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culty in all feminist theories which 
argue that women constitute a 
'muted group'/ a group with nolan
guage of its own and no society of its 
own. Despite the useful sideways 
glances given to the notions of differ
ence and inequality between women 
provided for an English-speaking 
reader, this fundamental conun-
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Claire Laubier's anthology, aimed at 
the A-level or undergraduate stu
dent of French as well as the general 
reader, is structured both chrono
logically and thematically, and each 
chapter contains an introduction in 
English to the French texts. With the 
exception of the chapter devoted to 
de Beauvoir's The Second Sex, the 
first five chapters take us through 
the decades from 1945 to 1980, while 
the final four chapters are devoted to 
thematic areas: language; work, 
politics and power; home life; and 
contemporary women's writing. This 
structure makes it very easy to use 
the book selectively as a source of 
material as well as in its entirety, 
and it would be particularly con
venient to direct students to particu
lar chapters or texts relevant to their 
own interests or the course they are 
following. 

The introductions to each chap
ter provide a clear and concise over
view, and the chapters devoted to 
particular decades manage to convey 
something of the cultural climate of 
the period as well as information; 
this is particularly true for the 
1950s, where the inclusion of ex
amples of the iconography of the 
period in the form of advertisements 
and film stills lends a further dimen-
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drum was not, in the end, sur
mounted. 

Sarah Green 

Note 

1 The phrase was first coined by Edwin 
Ardener, 'The problem revisited', inS. 
Ardener (ed.), Perceiving Women, Lon
don: Dent, 1975, pp. 19-27. 

sion to the texts and opens up inter
esting possibilities for classroom ex
ploitation. The other chapters are 
perhaps slightly lacking in visual 
material, and it is a pity that at least 
some of the texts have not been 
reproduced in their original format, 
given the current emphasis on auth
enticity in language teaching, and 
the useful clues to comprehension 
which textual layout can provide. 

It seems highly appropriate that 
a whole chapter is devoted to what is 
arguably one of the most important 
and influential feminist works to be 
published since the war- de Beau
voir's The Second Sex - and the 
inclusion of reviews of the book from 
the period is invaluable as a means of 
contextualizing the work, and of en
abling students in the 1990s to real
ize just how revolutionary it was at 
the time of publication. The chapter 
on the women's movement from 
1968-80 does not develop the analy
sis of de Beauvoir's influence, but it 
does provide a clear and very useful 
summary of the main tendencies and 
of issues addressed by French femin
ists in the 1970s. 

It is also appropriate that a 
whole chapter is devoted to lan
guage, given the particular problems 
posed for feminist writers by alan
guage whose grammatical structure 
reinforces gender inequality more 
obviously than that of a less inflected 
language such as English, and the 
considerable importance which as a 
result has been attached to issues of 
language by feminists in France; in 
this chapter the focus is mainly on 
the work of sociolinguists such as 
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Marina Y aguello and of socialist re
formers such as Yvette Roudy, and 
we must tum to the chapter on 
women's writing for a discussion of 
the ways in which writers of contem
porary fiction are preoccupied with 
the language question. This intro
duction to contemporary women's 
writing is refreshing in that, 
although it raises the issue of 'femi
nine writing', it introduces writers 
who with the possible exception of 
Duras and Sarraute are less well 
known outside France than theorists 
and exponents of the 'feminine' text 
such as Irigaray and Cixous. 
Although Laubier's choice of texts 
does not stray far outside the literary 
canon, the textual extracts do give 
some indication of the wealth of 
women's writing in France which 
does not conform to the avant-garde, 
highly theoretical image of French 
feminism frequently predominant in 
anglophone contexts. 

The chapter on 'home life' is, as 
its title might suggest, the most 
problematic, since neither the intro
duction or textual extracts make any 
reference to lesbians in France, and 
even single women are only men
tioned in passing. The extracts 
chosen are all interviews with mar
ried or widowed women, who express 
conventional liberal views of the role 
of women within marriage and the 
family. This may be indicative of a 
greater ideological dominance of the 
ideologies of romantic love and of the 
family in French culture, but the 
extracts are unfortunately not 
framed by a contexualizing dis
cussion of this issue. Some investi
gation of the lives of single women in 
France, building on Evelyne Le Gar
rec's fascinating compilation of in
terviews, Unlit a soi (A Bed of One's 
Own1) (1979) is long overdue and, 
while this is clearly beyond the scope 
of Claire Laubier's book, some dis
cussion of employment and housing 
issues for single women, as well as 
acknowledgement that single 
women have home lives too, would 

have helped to counterbalance the 
French cultural ethos referred to 
above. 

