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These are some of the issues that women liberationists, both from the Third 
World countries and advanced capitalist countries, should address themselves to and 
expand upon. Millet's book is not a theoretical discussion of any of these issues. It is 
above all her personal story of a brief, though condensed, experience in Iran. Nonethe
less she has given her implicit answers to some of the issues I have raised. It is time for 
these problems to be raised and faced openly by all of us. 

AzarTabari 

Out to Work: A History ofWage-Earning Women in the United States by Alice 
Kessler-Harris New York: Oxford University Press, 1982 

The appearance of !;•lch an excellent overview of the history of American working 
women from the colonial era up to the present day signals the coming of age of what is 
still a very new field of scholarship. Only ten years ago, literature on this subject was 
almost non-existent, and even the most basic facts were hard to come by. Since then, 
there has been an outpouring of writing by the new generation of feminist and socialist 
historians shaped by the intellectual legacy of the social movements of the sixties. 
With the revival of interest in working-class history on the one hand, and women's 
history on the other, women's labour history ;.. .> longer an uncharted territory. And 
yet, it has remained quite marginal to both of these larger fields. The new labour 
history, despite its emphasis on recovering the culture and consciousness of ordinary 
workers (whether or not they were active participants in formal institutions like 
unions or parties) has generally continued to be written with the unspoken pre
sumption that the history of the American working class is the history of male workers. 
And while there has been more attention to working women in the rapidly developing 
literature on U.S. women's history, here the analysis of women's past experience in 
relation to family, sexuality and feminism has taken precedence. In this regard the 
writing of women's history reflects the character of the contemporary American 
women's movement itself, which has seldom taken up issues of work and labour as a 
central focus. The weakness and conservatism of American unions and the virtual 
absence of a visible socialist left in the U.S. has produced a particular brand offeminism 
which is remarkably underdeveloped in this area - in sharp contrast to the British 
women's movement. 

Despite all this, a substantial amount of new work in women's labour history has 
appeared in the last decade. Out to Work draws quite extensively on many other 
scholars' pioneering efforts, in the absence of which it probably could not have been 
written. Yet some of this previous work is simply descriptive, lacking any sustained 
effort to analyze and contextualize what is invariably quite fragmentary historical 
evidence. Other recent writings on this subject have been more analytic, but fre
quently their contribution has been merely to liquidate previously unexamined 
assumptions about women workers, without offering a satisfactory alternative analysis. 
Thus, for example, to invalidate the traditional argument that women workers have 
historically been (and are today ) passive and uninterested in unionization requires 
only the documentation of selected examples of female industrial militancy. But 
simply to recount such instances cannot substitute for a serious examination of the 
conditions which give rise to (and those which impede) resistance and organization. 
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Kessler-Harris' treatment does not definitively specify these conditions, but she does 
undertake to explore the problem, carefully avoiding the facile romanticization of 
women workers' struggles which so many other writers on this topic have indulged in. 

She successfully resists other such temptations as well. There seems to be a 
tendency, in debunking the once-conventional wisdom about women workers' 
history, to generate new myths in place of the old. The most familiar example of this is 
in the feminist reconstruction of the pre-industrial period as an idyllic age of minimal 
equality between the sexes. This view emerged as an extrapolation of the important 
discovery that women's labour was accorded greater social value prior to the de
velopment of industrial capitalism than subsequently (contrary to the longstanding 
presumption that women's work was devalued in 'traditional' societies relative to 
'modern' ones). Kessler-Harris provides a useful corrective to this way of thinking in 
her chapter on women's work in colonial America, offering a balanced account which 
recognizes the relative flexibility of the sexual division of labour in that period, but 
also underscores the many gender inequities which existed then, especially in the 
distribution of land and in access to key skills. She rejects romanticism and over
simplification in favour of a careful analysis which suggests the complexity of the 
history she surveys. She is consistently sensitive to ethnic and class distinctions 'among 
working women, and to the various features peculiar to the American situation. 

