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Book Reviews 

Going to Iran by Kate Millet Coward, McCann and Geoghegan, New York, 384 pp, 
S15.95 

I read Kate Millet's book twice; partly out of nostalgia, and with mixed pleasure and 
anger. The pleasant memory of those early days of women's struggles in Iran, in March 
1979, was only marred by the anger and agony over the present barbaric oppression 
women have to live under. The first time I read it, it was as a participant ofthose events. 
I found myself able to relive them through Millet's account. Her highly personal 
account of events made this that much easier, particularly in view of the fact that she 
was invited by some of the women whom I had worked with during the International 
Women's Day activities in 1979. Her account is vivid, accurate, and beautifully 
captures the sense of those days: the high hopes of women organizing for International 
Women's Day events, the problems they faced, the disappointments with the new 
regime and the shock of Khomeini's statement on the veil, the outrage and anger that 
poured onto the streets of Tehran on March 8th, the confusion and the lull that set in 
after ten days of public activities. This is where her trip was brought to an end by her 
expulsion from Iran. A feminist, with internationalist perspectives on women's rights, 
was just too much for an Islamic state to tolerate. 

Millet's record of these events is highly successful. It is partial only in that she 
was working with one amongst dozens of women's groups that were active at the time. 
Otherwise it is a moving tale of an unforgettable episode in Iranian politics. On this 
ground alone, if for no other reason, the book stands as an invaluable contribution to 
the history of the women's movement in Iran and internationally. There are some 
minor inaccuracies, and a lot of mis-spellings oflranian names, but these hardly matter. 
No similar account of these activities exists in Persian, or any other language to the 
best of my knowledge. In the heat of events, it simply didn't occur to any of us to take 
notes and keep a record. We didn't even bother to save copies ofleallets and posters. 
No one expected so rapid a consolidation of such a repressive regime. No one thought 
that those early days would so soon evaporate and become history. 

The second reading of the book I did for Millet's views. It is a refreshing relief to 
feel Millet's strong universalist ideals for women's liberation and her overwhelming 
enthusiasm for the possible birth of a women's movement in Iran. Her strong views on 
these issues are presented sharply and grip the reader forcefully. They stand in such 
sharp contrast to the ambivalence of the fashionable cultural-relativistic viewpoint 
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exhibited by so many socialist feminists towards the movement in Iran at the time, 
leaving many of us with a feeling of bitter betrayal: when we needed international 
solidarity most, it seemed least forthcoming. 

There is not a shred of apologia in the book, either towards the new regime, or 
towards the weaknesses of the Left, or even towards the tedious details of daily life 
which she observes with such incredible astuteness. For example, there is the incident 
of the two servants in the house she is staying at: 'Two servants on their knees wiping 
down a staircase, unctuous, humble. It is a cleaning day, yet the sight of them is 
dismaying ... They come from the country, they sit on the floor when they rest. Siarnak 
the socialist goes among them unselfconsciously. I find the situation su1focating' 
(p69). 

As a campaigning activist against the Shah's atrocities, Kate Millet was naturally 
enthusiastic about his overthrow. As a feminist she had her doubts about the new 
leaders and the regime they were about to establish. She shared with many Iranians on 
the Left - with whom she had close working relations - much hope and many 
illusions. Three years on, many of these illusions, so vividly recorded by Millet, have 
acquired a surreal ring of deep political naivete: Khomeini trying to take over the 
movement, but the workers, Kurds and women will not allow him; women wearing 
the veil only as a symbol of opposition to the Shah and then taking it off to show their 
dislike of Khomeini; all faults being blamed on the agents of the old regime and the 
ever- so convenient CIA (pp 63-65 ). 

What is admirable about Millet, however, it that once she was faced with the 
harsh realities of the new oppression by the clerical regime, she rejected her early 
illusions and immediately spoke up against them. Many Iranian socialists and many of 
the feminists she had worked with in the U.S. and in Iran chose the opposite stance: 
they tried to apologize for the new atrocities against women, nationalities, and 
democratic rights by 'explaining' what people were reacting against. They went on 
gradually to justify many of these acts, and eventually lent their support to the new 
regime in the name of its populism and anti -imperialism. In sounds farcical, yet sadly it 
is true that barely a year after the 1979-women's protests against compulsory veiling, 
many of the same women Millet had met and writes about were justifying the official 
imposition of the veil because it was part of the 'culture of the masses'. 

