
that authenticity by rendering all other positions [y] as potentially demonics.’

(loc.cit.). The instance of Thatcher is, clearly, an extreme one, but Swindells’

remarks remind us that other ways of ‘managing authenticity’ may be just as toxic

as hers. This is a sobering thought for all of us working on and with autobiography

in Britain today – as critics, teachers, activists – and not necessarily just those

working on contemporary writing.

Trev Lynn Broughton
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Heroic desire: lesbian identity and cultural space

Sally Munt; Cassell, London, 1998, d14.99, ISBN: 0-304-33454-5 (Pbk)

The mid-to-late-1990s saw an explosive interest in space and its relation to

identity and Sally Munt has made a significant theoretical contribution to this.

Heroic Desire is a creative and positive exploration of lesbian culture and identity

politics in relation to ‘space’. She is keen to demonstrate that claiming a lesbian

self is political, that identifying as lesbian in a homophobic environment is ‘heroic’

and that being a lesbian requires a degree of rebellion in favour of one’s own

desire. Throughout the book, Munt looks at various identities that are included in

lesbian subculture as forms of spatial existence and resistance to the ‘absence’ of

lesbians in dominant culture. These include the lesbian hero, flâneur, butch,

outlaw and citizen. The book comprises six chapters that overlap and intersect,

although each chapter may stand well on its own.

Munt begins by detailing the concept of ‘hero’, which she has noticed to be

constantly appearing in post-Stonewall lesbian film and fiction. In contrast to

conventional heterosexual heroic texts that return the reader to a heterosexual

world, these transport the lesbian reader to another world, for example, a new

form of ‘self-hood’ or a preferred community, via identification and desire. She

also considers the lesbian flâneur as metaphor for creating spaces for existence.

Like the lesbian, the flâneur is simultaneously detached from and a part of city

life, the importance of the wandering lesbian flâneur being that through mobility

she takes ownership of space and offers visibility. Munt likens this to Gay Pride

marches through city streets. The chapter on the butch body is a lengthy discussion

of the many meanings attached to the term ‘butch’ and the chapter comes to life

in the section regarding the stone butch and the embodiment of ‘butchness’. She
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says that while the stone butch symbolizes a variety of desires and taboos she is

not a conventional woman, she is in a space of her own. The visibility of the

butch’s space is important to lesbians, as Munt claims that the butch is the most

recognizable public form of lesbianism and as an outlaw figure she is romanticized

by lesbians. Not surprising then that Munt looks at how lesbians have adopted the

outlaw status to fuel political movements since the 1970s, such as Lesbian

Amazons and Lesbian Avengers in America.

A crucial chapter in the book highlights the importance and limitations of

discursive spaces such as lesbian nation in the 1970s and queer nation in the

1990s. Munt looks at some of the dilemmas surrounding inclusion and exclusion

and how the uses of the concept ‘nation’ have often proved destructive in reality.

This remains relevant two decades later as lesbians continue to dream of

commonality and unification and require space to achieve this, not simply hard

physical space but discursive and imagined space also.

Central to the book is the importance of cultural space for presence and

resistance, whether it is ‘real’ or metaphorical. Both movement, time and the

imagination are required for political effectiveness in a world where lesbians are

ignored and Munt explains that this involves integration of the self with other

selves and with each other. With reference to dichotomies such as pride/shame she

outlines how lesbians have been motivated to claim and occupy space in the city,

how it may continue to be used and expanded and how this relates to politics of

identity and agency. The book offers lesbians, both individually and collectively,

spatial opportunity to resist and exist, from reading lesbian fiction in private to

marching among thousands through the streets.

Initially, I was not convinced by these offerings of space, they seemed too

idealistic and not necessarily within the reach of many lesbians. While I can see

the relevance of the cultural spaces she discusses, I would have liked more

discussion on who exactly has access to them and how this may differ among

lesbians with differing resources to draw upon (although Munt does acknowledge

differing identities such as ethnicity and class). Many of the spaces discussed

are those that Munt has experienced personally and I would also have liked a

more detailed discussion of the labour of finding these spaces and how these

interact with other spaces and with time on a daily basis. The impression I got

was that much of this space is accessed during one’s ‘free-time’ and that both

space and time are factors in one’s ability to exist and resist. Although Munt

touches on this and I can see that these spaces are available, it is not clear when

they are so.

The multitude of sources and references Munt draws on is commendable. Not only

is she obviously widely read in academic texts, she has also conducted in-depth

analysis of various cultural products including lesbian novels, films and poetry. The

edge to the book is given by her inclusion of personal everyday experiences that
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serve a range of purposes in addition to illustrating her main arguments. By

focusing on the identity ‘lesbian’ she shows that a sense of lesbian self is a

suitable guide to resistance (and change). The inclusion of her own experiences

demonstrates her point that resistance and liberation require reflection on the

unique experiences of individuals, this enables specific needs to be served and an

understanding of the many ways oppression can be resisted, individually and

collectively. Although not a sociological book, I have read it three times and each

time I found something new and exciting that made the discussions increasingly

convincing. Heroic Desire is an enjoyable read for anyone interested in identity

politics, particularly if concerned with cultural studies, women’s studies, lesbian

studies and social geography.

Sadhana Sutar
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Celebrating Women’s Friendship: Past, Present and Future

Ruth A. Symes, Ann Kaloski and Heloise Brown (Eds.); Raw Nerve Books, York, 1999, ISBN:

0-9536585-1-1 (Pbk) d13.00

This inter-disciplinary collection of essays on female friendship grew out of the

conference organized by the Centre for Women’s Studies at the University of York in

1995. It extends the thin literature currently available on women’s friendships and

makes a companion volume to Pat O’Connor’s (1992) Friendships Between Women:

A Critical Review. The contributors investigate friendship in specific historical,

geographical and classed contexts in various locations – domesticity, Edwardian

feminist politics, academia and cyberspace – through a range of media: letters,

oral narratives, fiction, poetry, electronic mail and autobiography.

Several chapters grapple with familiar themes in research on female friendship

such as the difficulty of defining friendship, the blurred line between homosocial

and homosexual ties that are much more closely demarcated among men than

women, the under-explored power dynamics between women and political

sororities. In their discussions, several authors draw on inspiring sources: the

work of Graham Allan, Nancy Chodorow, Adrienne Rich and Virginia Woolf.

The most engaging chapters bring a new perspective to friendship research. Side

reviews feminist attempts to theorize friendship; Symes considers the links

between friendship, the genre of epistolary writing and early developments in

pedagogy for women; Brown and Cowman’s analysis of the role of friendship in the

suffrage movement offers a powerful example of effective political sisterhood

mobilized around a single issue. Giles examines the possibility of friendship across

class boundaries between bourgeois women and their domestic helpers; and Bertram

book reviews feminist review 74 2003 109


	references