The complete exclusion of les
bians from this chapter, and indeed 
from the whole anthology is, to say 
the least, controversial in a work 
which is claiming historical veracity, 
and the ideological implications are 
depressingly clear. This is evidently 
a serious problem from the pedagogic 
point of view, and most feminist 
teachers would as a result find this 
material, however useful, incom
plete; in recent classes on the private 
sphere in France, for instance, I did 
find some of the statistics in the 
'home life' chapter useful, but only 
alongside information on lesbian and 
gay relationships from Rapport gai: 
enquete sur les modes de vie homosex
uels, an interesting survey published 
by les Editions Persona (1984). 

A further problematic absence is 
the situation of ethnic groups in 
France. Although the impact of the 
Algerian war on French political life 
is discussed, the lives of the large 
numbers of North African women 
who are first- and second-generation 
immigrants in France remain un
documented in this anthology, and 
the chapter on the women's move
ment, perhaps because it in fact 
stops in 1980 and not the present 
day, does not mention organizations 
such as 'Les N anas Beurs' formed by 
second-generation North African im
migrants or 'MODEFEN' (Movement 
for the Defence of Black Women's 
Rights). 

With these exclusions and the 
resulting need to supplement the 
material in mind, there is no doubt 
that Claire Laubier has produced an 
interesting and useful anthology, 
which feminist teachers of French 
will welcome as a refreshing change 
from the usual 'one chapter on 
women' format so typical of the 
French language textbook. 

LynThomas 



Note 

1 This is my own translation of the title
the book has not been translated into 
English. 
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This volume of essays forms part of 
an Edinburgh Education and Society 
Series. It represents a welcome ad
dition to our understanding of the 
history of British women's waged 
work and a challenge to its frequent 
anglocentrism, constituting an im
portant step in the belated yet now 
burgeoning fields of Scottish, Welsh 
and Irish women's history. Three 
recent books on Scotland are by 
women involved in this volume (El
eanor Gordon, 1991; Linda Mahood, 
1990; Shin Reynolds, 1989). 

The eight essays are consist
ently concise and clearly organized 
with brief bibliographies, making 
them especially appealing for stu
dents although they are a bit uneven 
- a few become rather immersed in 
detail. A useful Introduction pulls 
together the main themes, drawing 
attention to the persistence of gen
der divisions in employment and 
limited choices for women, but re
sisting simplistic ideas of women as 
mere victims of circumstance. Oral 
history helps challenge many re
ceived notions. The concentration on 
the twentieth century does however 
slightly belie the book's subtitle with 
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only two essays centrally addressing 
the bulk of the nineteenth century. 
Possibly because of this imbalance, 
the book does not follow a broadly 
chronological pattern. This is 
slightly confusing since, for example, 
the reader shifts from 1910 to 1950 
in the opening essay, back to the 
nineteenth century then forward 
again to Edwardian Scotland by the 
third essay. Uniting them, however, 
is a concern with a gendered division 
of labour and how this shaped 
women's lives and prospects at dif
ferent times and in varying places 
and occupations. 

Linda Mahood's exploration of 
Victorian Magdalen homes in Glas
gow and Edinburgh raises important 
questions about moral regulation, 
the definition and control of sexu
alities and the shaping of ideas about 
working-class respectability. The di
rectors reconciled their worries 
about women's employment with the 
need for these 'unfortunates' to work 
for the homes and provided not only 
'women fit for work, but work fit for 
women'. The other essay on Vic
torian Scotland examines the women 
out-workers or bondagers in the 
south-east, tracing the decline of the 
system and the particular vulner
ability and powerlessness of those 
working for their families. Not sur
prisingly, given the paucity of evi
dence from the women themselves, 
much of our knowledge ofthe system 
is refracted through the perceptions 
of the male farmworkers/relatives, 
the ploughman or hind. 

In contrast, the essay on 
women's memories of work in Stirl
ing in the first half of this century 
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