The same applied to the xenophobia and extreme anti-Americanism that she 
faced in Iran: she understood its roots in the crimes of her own government, but she 
could not accommodate to it, particularly when the rest of the Left gave in to it. She 
was introduced at mass meetings and rallies as a 'foreigner', not an American, as an 
activist against the Shah's regime, but never as a feminist. Incidents of this nature 
expressed the political concessions that the Left felt obliged to make to the pressure of 
Islamic politics. But not only that. They also reflected the Left's own nationalism and 
anti-feminism. These persist to this very day, and seem to constitute part of the 
political culture of many Third World socialist groups. What is striking, and comes out 
very clearly from the book, is the sharp contrast between the spontaneous and genuine 
response of numerous individual women activists she met during her stay in Iran and 
that of the women from Left organizations. The former readily accepted her hand of 
solidarity, as an American and as a feminist. They showed enthusiasm over her 
concern, they were eager to hear her and they asked her repeatedly to take the 
message of their struggle abroad. One woman at Tehran University's March 8th rally 
gave her a warm 'thank you' when she heard Millet was there to support them. Another 
begged her, 'Tell your people about this, tell them about us, tell them about the 
women in Iran, tell everyone in the world' (p 1 56). In contrast, many women from the 
Left groups expressed arrogance and antagonism towards her, they had no patience for 
her feminist concerns, and seemed annoyed at her 'meddling' with 'their revolution' 
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(seepp 166-177). 
The only major point of disagreement I have with Millet's account of the Iranian 

events is her attribution of the problems women faced to the so-called 'male' character 
of the revolution. In several places she speaks of 'male revolution' and 'male insur
rection' in the context of attacks on women's rights. The fact is that the Iranian 
revolution was not a male revolution. On the contrary, for the first time in Iranian 
modern history millions of women participated in its making both before, during, and 
after the overthrow of the Shah. It was, however, an Islamic revolution and this cut 
across the genders. Women who sought their liberation through Islam supported the 
new regime and most of them showed little opposition against the new legislation 
concerning them. Many supported it. This strong tendency towards attributing the 
problems to the male revolutionaries also leads Millet to misjudge certain events. For 
example, the walkout of some women from the March 7th rally was a protest against 
the exclusion of a Trotskyist speaker from a rally dominated by the Tudeh Party and 
had nothing to do with Iranian feminism declaring its autonomy from the Left (p 99 ). 

The issues raised during Millet's trip to Iran are clearly more than passing 
observations of those days and events. There has been much oral discussion and a 
beginning of some written debate on these issues in the women's movement over the 
past few years. The experience of Iran, well recorded in Millet's book, has served as a 
useful, if tragic, stimulus to these debates. The main issue of debate is the question of 
the universalism of women's liberation: is it possible, even desirable, to generalize 
the ideals and aspirations of women's emancipation (or at another level those of 
human emancipation) across national boundaries and specific socio-cultural situ
ations? Are the issues and struggles raised by the experience of the women's move
ment in Europe and North America of any relevance to the liberation of women in 
Third World countries? Are aspirations, such as the right of women to choose, 
culturally determined by the individualism nurtured by 'Western culture' and con
sequently alien and irrelevant to women from the supposedly more 'communal 
traditions' of Third World countries? Would attempts at the internationalization or 
generalization of women's struggles necessarily constitute an imposition of one ex
perience and culture over another? 

A full discussion of these issues is beyond the scope of this review. But I would 
like to make a few preliminary observations here and hope that they would spark off 
further debate. 

