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again the symbol of the ladder which 
opens the book, but this time we see 
Jacob's ladder, rather than the letter 
'H', and writing is compared to the 
angels climbing down the ladder into 
the depths. The metaphor of journey 
inwards is only partly accurate since 
dreams efface the journey: we are 
simply and suddenly in a place 
combining 'extreme familiarity with 
extreme strangeness'. One of the 
most fascinating dream pieces which 
Cixous presents here describes a 
woman who leaves the battle with 
dirt and disorder in 'the numerous 
great rooms of the university' and 
finds herself in a church in front of an 
iron chest, which beneath her hands 
begin to blossom with colour, with 
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According to Maeve Kneafsey at Attic 
Press, Ireland's feminist publishing 
house, LIP pamphlets were orig
inally conceived of as a space for 
women to engage with contemporary 
and often contentious issues. Attic 
decided that, in contradistinction to 
book-length manuscripts, the pam
phlets would each pursue one sub
stantial discussion, eschewing the 
traditional dictum to provide 'both 
sides' of an argument. Additionally, 
the pamphlets recalled the interest
ing prominence the word lip itself 
holds in Irish culture. As Ailbhe 
Smyth, Director of Women's Studies 
at University College Dublin and 
editor at Attic Press has said in 
another context, many women re
member mothers admonishing their 

'star flowers'. When she leaves her 
creation momentarily she returns to 
find the images have been covered 
over by a painter who has used a 
brush and box of colours to produce an 
abstract image, 'ala Braque'. Cixous 
warns us against the interpretation 
of dreams, but this poetic exploration 
of the relationship between writing, 
the body and gender transcends what 
Cixous refers to as 'sterile debates' on 
nature and culture and leads to the 
evocative parallel between writing 
and flowering/taking root which 
forms part of Cixous' 'attempt to 
conclude'. 

LynThomas 

daughters not to give them any lip, 
not to 'talk back'. A Dozen Lips, one of 
Attic's most recent publications, com
bines twelve pamphlets which taken 
collectively do not argue but rather 
'talk back' to one another in the most 
productive sense, while simul
taneously suggesting the trajectory 
of feminist thought in contemporary 
Ireland. 

Although each pamphlet in the 
collection has much to contribute, the 
first and last indicate the whole. 
Clodagh Corcoran's 'Pornography: 
the new terrorism', originally pub
lished in 1989, begins the discussion 
and Gretchen Fitzgerald's 1992 'Re
pulsing racism: reflections on racism 
and the Irish' concludes it. Corcoran 
recounts her experience viewing por
nography and uses this as a call for 
women to recognize (anti)pornogra
phy as a civil rights issue. Her 
pamphlet belies its early inception 
within Ireland's women's movement 
both in its failure to be self-reflective 
about the fact that perhaps not all 
women would be ready to see porno
graphy as a civil rights issue-women 
in Northern Ireland, for example, 
might contend that adequate housing 
is a more immediate civil rights issue 
than is pornography; northern 



women might also suggest that they 
are dealing with a more profound 
'terrorism' than that mentioned in 
the author's title - and also in her 
reliance on theorists and activists in 
the United States and United King
dom for her analysis. Corcoran's 
essay is peppered with the oft-quoted 
'pornography is the theory; rape is the 
practice', and she cites the 1986 US 
Attorney General's Commission on 
Pornography as that which estab
lished links between pornography 
and violence against women. One 
might wonder how Corcoran would 
respond to recent theorists such as 
Carol Vance and others who have 
suggested the inherently flawed 
nature of the Meese Commission and 
who maintain that sexually explicit 
material might be differently contex
tualized by lesbians. 

