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Donoghue's book is an exhaustive 
account of relationships between 
women in early modern Britain. 
These range from romantic friend
ships and long-term partnerships, to 
women who cross-dress in order to 
gain access to other women. Do
noghue has taken as her parameters 
the 1668 play by Margaret Caven
dish, The Convent of Pleasure, and 
the 1801 novel by Maria Edgeworth, 
Belinda. Between these two dates, 
she focuses on a variety of texts 
published by known and unknown, 
male and female writers, and in
cludes newspaper reports, criminal 
records, diaries, letters, poetry and 
fiction. This range of sources allows 
Donoghue to consider the idea of 
female relationships in the widest 
possible sense, thereby redressing 
what she considers the damaging 
effect of narrow readings by other 
lesbian historians. 

Yet, the further one goes in to the 
book, the more one becomes aware 
that here is an author in search of an 
argument. Inevitably, Donoghue 
ends up in a trap of her own making, 
with no place to go except the ac
cumulation of yet more detail. This is 
accentuated by the fact that the book 
lacks any sort of conclusion, as if 
Donoghue herself was unable to 
analyse what she had unearthed. 
However, given this, admittedly 
rather large reservation, the book 
remains a goldmine of endlessly fas
cinating and original material. 

The book is structured around 
four primary topics which Donoghue 
sees as central to lesbian culture: 
gender blurring, friendship, sex and 
community. The confusions and con
tradictions which surround the 
figure of the woman who loved other 

women is particularly apparent in 
the chapter on female husbands. 
Eighteenth-century newspaper re
ports show that these women were 
often treated with indulgence, their 
behaviour being viewed as an eccen
tricity rather than a crime. Occasion
ally, clergymen recorded their sus
picions that marrying couples were, 
in fact, both female, but went ahead 
and married them anyway! In some 
places cross-dressing was considered 
necessary, even desirable. Up to one 
quarter of all plays during this 
period involved breeches parts, de
signed to titillate the male audience. 
There is also ample evidence that 
women passed as men in the mili
tary, and that this involved erotic 
adventures with other women. Yet, 
particularly in the fiction of this 
period, women who displayed such 
passions are portrayed as 'mannish' 
and 'unnatural' characters who prey 
on vulnerable heroines, as in Samuel 
Richardson's Pamela (1740). Al
ternatively, they are caricatured as 
Amazons and Bluestockings, with a 
particularly good example of the 
comic lesbian figure appearing in 
Charlotte Lennox's novel Euphemia 
(1790). Again, in Belinda (1801), by 
Edgeworth, this same figure is 
viewed as both compellingly attract
ive and contemptibly unhealthy. 

In the section on romantic 
friendship, Donoghue more than 
makes up for the 1991 (male) editors 
of the Oxford Book of Friendship, 
who regretted the lack of examples 
by female writers. We are, instead, 
supplied with many accounts of 
women's friendships, from the ideal
ized to the erotic. Donoghue also 
identifies a strand of 'misogamist' 
(marriage-hating) women's writing 
throughout this period, which leads 
her to believe that the concept of 
spinsterhood was central to lesbian 
culture. Other historians have con
cluded that, due to financial con
straints, some women were 'un
luckily' consigned to spinsterhood. 
Donoghue probes the material 
further to show that a high rate of 



unmarried women was not merely 
an economic or demographic phen
omenon, but, instead, 'an index of 
women's choices'. Indeed, many 
women, including the Bluestocking 
writers, Elizabeth Carter and 
Catherine Talbot, deliberately re
sisted the institution of marriage, 
since it would mean the end of their 
female friendships. 

The book succeeds in its main 
aim to bring to the general reader a 
wealth of information about seven
teenth- and eighteenth-century les
bian culture. This is particularly im
portant for several reasons. By 
reading her material in such a wide
ranging and flexible way, Donoghue 
has supplied us with a substantial 
body of writings on relationships 
between women. Not only have these 
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Why pick this substantive topic: 
Gender and Microwave Ovens? Why 
choose this theoretical apparatus to 
apply to it: Sociology of Technology? 
Cockburn and Ormrod answer these 
questions by placing the political 
agenda right up front: 'In so far as 
[the book] is about one artifact it is 
about microwave ovens. But one 
technology would do as well as 
another ... It explores some techno
logical processes in order to learn 
more about the disadvantage of 
women' (2, my emphasis). But poli
ticians must also attend to more 
than their moral values. They must 
address their technological appar
atus and choose best where and how 
to use them. 

'Being technologically com
petent is a badge of masculinity, 
while the ideal offemininity involves 
being "hopeless with machines"' 
says the cover note to the book. By 
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women been given the opportunity to 
speak in their own voices, but we 
discover that, far from the silences 
which were assumed to surround 
female same-sex relationships, there 
was in fact a rich language through 
which this could be communicated. 
Again, the book points out the 
necessity of treating lesbian history 
as unique, rather than looking for 
exact equivalents of gay men's his
tory. Donoghue thus raises timely 
and thought-provoking questions 
about how we 'read' the type of ma
terial handed down to us, and takes a 
stage further the recovery of 'a 
shared history for all women who 
love women'. 

Rebecca D'Monte 

saying 'one technology is as good as 
another' and treating one theory as 
good as another, Cockburn and Orm
rod are fulfilling their destiny in 
much the same way as the women 
they write about in the book. 

If you look into the word 'techni
cal', you find its root techne from the 
Greek which denoted 'skill, art, craft, 
trade'. A significant strand of So
ciology of Technology puts this at the 
heart of its work to challenge the 
notion that Technology is something 
separate from Society. It implies 
that technologies are integral as
pects of ourselves as human subjects 
as we act and operate in any aspect of 
our lives. We are brought to life, and 
bring ourselves to life, through tech
nologies. From this starting point, 
then, it should come as no surprise to 
find that technologies in the forms of 
stereo equipment, cars and micro
wave ovens are part of the process 
which produce us as different kinds 
of beings, the terms woman, man 
and microwave being three small 
words available to describe these 
beings. 

My argument here is that this 
should have been the starting point 