The central thesis of the book is that the transformation of women's work into 
wage labour has gradually undermined the ideology of 'woman's place' and the entire 
structure of sexual inequality in the family and in the labour market which that 
ideology helps to sustain. 'Could the predictions of Marx and Engels that women's 
entry into wage labour would eliminate "the last remnants of male domination in the 
proletarian home" at last be coming true?' Kessler-Harris asks rhetorically in the 
preface (pp. viii-ix). This is the central question which shapes her rendition of the 
chronology of developments in women's work over the course of American history. By 
the end of the book, in a chapter on the post-World War II period entitled 'The Radical 
Consequences of Incremental Change,' she ventures to suggest an affirmative answer. 
'Home and work roles,' she concludes, 'seemingly complementary in the preindustrial 
period, and tightly regulated thereafter, had by the 1980s burst their constraints' 
(p.319). 

If the present period is seen as newly explosive, Kessler-Harris also argues that 
the contradiction between the economic need to employ women as wage workers and 
the cultural definition offemaleness in essentially domestic terms has existed from the 
earliest period in the development of American capitalism. In discussing women's 
factory employment in the immediate aftermath of the American Revolution (for in 
the U.S., as in Britain, women comprised the first industrial proletariat), she remarks, 
'Women knew they were essential workers, yet wage work was not to be essential in 
their lives' (p.22 ). She goes on to trace this tension as it persists and deepens over the 
next two hundred years, as women's incorporation into the paid labour force becomes 
increasingly extensive. 

Kessler-Harris defines a series of distinct historical periods in the gradual 
unfolding of this process, periods which demarcate the boundaries of her richly 
textured chapters. For each period, she skillfully explores such themes as managerial 
policy toward women workers, the dynamics of job segregation by sex, women's 
protest and militancy in the workplace, and changing gender ideologies. The period
ization is more or less conventional, and also generally persuasive. Yet it establishes no 
critical junctures in the history of women's changing relationship to work, with the 
partial exception of the present day. (Indeed, the idea put forward by many other 
commentators that the 1940s was a crucial turning point, when married women first 
began to work outside the home in substantial numbers is explicitly rejected here.) 
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Instead, the account in Out to Work suggests a gradual, almost teleological process of 
development, an unfolding of the potential always nascent in capitalism, and yet never 
fully realized, for an end to male domination - just as Marx had predicted two 
centuries ago. Kessler-Harris stops just short of arguing that the culmination of this 
process is now occurring, but her closing chapter does leave the unmistakable 
impression that it is at last visible on the horizon. 

This is by no means to imply that the book is dogmatic in any way. If anything, 
she is too cautious in drawing out the broader implications of her excellent historical 
overview, too reluctant to venture speculations in areas where the evidence remains 
sparse. Moreover, she completely refuses to cast her argument in explicitly theoretical 
terms, presumably in order to ensure the book's accessibility to a wider audience than 
those schooled in feminist and Marxist theory. That this was a deliberate choice is 
made clear in a brief postscript to the historical narrative which acknowledges the 
influence offeminist and socialist writers as well as that of her sister historians. 

Even though it remains implicit and not fully elaborated, the theoretical logic 
which underpins the book's main argument does present certain difficulties. Most 
critically, in concentrating so heavily on demonstrating the logical unravelling of the 
structure of gender inequality in the family and economy as a result of the increased 
demand for women in the wage labour market, Kessler-Harris neglects the other side 
of the question; namely, why gender inequality has persisted (in the twin structures 
she identifies as key: the segregated labour market and male-dominated family) despite 
the impact of two hundred years of capitalist development. She does discuss the 
resilience of the ideology of domesticity in some detail, but this tends to be taken as 
given rather than constituted as an ob"ject of explanation in its own right. Perhaps the 
least satisfactory part of the historical analysis is her account of the development of 
what Kessler-Harris calls the 'domestic code,' in chapter 3. She traces the rise and 
influence of this ideology in nineteenth century America in considerable detail, but the 
explanation for its emergence is left vague. She refers here to 'the need to preserve the 
home as a sanctuary' (p.49), but nowhere makes explicit why this 'need' prevailed 
then, or how and why i.t might subsequently have been overcome - as the book's 
optimistic conclusion implies it has. 

