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The essays which make up Becoming a Woman were written over a 
twenty-year period, between 1974 and 1993. Arranged more or less 
chronologically, there is a narrative embedded in them: a story of the 
study of women in our times. The first essay, 'Women's work in 
nineteenth-century London: a study of the years 1820-60s' is resolutely 
material, its object being to make working women visible in a history 
that had hidden them. 'Most historians define the working class de facto 
as working men .... The labour historian has ignored women as workers 
- on the labour market and within the household.' What now seems 
merely commonsensical in such an opening was then both radical and 
unsettling. Marxism, gender-blind, nevertheless offered a coherent theo
retical baseline of a broadly emancipatory kind for women historians 
who wanted more than a piecemeal women's history. In the 1950s and 
1960s, British Marxist historians of the New Left were reappraising all 
history, conceptualizing it in a way which could bring in new subjects 
not previously seen as historical agents. They were enormously influential 
as writers and teachers. It is not at all surprising that feminist history 
should have hitched itself to the wagon; nor that the fragmentation of 
the previously stable category 'Woman' should have contributed to the 
breakup of what Heidi Hartmann called 'The unhappy marriage of 
Marxism and Feminism'. The narrative we are offered here enacts that 
break, and a key essay, 'Women, class and sexual difference in the 
1830s and 1840s: some reflections on the writing of a feminist history' 
engages directly with it. The overall trajectory of the collection takes us 
from the material to the subjective; from exteriority to interiority; from 

.., , 
C> ... s 

109 



110 

the concrete to the fantastic; from the economic to the unconscious; from 
what is to what is felt to be; from how things are to the meaning of what 
they seem; from a Marxist history to psychoanalysis. 

Questions to do with relationships of production and property give way 
to 'a concept of the subject divided by sex and driven by phantasy and 
the unconscious as well as economic need'. In pursuit of this subject 
who is no subject (for 'history has no Subject'), language takes on a pre
eminence at the centre of enquiry that class once had. Some of the writing 
in the later essays reads like speech, which is perhaps not accidental. 
It reflects a preoccupation with women's speech as revelatory of the 
unconscious, itself offering clues to the experiential, of what it means to 
be female, how femaleness is lived differently (in the body as well as in 
speech) at different historical times. The psychic may be more resistant 
to change than our social selves, but it is an article of faith here that it 
should be as open to historical investigation as were the weekly wages 
of hatters or needlewomen. 

This is a rich and many layered collection of writings, indispensable for 
anyone who wants to understand how feminist history has developed 
over the last twenty years. It contains essays which have been inspira
tional to many over the years and which will now rightly find a new 
and enthusiastic readership. There is an openness of tone and com
mitment to clarity about debates and issues which is very welcome. 
Feminist historians have tended to embrace the autobiographical, and 
Sally Alexander is no exception, using the personal as a touchstone. But 
for the most part she is clearly more comfortable making her points 
about women's lives through the lives of others. These are the essays 
which least stand the test of time. The interviews with Yvonne Kapp, 
'Becoming a woman in London in the 1920s and 1930s' and 'Memory, 
generation and history', are attempts to rethink periodicity by working 
through women's memories of how they lived and how they yearned to 
live. The unhappy marriage here is a stylistic one, between the demotic 
and the academic. Oral testimonies which express their meaning perfectly 
well are gathered into generalizations, taken by the researcher/historian 
and served up for another audience altogether. Striving for documentary 
truthfulness produces, paradoxically, an unintended condescension. As 
others have discovered, reaching for the truth of personal selves demands 
a different kind of writing, not necessarily the endlessly destabilized 
language of Lacanian theory, but a language Sally Alexander gestures 
towards when she speaks of imaginary power and the idioms of poetry 
or colloquial speech. 



In the early days, Marxist historians argued that the unconscious was 
universal, ahistorical and unchanging, and thus not relevant to historical 
enquiry. Feminists argued that sexual difference is rooted in the uncon
scious, and that the arrangements of sexuaVsocial ordering are prompted 
by unconscious drives and desires. Appropriately, then, the 'I' here, 
having travelled that journey, is a confessedly uncertain one by the 
second half of the volume: unsure, as many of us are, where the emphasis 
on subjectivities will take a feminism no longer attached to political 
activism, and busily proliferating into hybrid forms in the wider world 
as well as in the academy. 

Norma Clarke 
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This book is less about 'the logic of cultural difference' replayed through 
misogyny and antisemitism than a close historical account of its exhibi
tion through the work of two key writers. The setting is late nineteenth
century Italy, and the analysis primarily concerns Cesare Lombroso, 
founding father of modern criminology, and Matilde Serao, prolific 
novelist, journalist and (apparent, though Harrowitz suggests not uni
formly) vociferous anti-feminist. The analytical starting point is that anti
semitism and misogyny are bound together in these nineteenth-century 
discourses through the effort to contain and control difference, and 
Lombroso and Serao both not only theorize these differences but also 
exemplify prevalent strategies for dealing with them. 

As well as considering the influence of their ideas, at issue is how these 
authors collude with antisemitism and misogyny to address their own 
social marginalization. That is, not only how they indulge in a 'betrayal 
of self-identity' (p. 13) by derogating their own group (Lombroso as a 
Jew, Serao as a woman), but conversely, how vilification of the other 
(misogyny for Lombroso, antisemitism for Serao) works to secure their 
participation within the dominant group. In the penultimate chapter, 
through a close reading of Serao's novels, it is suggested that this is no 
mere substitution of category of oppression, but rather that representa-
tions of gender, culture and religion have to be understood as mutually 111 
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