Corcoran's essay does become 
particularly interesting, however, 
when she discusses the specificity of 
the Irish women's experience: 'Irish 
social standards and Irish legislation 
have never embodied principles and 
behaviours that respect the sexual 
rights of women' (p. 18). She notes the 
constitution along with contempor
ary issues in Ireland (i.e., the Kerry 
Babies Tribunal), and contends that 
for Irish women 'the sexual colonis
ation of our bodies has been en
shrined in male-dominated legis
lation and legislators' (p. 18). This 
portion of Corcoran's discussion is 
important but still does not ad
equately relate pornography to legis
lation in Ireland. She would perhaps 
have been wiser to highlight the 
implications of this country's treat
ment of women and its parallel 
inability to contend with female 
sexuality itself. Finally, Corcoran 
castigates women who collaborate 
with the enemy - 'women defending 
pornography symbolise the internal
isation of male oppression' (p. 20) -
rather than explore Ireland's in
ability to recognize the range of 
female sexualities, an inability which 
is resonant in A Dozen Lips' lack of 
attention to lesbianism. 
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Gretchen Fitzgerald's essay is 
significant both for its self-conscious
ness about feminisms in Ireland and 
its ability to suggest the direction the 
women's movement might take. Fitz
gerald too begins by recounting her 
experience; yet hers is a much more 
self-conscious exploration, as she 
examines the effects of racism upon a 
woman of colour on a world-wide 
scale and then in a specifically Irish 
context. Fitzgerald provides a gene
alogy of racism and finally suggests 
how she defines it: 'For me, the term 
racism denotes the relations of power 
by which one group dominates 
another because of ethnic or cultural 
differences. Racism is reinforced and 
combined with other forms of preju
dice and discrimination based on 
class, gender and religion' (p. 252). 
Next she contends that the argument 
that the Irish are not racist simply 
because they have been exploited and 
oppressed is not a credible one: 
'Experiencing racism does not pre
vent one being racist oneself' (p. 253). 
Importantly, she traces Ireland's role 
as a missionary people and connects 
this to contemporary development 
work. Although she applauds what 
she sees as an evolving sense of 
enlightenment on the part of develop
ment workers - noting her distress 
when she initially arrived in Ireland 
only to find schoolchildren 'buying' 
(sponsoring) black babies- she main
tains that charity and development 
work are still conceptually flawed. 
This is the import not only of Fitz
gerald's contribution toADozenLips, 
but also of the collection as a whole: 
she discusses an oft-hidden issue
racism in Ireland- and aligns it with 
the institutional powers within 
Ireland itself. 

Fitzgerald's exploration of (ra
cist) institutions in Ireland extends 
from Irish legislation (or lack 
thereoD, to immigration law; to the 
media and education ('The prevailing 
ethos in primary, secondary and 
third level schools and colleges is as 
inherently racist as it is sexist.' 
p. 262); to the European Community 
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('Harmonisation of policies in re
lation to freedom of movement has 
become a contentious issue.' p. 264); 
and, finally, to feminism in Ireland. 
About this she has much to say: 'The 
women's movement in Ireland has 
scarcely begun to address these 
issues [racism in institutionalized 
settings]. For me, the divisions 
which have characterised the poli
tics of feminism in relation to black 
women first need to be recognised 
and then overcome' (p. 267). This 
suggestion, which reminds one of the 
path of women's movements in other 
countries, is given a specifically geo
political twist, as Fitzgerald estab
lishes the specificity of what this 
means for an Irish context: 'Thus, in 
Ireland, Traveller and black women 
need to ally with settled white 
women to achieve a solidarity and 
strength in order to win collective 
battles' (p. 267). It is significant that 
Fitzgerald's essay concludes the 
collection. 

Yet in between Corcoran's pam
phlet and Fitzgerald's, there are 
other works which provocatively re
spond to one another and suggest the 
direction of the women's movement 
and feminist theory in Ireland. In 
'Sex and nation: women in Irish 
culture and politics' (1991), Gerard
me Meaney talks back to Edna Long
ley's 1990 'From Cathleen to 
anorexia: the breakdown of 
Irelands'. Both women seek to ad
dress the tensions between feminism 
and nationalism, republicanism and 
unionism. Longley compares Irish 
nationalism to bad poetry and notes 
that political images (employed by 
both) eventually exhaust them
selves: 'I think this happens at the 
juncture where the image women
Ireland-muse [an equation which 
harkens back to Eavan Boland's 
pamphlet in the collection] meets 
contemporary Irish women. There, I 
believe, the breakdown of nationalist 
ideology becomes particularly clear' 
(p. 176). Like the anorexic Cathleen 
(Ni Houlihan) of Longley's title, the 
nationalist dream too has 'declined 

into a destructive neurosis' (p.102). 
Althoughhertitleimpliestheimport
ance of women to and in her essay, 
Longley's proclivity to talk less about 
women and more about males associ
ated with nationalism, unionism and 
workers parties is correctly taken to 
task by Gerardine Meaney. Although 
Longley discusses male authors and 
politicians to contextualize her 
analysis and to suggest the extent to 
which all of these men are implicated 
in an exploration of women and 
nationalism, her critique leads her to 
make statements such as the follow
ing: 'but at least unionism does not 
appropriate the image of woman or 
hide its aggressions behind our 
skirts' (p. 177). The problem might 
well be less who's appropriating 
whom, and more who gets lost in the 
rustle of fine garments. 

