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from which one may speak coherently. The question of what it means to 
engage as a marginal 'reader' or 'speaker' can only shift to the historical 
plane, or become inarticulable. This complex question, raised in the opening 
chapters (p. 10), is not substantially addressed. Young has, however, cleared 
a terrain on which such a debate may move beyond a 'counter-mythologiz
ing' tendency; and on which white feminists may also begin to develop a 
more effective engagement with the racialization of discourses of gender and 
sexuality. The value of Young's critical method to a wide range of opposi
tional critical practices lies, not least, in her commitment. 

[Not to] ... construct a hierarchy of oppression but to suggest that a more 
reflective critical practice needs to be developed in order to analyse the complex 
ways in which these systems of oppression may be destabilized. 

(p. 177) 

Paula Graham 
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'Do foreigners make the best sociologists?' Wolff provocatively asks in her 
opening line and in as much as Wolff now describes herself as a 'resident 
alien', Professor of Art History at the University of Rochester, the answer 
after reading these essays is a resounding yes (p. 1). Resident Alien builds 
on Wolff's earlier work, The Social Production of Art and Feminine Sen
tences, and similarly offers a historical and discursively feminist account 
of aspects of modernity (Walter Benjamin, the f/aneur and the painter 
Gwen John) as well as chapters on popular music of the 1950s. 

Travel, women's marginality, and, borrowing a phrase from Jane Tomp
kins, 'the move towards the memoiristic' are themes that recur throughout 
the essays as well as a continuing interest in 'personal criticism' as a vehicle 
for intellectual analysis. 

Wolff offers new insights into what Gayatri Spivak has called the 'winning 
back' of the position of the questioning subject or what Wolff herself calls 145 
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a 'sociology of the marginal' (Spivak, 1990: 42; Wolff, 1995: 2). What this 
involves in the opening chapter, for example, is a carefully positioned 
account of travelling women intellectuals including women of the Left 
Bank, contemporary Americans such as Alice Kaplan as well as Wolff 
herself, an account which neither romanticizes exile nor freezes exile 
historically. Resident Alien, like the best contemporary feminist writing, 
has been transformed by interest in theories of the subject, critiques of his
toriography and the boundaries between disciplines exemplified in Wolff's 
wonderfully titled chapter 'Eddie Cochran, Donna Anna and the Dark 
Sister: Personal Experience and Cultural History'. Long gone is the notion 
that criticism involves appreciating gender neutral art and cultural prod
ucts. Feminism has altered the whole framework of criticism introducing 
complex models of viewers/readers which defy formalist efforts to ignore 
gender, race and other differences. 

Wolff's engaging, non-assertive rhetoric, full of 'it is not possible to give a 
generic answer', 'I think', 'my suggestions', vividly explores the gaps 
between cultural processes of identity construction and her own life history 
(and love of Eddie Cochran). Sometimes this means that Wolff vectors 
through too many cultural 'degrees'. For example, in a typical double page 
we read about Bizet's Carmen, Tony Harrison's Bow Down, Richard Dyer 
on Marilyn Monroe, being Jewish in a Christian culture, Sander Gilman, 
Klaus Thewelweit, Susan Bordo and the killing of a plastic surgeon and 
hairdresser in Chicago. A fascinating journey in which Wolff's own merid
ian or magnetic pole is not clear. 

Perhaps it is because Wolff repeatedly delivered these essays as public lec
tures that they are at one and the same time analytical and dialogic. It 
seems to me that Wolff's work joins the new, or newly visible, body of 
feminist memoiristic writing in Britain which is intensely self-reflexive, 
carefully exact historically, multigeneric, wide ranging in its references but 
simultaneously intimate in its address to the reader and sometimes pas
sionately dialogic. I am thinking here, for example, of Lauretta Ngcobo's 
Black cultural studies, Annette Kuhn's film theory, Sally Alexander's his
torical essays, Carolyn Steedman's autobiography, Maud Suiter's Black 
aesthetics, Jeanette Winterson's art essays and the sad but bright pole star 
text of last year, Gillian Rose's Love's Work. All share that quality of 
directly speaking-to a reader of cultural complexities. 

It is precisely because Wolff's style is so engaging that the book's absences 
are more marked. I wish that Wolff's revisiting of her germinal account of 
flaneurie, 'The invisible flaneuse' (1985), reprinted in Feminine Sentences, 
was a more sustained analysis. The original essay was an influential 
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flaneurie, in modernity. Resident Alien merely continues Wolff's earlier 
theme that the flaneur is masculine 'to say that women come to have 
acceptable reasons to be in the street is not to identify them as flaneuses' 
(p. 102). Yet, as Mica Nava's insightful topoi of feminine modernity points 
out, Wolff's argument ignores women's everyday experience of the city, 
particularly that of working women and indeed that modernity rapidly 
expanded what counted as respectable public space for women including 
the cinema, the department store and transport (Nava, 1996). 

Wolff also treats too sparingly one of the most powerful influences on 
feminist aesthetics and practice in the 1980s: the engagement with psycho
analysis and its transformation of notions of female identity which con
tinues into the 1990s in the writing of Bracha Lichtenberg-Ettinger (Hurnrn, 
forthcoming). More problematic is Wolff's avoidance of the complexities of 
ethnicity and sexualities; in particular, how Black criticism, for example 
Maud Suiter's Passion, challenges white representations of women's cultural 
practices (Suiter, 1990). Addressing Black and Third World perspectives 
would have helped Wolff to rethink her central theme of travelling. For 
example, Maria Lugones describes travelling as a way of experiencing 
differences by shifting into a different space of being (Lugones, 1987). 

There are silences in Resident Alien but Wolff's vivid voice speaking of that 
complex interaction between female identity (if not identities) and culture 
manages to talk us through historiography, cultural theory and memoir 
into a feminist cultural sociology which never feels foreign. 

Maggie Humm 
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