
account of personal and political 
maturation within that framework. 

There has long been a school of 
thought among some Black feminists 
in Britain that the tendency to prio
ritize the outwardly political over 
the inwardly personal results in a 
distorted whole. This view holds that 


	REVIEWS
	The Past is Before Us:Feminism in Action Sincethe 1960s
	References

	Talking Back: ThinkingFeminist- Thinking Black

