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white femininity is historically con
structed and racialized in dominant 
ideologies seems at times in Ware to 
come close to an endorsement of the 
view of the insurmountability of ra
cial and cultural difference, and the 
leaving of women enclosed in their 
cultural/ethnic specificity and 'dif
ference', a difference implied to be as 
valuable as it is inevitable. But at the 
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In her recent book, Elizabeth Wilson 
argues 'that we will never solve the 
problems of cities unless we like the 
urban-ness of urban life' (p. 158). 
She is deeply critical of the anti
urban sentiment prevalent in 
British and American culture, and 
insists upon the liberating potential 
of city life for women. Although the 
lives of women in Western societies 
are necessarily bound up with urban 
culture, feminist work in urban 
studies has remained rather separ
ate from other feminist concerns. 
Wilson's book goes some way to brid
ging this gap, and in this review I 
endorse her emphasis on the signifi
cance of the city for feminism and of 
feminist perspectives for urban 
studies. At the same time I sound a 
note of caution in response to her 
optimistic appraisal of the prospects 
for women in cities. 

Wilson's book is concerned with 
both the gender imagery of the city 
(and especially with the related op
positions of city/country and mascu
line/feminine), and peoples' every
day experiences of urban living. On 
the former, she suggests that 'male 
and female "principles" war with 
each other at the very heart of city 
life. The city is "masculine" in its 
triumphal scale, its towers and vis
tas and arid industrial regions; it is 
"feminine" in its enclosing embrace, 
in its indeterminacy and labyr-

same time, she appears to suggest, 
the importance of this ideology cri
tique is precisely to overcome these 
divisions. 

Overall, this is an important 
and provocative contribution to anti
racism. 

Laura Chrisman 

inthine uncentredness. We might 
even go so far as to claim that urban 
life is actually based on this per
petual struggle between rigid, rou
tinised order and pleasurable 
anarchy, the male-female dichot
omy.' (pp. 7-8) Wilson bemoans the 
tendency for the 'masculinity' of the 
city to dominate contemporary con
ceptions of urbanism. She implies 
that even feminist research on urban 
life falls into this trap, and, by fo
cusing too narrowly on 'issues of 
safety, welfare and protection' 
(p.lO), promotes a view of women as 
victims of urbanization. In recover
ing the feminine imagery of the city, 
Wilson seeks 'a new vision, a new 
ideal of life in the city- and a new, 
"feminine" voice in praise of cities' 
(p. 11). She points to the possibilities 
for 'alternative' living arrangements 
in cities, to the advantages of ano
nymity and to the spontaneity and 
freedom associated with the city. 

While her historical account of 
the gender connotations of urbanism 
and urban form is certainly appeal
ing, the book is weaker in its treat
ment of the practical realities of 
urban living. Two aspects of this 
merit consideration. First, the links 
between the gender inflections of our 
conceptions of the city and everyday 
urban life remain poorly specified. 
Secondly, Wilson underplays the 
deeply divided character of women's 
experience of the city. I elaborate 
each of these criticisms in turn. 

Existing research on women and 
urban living, which Wilson so readily 
dismisses, actually illuminates some 
of the interconnexions between 



images of, and experiences in, the 
city. For example, feminist contri
butions to urban studies have drawn 
attention to a mismatch between the 
reality of women's lives, especially 
the prevalence of a dual role as wage 
earner and homemaker, and the 
form of the built environment, es
pecially the spatial separation of 
functionally differentiated land 
uses. If this tended to cast women as 
the victims of urban planning, it also 
showed how patriarchal ideologies, 
inscribed on the urban landscape 
through the practices of male
dominated professions, can become a 
means through which female sub
ordination is enforced: the diffi
culties experienced by women nego
tiating a built environment based on 
the inaccurate assumption of comp
lementary roles within nuclear fami
lies, help to 'keep women in their 
place'. Thus, the notion that the built 
environment is man-made was given 
a new twist in these accounts and 
taken to signify hostility, or at mini
mum insensitivity, to women's 
needs. 

Wilson is surely correct to draw 
out the feminine connotations of the 
city that coexist alongside the patri
archal stereotypes evident in plan
ning, but we need to know more 
about how the sphinxlike qualities 
she identifies relate to women's (and 
men's) lives. Are the women (and 
men) who enjoy the city responding 
to its 'feminine' or 'masculine' at
tributes? If, as she argues, fear of the 
city is rooted in a male fear of un
regulated female sexuality, how does 
this inform women's resistance to 
the assumptions of urban planning 
and women's behaviour in the city? 
Wilson is, I think, suggesting that 
cities offer possibilities for women to 
create their own spaces: how do 
these utilize or disturb the tension 
between 'male and female principles' 
that she diagnoses as central to the 
character of urban life? That Wil
son's book provokes these questions 
demonstrates her success in high
lighting the mutual significance of 
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feminism and urban studies, but she 
leaves the appetite whetted rather 
than satisfied. 

There is, of course, no unitary 
female experience of the city. More
over, in many Western cities it ap
pears that women's experience of 
urban life is becoming more deeply 
polarized. On the one hand, women 
are increasingly visible among the 
urban poor whether as lone mothers, 
the elderly or the young homeless. 
And on the other hand, women are 
increasingly visible among the 
urban middle class, whether as 
members of two-career households 
or as single professional women. 
Although Wilson acknowledges the 
existence of the former groups of 
women, it is clear that her argument 
is coloured principally by the latter. 
The underlying difficulty here is that 
Wilson remains caught within the 
dichotomous structure she is exam
ining. While she points to the gross 
inadequacies of a direct mapping of 
male/female on to city/country, she 
does not question the oppositions 
themselves. By relying on these di
chotomies, gender appears to be the 
most fundamental social division 
and her qualifications about class 
differences among women fail to con
vince the reader otherwise. And, if a 
white professional identity looms too 
large within the category 'women', so 
too do New York, London and Paris 
within the category 'cities'. The 
single chapter on Third World cities 
does not counterbalance the atten
tion paid to the 'control and com
mand' centres of the West. 

Despite these reservations, Wil
son's book succeeds in presenting a 
refreshing and original argument in 
an accessible manner. Most of us 
take the urban context of our lives 
very much for granted: the city is 
either the immediate backdrop for 
our daily activities or a none-too
distant entity which we cannot for
get. This book reminds us that cities 
are rich human creations and, as 
such, the terrain of contested ideas 
about human life. While I remain 
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sceptical about the possibility of a 
singular, pro-urban feminine voice, 
there is clearly an important place 

for feminist voices in the remaking of 
our cities. 

Liz Bondi 
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