
Palgrave Macmillan Journals is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to
Feminist Review.

www.jstor.org
®

the vulnerability which Segal says occur during sex: '(S]ex places "man
hood" in jeopardy, with its masculine ideal of autonomous selfhood 
threatened by the self-abnegation, the self-obliteration, that sexual desire 
engenders' (p. 254). This is where I part company decisively with Segal. 
It is not that I think that this never happens, but what I object to is the 
way Segal suddenly projects one, unitary meaning on to sex - sex is 
about loss of control, it is about blurring the boundaries of the self -
when she has argued throughout that this cannot be sustained. Sex may 
have this meaning for some people at some time, but Segal cannot 
pronounce that this is what sexual desire is - as if it had some unproble
matic essence. I am also uncomfortable with the terms she uses: these 
notions of transcendence are far too mystical for my liking, and they 
seem to idealize sexual relations. Her accounts of desire and of sex 
seem, by the end of the book, to have taken on an almost free-floating 
quality - abstracted from the social context of power relations in which 
they exist. 
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This book 'aims to raise consciousness about the discourse of sexual 
harassment and the adequacy of practice based on this language' (p. 2). 
It has, in this sense, a simple aim, informed by the view that the way in 
which discourses of sexual harassment are framed makes an important 
difference politically. However, that is the only overarching narrative this 
book provides, because it is about using detail and local analysis: 'the 
contributors . . . show how simplified narratives and explanations of 
harassment disguise complexity for particular social reasons' (p. 2). The 
contributors represent a wide range of disciplinary perspectives, notice
ably more humanities- than social science-based (history, art, cultural 
studies, law, women's studies, classics, anthropology and English), but 
they are all working in academic institutions except one, Ros Hunt, who 
is a priest. 

These authors largely succeed in revealing complexity through working 
with situated examples: legal and para-legal discourses, the colonial 
shaping of 'Eve-teasing' in India, British men and women's systematically m 
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different accounts of the same incidents of sexual harassment, insti
tutional contexts such as the Anglican church and British universities, 
lesbian harassment and the visual and textual narratives of the sexuality 
of 'Asian babes' for male consumption in the British Midlands. Local 
discourses are scrutinized, 'deconstructed' and subjected to feminist 
critiques; critiques which share the merit of not using a 'totalising rhet
oric as a polemical strategy' (p. 4) - a phrase used by the editors in 
describing radical feminist perspectives on sexual harassment. While 
power is ubiquitous in these accounts, it is not treated as singular or 
monolithic and can permit the kind of analysis - some would say opti
mistically - that is suggestive of how feminism can make further gains 
in the struggle against sexual harassment. For example, Ruth Jamieson 
discusses how the Canadian Criminal Code stipulates that 'the consent 
to sexual activity can no longer be assumed, presumed or "believed" 
unless reasonable steps have been taken to ascertain that consent has in 
fact been given' (p. 116). 

Many chapters reflect the editors' intention of breaking down the cate
gory distinctions between sexual harassment and cognate arenas of 
sexual politics such as date rape, child sexual abuse and pornography as 
part of an attempt to question and debate the narrow definitions of 
sexual harassment which have resulted from its development within 
employment discourses and practices concerning equal opportunities and 
equal rights. The book's cover photograph likewise represents a broaden
ing of the typical idea of sexual harassment by depicting a woman, not in 
an office, but walking along a street, briefcase in hand, while a group of 
men, dressed in working jeans and site helmets, collusively ogle after 
her. However, Jane Beckett's discussion of this photograph does not 
reflect what I read as the class dimension of this encounter. On the other 
hand, Padma Anagol-McGinn introduces a parallel race dimension in 
her analysis of the colonial context of the history of sexual harassment 
in India. 

In an excellent introductory chapter, Clare Brant and Yun Lee Too map 
out the field of sexual harassment, historically, politically, and in particu
lar discursively, with a breadth and insight which is clarifying, at the 
same time as observing their own strictures of multiplicity and rejection 
of simplification. Their mandatory tour of the contents of the book also 
follows these principles: rather than treating the contents in linear 
fashion, author by author, they return to the chapters, surveying them 
from different angles, weaving strands, shunning the grand narrative. 

How well does this 'postmodern' strategy work in 'rethinking sexual 
126 harassment'? (While nowhere in this book is an explicit claim to 



postmodernism made, it seems to me that such principles do inform the 
editors' approach.) The contributions largely live up to the claims of 
local analysis, difference and complexity and make accessible reading 
(often aided by the integration of the writer's reflexivity on the issue). 
The editors' strategy of organizing the book into three parts - stories, 
categories and contexts - seems consistent with their wish to challenge 
more conventional categorizations, although for me it did not contribute 
anything to the individual chapters. 

What about the editors' claim to address practice, as well as discourse? 
Postmodern feminism has been criticized for potentially undermining the 
unity of purpose of feminist politics through its emphasis on the local, 
the diverse, and the multiple and contradictory workings of power. 
Significantly, therefore, there is no sign of these undermining its political 
awareness or its political contribution. On the contrary, I found it helpful 
that the book consistently avoids totalizing accounts of harassment. 
An edited collection such as this - often regarded with suspicion by pub
lishers because of its potential lack of coherence - works well as a vehicle 
for such an approach, as long as the diversity of contributions is given 
sufficient structure by a coherent editorial vision. Understandably, the 
editorial vision is most apparent in the introductory chapter (written by 
Brant and Too), but none the less, at its best, this book provides a good 
model of postmodern political writing within an academic feminist 
tradition. 

Wendy Hollway 

Medicine and Nursing. Professions in a Changing Health Service 
Sylvia Walby, .June Green\IVell, Lesley Mackay and 
Keith Soothill 

Sage Publications: London, 1994 

ISBN 0 8039 8742 0, 1:11.95 Pbk, ISBN 0 8039 8741 2 Hbk 

This book attempts to bring together important strands in the sociology 
of work, the sociology of the professions, gender issues, and the sociology 
of health, in order to examine recent social policy decisions and changes 
in the British National Health Service. The most important feature of 
the text is its thorough and consistent review of the literature which 
brings together all the different strands of thinking. We feel the strength 
of the book also turns out to be the cause of some of its weaker points. 
In trying to deal with so much material, the authors at times lose track 121 
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