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spectrum of feminist thriller
writing. While Schulman has gone 
for gritty urban realism and, poss
ibly, fashionable violence and tough
ness, Wilson can be seen as a writer 
in the tradition of Josephine Tey or 
Ruth Rendell but with a feminist 
consciousness. It is interesting that 
in the USA Schulman's novel is pub
lished by a mainstream house while 
Wilson has remained with Seal 
Press. Maybe this shows the amount 
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Are we the 'one in ten' born this way, 
or have we been made lesbian or gay 
through experience or even by 
choice? Have women always engaged 
in what we would recognize as les
bian sexual relationships- is there a 
line of dyke fore-sisters stretching 
back into the mists of time?- or has 
the meaning and practice of same
sex love changed in different social 
and historical contexts? The debate 
between essentialist and social con
structionist accounts of homosexu
ality was the central theme of the 
conference in Amsterdam in 1987 
from which this collection of articles 
comes. Indeed the conference aimed 
to push the debate further. Carol 
Vance's paper, which not only opens 
the book, but was the keynote ad
dress at the conference, sets the tone. 
She defends social construction 
theory from some misconstrued at
tacks, but also identifies some major 
problems with this theory, especially 
in its purest forms. While we might 
agree that the meaning of sexuality, 
and sexual object choice are socially 
constructed, to what extent do we 
believe that sexual desire itself is 
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of 'crossover' (into the mainstream 
thriller market) potential which 
Schulman's brand of thriller is seen 
to have in the USA. In the UK, 
Wilson is published by Virago and 
Schulman by the much smaller 
Sheba. It seems that the conserva
tism of the UK market for thrillers is 
taking longer to break down than 
that of readers in the USA. 

Linda Semple 

innate? There becomes a danger of 
deconstructing the category of sexu
ality entirely. Futhermore, how do 
we incorporate the reality of the body 
back into social constructionist 
ideas? 

The conference itself by all ac
counts (see for example Franklin and 
Stacey's 'Dyketactics in difficult 
times', Feminist Review 29) was 
more coherently organized around 
the theme than the book which rep
resents it. This is a rather disparate 
and uneven collection ranging from 
articles addressing the broad theor
etical questions posed by Vance and 
Jeffrey Weeks on the one hand, to 
very specific discussions of particu
lar issues and pieces of research on 
the other, including lesbians and 
religion, and violence against gay 
men in Holland. This raises the 
question of how conference collec
tions attempt to illustrate the rich 
diversity of material and debates to 
make a coherent book. The main 
addresses to the conference have 
been included here, but it's unclear 
what selection criteria were used to 
choose from the other 400 papers 
presented at the conference. Why 
should a paper on gay theology have 
been chosen, for example, and what 
links this article to the one on the 
merger process and lesbian therapy? 

The best and most thought
provoking articles are those which 
address general theoretical issues, 
or provide a review of lesbian or gay 
work in a particular academic disci-
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pline. Martha Vicinus examines the 
way in which lesbian history limits 
itself by reflecting present fashions 
and concerns, moving from Fader
man's glorification of romantic 
friendship to current preoccupations 
with women cross-dressers and a 
rehabilitation of the history ofbutchl 
femme role-playing. Vicinus takes 
on the 'tangled history which em
bodied the outlawry of passing, the 
idealism of romantic friendship and 
the theatricality of aristocratic play', 
showing the changes in these typifi
cations of lesbians since the eight
eenth century. She searchingly 
questions some current assumptions 
and suggests aspects which we 
might usefully re-evaluate, includ
ing tum-of-the-century sexology, the 
disappearing femme, androgynous 
women, and the women who were 
intermittent lovers of women. Her 
advocacy of the significance of the 
'intermittent lesbian' and other 
women on the margins undermines 
unified notions of what constitutes 
lesbian identity. But these projects, 
which would be politically distaste
ful and highly contentious to some 
lesbian historians, are necessary if 
we reject as ahistorical the idea of 
the universality of lesbianism as we 
understand it today. 

Liana Borghi also reviews the 
whole area of lesbian literary theory 
and practice, in the course of dis
cussingthe development of myth and 
symbol in lesbian poetry over the 
past ten years. She examines the 
relationship of the lesbian poet to her 
community, arguing that there 
exists a shared cultural identity, de
spite differences of language, race 
and politics. 

The other lesbian papers rep
resent more spe«:<ific pieces of 
research for the most part. Saskia 
Wieringa argues, perhaps somewhat 
implausibly, for a reworking of some 
essentialist ideas, maintaining that 
social constructionism cannot al
together account for the transcul
tural and historical continuities of 
butch/femme patterns among Third 
World lesbians today and in anthro-

pological research. Her article sits 
uncomfortably alongside the soph
isticated social constructionism of 
Vicinus, Vance and Weeks, and I 
wonder if the North American 
Indian women she discusses would 
recognize themselves in any way in 
the contemporary butch/femme 
fashions of London's night clubs. 
Monique Wittig examines the idea of 
Rousseau's social contract to argue 
that it is essentially a heterosexual 
and unequal contract, and that 
women's best response is to reject it. 
This notion struck me as a pretty 
familiar one, though her journey to
wards it was convoluted. 

I've confined myself to dis
cussing the lesbian papers. Among 
the men, Jeffrey Weeks contex
tualizes some 'big questions' about 
gay identity and politics historically 
and today, and Dennis Altman re
views the effects of the AIDS crisis on 
gay male communities in the West. 

_ The book sells itself as 'manda
tory for those engaged in scientific 
research or political advocacy'. (The 
European practice of using the word 
science to refer to social science and 
even history reads oddly in relation 
to a conference like this, where it has 
connotations of sexology.) Certainly 
the questions raised here concerning 
essentialism and social construc
tionism are very pertinent ones for 
political activists. It's interesting to 
note that European and American 
academics were putting the final 
nails in the coffin of a simple essen
tialism at a time, ironically, when 
lesbians and gay men in Britain were 
increasingly resorting to these argu
ments as a defensive position 
against the attack posed by Section. 
28. Should it be a problem that our 
political movements are out of kilter 
with the theoretical paradigms? 
However, although the debates in 
this book are relevant to all of us, it is 
not aimed at the general reader, and 
it is the academic and the lesbian or 
gay researcher who will find this 
book, or parts of it, useful. 

AlisonOram 
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