Carol Coulter's 1990 'Ireland: 
between the First and Third Worlds' 
usefully places any discussion of 
Ireland within a colonial context. She 
suggests the possibilities for a kind of 
nationalism and simultaneously cri
tiques the inconsistencies inherent in 
the state, the Republic of Ireland. 
Eavan Boland's by now oft-quoted 
1989 pamphlet 'A kind of scar: the 
woman poet in a national tradition', 
examines the problematics for a 
woman writer who must find her way 
out of the national tradition pre
scribed for her. Her essay is excellent 
and certainly productive for women 
writers, but, importantly, Longley 
suggests that Boland's poem 'Mise 
Eire', which begins Boland's pamph
let, destabilizes the Mise but keeps 
the Eire intact. Margaret Ward in 
'The missing sex: putting women into 
Irish history' adds a useful genealogy 
of women and Irish history. She tells 
us some of what we already know: to 
date Irish history has usually been a 
male and class-based narrative; 
nationalist and feminist women have 
both fared poorly in written accounts 
of history, but it has perhaps been 
'easier' to deal with the nationalist 
cause; in Irish life, the relegation 
of the female exists as much in 



academic as in social institutions. 
Ward's work becomes much more 
provocative when she outlines what 
she sees as the future for the study of 
Irish history. She imagines this 
future as one concerned not only 
with gender, class and sex analyses, 
but also with understanding the way 
the three are imbricated. She 
stresses, too, what others have 
termed a gendered history, one 
which maintains 'the interrelation
ships of women and men's lives, 
using inclusive historical perspec
tives in order to analyse their experi
ences' (p. 223). Ward notes that until 
this new history can take root, 
women's studies should be on the 
core syllabus as an 'interim measure' 
(p. 223). One wonders if yet another 
LIP pamphlet is needed to address 
both the use of women's studies as an 
interim measure and also to assess 
the work of others who have 
suggested alternatives to women's 
inclusion into the mainstream of 
history. 

The remaining pamphlets probe 
the significance of a theorization of 
power for sexual politics (Maureen 
Gaffney (1991), 'Glass slippers and 
tough bargains: women, men and 
power'), and the importance of, 
distant movements and methods 
(Helena Sheehan (1989), 'Has the 
red flag fallen? The fate of socialism 
in the 1990s'). Ethna Viney's 1989 
pamphlet 'Ancient wars: sex and 
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Black Women Survive 
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'I am an incest survivor. Let me 
qualifY that- I am black, female and 
approaching middle age. I have 
reached a point in my life where I feel 
that sharing that information may 

Reviews 149 

sexuality' provides a helpful history 
of discussions of sexuality in Ireland 
and can be usefully read in conjunc
tion with Coulter's pamphlet, as the 
latter foregrounds the international
ism unavailable in the former. Simi
larly, Viney's statement that 'the 
climax of female sexuality is giving 
birth ... .' (p. 65) can be interestingly 
juxtaposed to Ruth Riddick's 1990 
pamphlet, 'The right to choose: ques
tions of feminist morality'. Riddick's 
work is particularly relevant to those 
interested in learning about the 
ways in which issues surrounding 
reproductive rights have galvanized 
women in the Republic. Readers 
might remember, however, Long
ley's suggestion that this very issue 
(reproductive rights in the south) 
has had the effect of eliding others 
(the construction of the nation). 

As A Dozen Lips indicates, one 
pamphlet dedicated to an in-depth 
discussion of a particular concern of 
Irish women is stimulating and 
thought-provoking, but a combi
nation of twelve of these documents 
is truly spectacular. Taken as a 
whole, the collection suggests the 
extent to which women in Ireland 
are talking to one another and at the 
same time signalling the trajectory 
in feminist thought in the Republic 
oflreland and Northern Ireland. 

Megan Sullivan 

be useful for those who are also black, 
female and have survived child sex
ual abuse'. Thus begins Melba Wil
son's introduction to Crossing the 
Boundary. Wilson's aim in writing 
this book is that it will help her to 
come 'to terms with the sexual re
lationship which occurred more than 
thirty years ago between [her] father 
and [herself1; and help other Black 
women who have similar experiences 
to be able to do the same.' 

In Britain very little research 