First, a clear distinction must be made between two levels of the discussion that 
often get mixed up; that is, the distinction between the desirability of certain ideals 
(be it those of women's liberation, socialism, or other human values) and their 
immediate possibility. While I would argue for the first, it is also clear that the failure 
to recognize the differences in how, when, and where to fight for such ideals could 
only be voluntaristic and counterproductive. For example, in a context where the 
overwhelming majority of women consider abortion a criminal act against the sanctity 
of life and the will of Allah, it would hardly be possible to launch a mass campaign on 
this issue as a women's right to choose. But should we concede the principle of choice 
and consider the determination of women's fertility by Allah, the husband, or the 
community as a cultural alternative on the same level as a woman's individual choice? 
The distinction is very important in real life and not for the sake of'purity of principles': 
in the former case one would defend those women who want such choice and fight 
alongside with them even if they may be a tiny tiny minority; in the latter such a fight 
would be considered as 'divisive' and a 'deviation', not meriting support and solidarity. 

If this sounds like a hypothetical and unlikely example, we could replace the 
issue of veil with that of abortion. Clearly, the women who came out against the 
imposition of the veil in Iran constituted a minority, even amongst those women who 
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had actively fought against the Shah. To stick by the right of a woman to choose her 
own dress - a rather elementary right, one would have thought - would have 
required massive solidarity with that minority when it was fighting against the new 
post-revolutionary regime. The hesitation of the Left and the women's movement 
internationally on this issue in the early days was a clear indication of such political 
confusion (if we rule out the worse alternative of cultural relativism). 

A second distinction is also necessary to make. To argue for the desirability of 
women's emancipation internationally and to uphold the concept of the universalism 
of human values and ideals is not the same thing as to hold a universalist notion of the 
causes and roots of women's oppression. One need not have a single universal theory 
of women's oppression in various societies and even amongst various classes within a 
single society; this in spite of the fact that similar social formations do exhibit a high 
degree of similarity even at this level. For example, the degree of similarity between 
the situation of peasant women in Latin America (and their roles and problems) and 
those of many Middle Eastern countries is quite remarkable. 

A third point that needs to be made is that the generalization of ideals and 
human values does not mean identity and conformity across different cultures and 
societies. On the contrary, it implies a vast expansion of differing opportunities. 
Unfortunately because of the experience of the Soviet Union, China, and Eastern 
Europe, universalism has become identified with uniformism, and socialism with mass 
'collective' conformity. From my viewpoint, socialism as a system carries within it the 
possibility for the broadest possible expression of individuality as opposed to drab 
conformity. It has nothing to do with uniformism, but everything to do with the 
universalization of human values, with making all aspects of human achievement (a 
high material standard of living, culture, the arts, etc) available to all of humanity. It 
will then be possible to speak of the broadest individual self-determination, not only 
for women, but for all of humanity. 

A final point is that those who counterpose 'cultural differences' to the general
ization of human aspirations, including the ideals of women's liberation, often are 
masking some very ugly realities of women's oppression under the labels of so-called 
cultural specificities. For example, the issue of the veil, or that of the glorification of the 
communalism of pre-capitalist social relations as against the 'individualism and 
materialism of the West'. Such communalism means subordination and bondage of 
women to larger kinship networks. It means the denial of the woman as an individual 
with her own rights. This so-called cultural difference is but an expression of back
wardness. It is to the credit of capitalism that with its growth, it overcame the 
feudalistic communal bondage and established in its place the individual as a higher 
independent entity. This is something that socialism will have to expand upon rather 
than reject. In the case of women it is clear that the very ideas of women's emanci
pation and the very gains of women's struggles over the past century became possible 
with the rejection of pre-capitalist bandages and the gradual erosion of many patriar
chal traditions. To uphold these as desirable for the Third World in the name of respect 
for other cultures is tantamount to ethnocentrism and racism. A recent example of this 
viewpoint was shown in the BBC programme A Sense of Honour( August 2 1982 Third 
Eye series) by Dr Nadia Atif, in which the oppressive life of women in Arabo-Muslim 
societies was 'explained' away by the supposed cultural values of Egyptian women 
(their 'sense of honour') that 'Westerners' allegedly do not comprehend. Such 
'cultural values' included mutilation of a woman's body- excision of the female 
sexual organs- a custom designed to preserve her 'honour' and that of the family. 

Kate Millet's refusal to bow down to such nationalist pressures is so much more 
admirable when one is reminded of the political atmosphere and the pressures to 
which she was subjected at the time. 
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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. None the
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 ~•1ch 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'·· J 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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