Ultimately, it is here, in her concluding discussion of the contemporary period, 
that the failure to account for the potency of the ideology of domesticity and the 
persistence of the structure of gender inequality which that ideology helps to enforce, 
becomes especially problematic. Since, as she demonstrates at great length in what 
precedes, there has been tension between women's home and work roles throughout 
the history of American capitalism, in spite of the successive transformations of those 
roles, why should the presently occuring transformation not permit, yet once more, a 
new resolution of the t.ension which preserves gender inequality intact? What are the 
conditions which facilitated past resolutions of this sort, and what is it about the 
current period that might undermine those conditions? Kessler-Harris offers a partial 
answer to these questions in documenting the emergence of the 'two-income' family 
in the postwar period, as women's wage labour became more and more extensive, and 
in pointing to the simultaneous emergence of demands for economic equality sparked 
by the second wave of feminism. But her argument about 'the radical consequences of 
incremental change' remains unpersuasive in the absence of a systematic discussion of 
the contrast between the present period and the reproduction of gender inequality in 
previous phases of capitalist development. 

While she leaves this problem unresolved, Kessler-Harris' historical analysis will 
certainly be of enormous value to anyone who chooses to pursue it in the future. Out 
to Work is by far the most sophisticated and insightful history of American working 
women yet to appear, the definitive study in a long-neglected field. The growing 



92 Feminist Review 

number of feminists interested in American women's labour history will remain 
indebted to Alice Kessler-Harris for many years to come. 

Ruth Milkman 

Feminine Film: Feminist Readings? 

Women's Pictures: Feminism and Cinema by Annette Kuhn Routledge & Kegan 
Paul 1982 226pp pb £4.95 
ISBN 0 7100 9044 7 

This impqrtant book is an introduction to recent feminist interventions and debates 
around film, and it raises key questions of feminist cultural politics. 

Film theory in recent years has been dominated by three major intellectual 
movements; 'semiology' or the 'general theory of signs'; psychoanalysis, and Marxist 
structuralism. Applications of these theories to film, in France and in this country, are 
not noted for their clarity or accessibility. They are pitched at a high level of abstrac
tion, and are often unnecessarily difficult to follow. But Kuhn's aim is 'to put my 
arguments as clearly as I can, whilst still trying to do justice to the real complexity of 
the issues and concepts involved' (p xi). The result is exemplary. The positions and the 
issues which surround them are clearly set out, so that the argument can be followed, 
and points of agreement, doubt, or dissent identified. 

The theoretical positions which inform this work are ones that I do not share. 
But there can be little doubt of their importance. They have stimulated the analysis of 
film from a feminist point of view, and have permitted some fundamental issues of 
feminist aesthetics to be broached. Any alternative feminist film theory will certainly 
have to come to terms with its arguments. 

The book divides into two parts. The first describes what Kuhn terms 'the 
dominant cinema', in both its institutional and textual aspects. The second part takes 
the reader through a number of feminist responses, in criticism and in film making. 
Kuhn identifies 'dominant cinema' with Hollywood in the 1930s and 1940s. Institu
tionally, it consisted in capitalist commodity production, a complex division oflabour, 
and industrial relations and conditions or production. She uses Colin McCabe's 
concept of 'the classic realist text' (McCabe, 197 4 ), to describe the typical movie it 
produced. This has, she argues, 

i. a linear narrative. It begins with an equilibrium which is then disturbed to set 
the narrative going, and closes with the restoration of a new equilibrium. This 
description of narrative structure is taken from the work of the French formalist 
Tzvetan Todorov ( 1973 ). (An example would be The Postman A/ways Rings 
Twice, where disruption takes the form of illicit sexual desire leading to murder. 
Restoration of order occurs with the death/punishment of the woman, and the 
confession prior to execution of her lover.) 

ii. The use of characters 'rendered in psychological depth', who are objects of 
identification. 

iii. The use of the sign 'woman' as motivator of the plot - as the 'trouble' that 
sets the whole thing going, who must be restored to her proper place, or 
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