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family is also discussed as a means of 
controlling their social and sexual 
behaviour. Mandana argues that the 
implication ofMuta (temporary mar
riage) and the function of Bonzade-e
Ezdevag (foundation of marriage) 
are critically important in under
standing the forms of sexuality im
posed on women. She explores the 
implications of all forms of law as 
part of the government's systematic 
attack on women's rights. 

She concludes by arguing that 
despite the absolute deterioration of 
their legal and social rights, women 
are seen and recognized as too im
portant socially and economically to 
be ignored; yet the burden of being 
the domestic worker, selfless worker 
and devoted wife is the reality of 
women's life in Iran today. She be
lieves that: 'unless women reject the 
enforced ideology of armed angel and 
take full control over their lives, they 
will never be fully emancipated'. 

I would like to add that the 
precondition for women's emanci-

Seductions: Studies in 
Reading and Culture 
Jane Miller 
Virago: London, 1990 ISBN 0 86068 
943 3, £14.99 Pbk 

Kate Millett's broadside against 
Normal Mailer, Henry Miller, and 
other gurus of twentieth-century 
sexual and political radicalism and 
flagrant traducers of women gave us, 
in Sexual Politics, one of the found
ingtexts offeminism's 'second wave'. 
Subsequent Anglo-American liter
ary criticism preferred to recover 
and study women's writing. Jane 
Miller's Seductions returns the spot
light on to another kind of male
authored text: works of theory in 
which women are not so much tra
duced as ignored: four key writers 
whose work has profoundly affected 
the development of twentieth
century cultural studies: Antonio 
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pation is not only the rejection of the 
ideology of armed angel, but also the 
demand for a new division of labour 
and the responsibilities of childcare, 
the disappearance of all forms of 
actual and assumed dependence on 
the male wage, and the transform
ation of the ideology of gender and 
sexuality. 

Armed Angels is full of substan
tial and stimulating material. It 
covers the most dynamic period of 
Iranian history. I finished it feeling 
that such an informative piece of 
work has been long overdue. I recom
mend the work to anyone interested 
in knowing about the past and 
present conditions of Iranian 
women. 

Elham 

Note 

Armed Angels is available from 
CHANGE, P.O. Box 824, London SE24 
9JS. Telephone: 071 277 6187 

Gramsci, Raymond Williams, Ed
ward Said and Mikhail Bakhtin. 

We might, of course, return the 
compliment and ignore what radical 
feminism has termed 'malestream 
theory'; but not without loss. Miller's 
strategy is rather to engage with 
these writers, countering them not, 
or not only, in their own terms but by 
drawing on less abstract forms of 
writing which have sometimes been 
claimed for women and feminism: 
fiction, biography, personal writing. 

Seductions, as befits its title, is 
engaging, subtle, charming, dis
arming - a good read. It progresses 
not in a straight line dictated by an 
argument, but laterally, with loups 
and detours. We are treated, for 
example, within the confines of a 
chapter whose main theme is the 
significance of Gramsci's concept of 
hegemony, to a comparison between 
two eighteenth-century literary se
ducers: Richardson's Lovelace and 
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Jane Austen's Willoughby. We are 
given snippets of autobiography as 
Jane Miller reflects on her own ex
perience as a student at Cambridge, 
a young mother, a niece. And at the 
centre of her book we have the figure 
of her great-aunt Clara Collet, who 
was not the prototype for Gissings 
formidable 'new woman' Rhoda 
Nunn, but was certainly her equal 
and her likeness. She was a civil 
servant in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, living like 
a man in chambers, and, like her 
literary counterpart, with more than 
a hint of austere masculinity about 
her. 

The features of the terrain ex
plored by the book are made visible 
through the guiding metaphor of 
seduction. Seduction rather than he
gemony is chosen to characterize 
women's relationship to cultures 
that both include and simul
taneously exclude us. Miller's argu
ment is that we are seduced into 
ambivalent assent to our own domi
nation through myriad temptations. 
Any one of them may be resisted; but 
ultimately we merely choose be
tween them. 

Women in patriarchal capital
ism are, in Gramsci's term, subal
tern: inferior: of subordinate rank; 
but also, in the context of logical 
categories, particular rather than 
general or universal. But abstract 
theorizing refuses particularity in a 
'lofty . . . tradition of philosopher 
kings ... for whom the sexlessness of 
important ideas and ofthought itself 
is axiomatic, and whose style ex
presses only genial disapproval of an 
attention to differences between 
women and men.' (4) Subaltern 
woman cannot escape her sex, her 
particularity; hegemonic man is 
unable or unwilling to see himself 
and his theory as gendered. 

So, Miller proceeds by teasing 
out gender-absences (and equally 
telling presences) as metaphor. Thus 
on Said: 'Within these anti-imperia
list discourses it is women's vulner
abilities and the injuries they attract 

to themselves which become meta
phors for the injuries suffered by 
whole societies and for the conse
quent humiliations of their men' 
(120), in the work of these theorists. 
But she counterposes them not with 
critique, modification, reworking: 
the work of feminist theorizing; but 
with women's words in other, more 
particularizing forms of writing: 
Gramsci's hegemony is set alongside 
narratives of seduction and betrayal; 
Williams's working-class male ro
mance with Carolyn Steedman's 
biographical and autobiographical 
landscape; Said's metaphor of 
colonial feminization with Toni 
Morrison's Beloved; Bakhtin's Rab
belasian carnival with Margaret At
wood's Gat's Eye, and the hesitations 
of a young black A-level student in 
the face ofthe demands of a syllabus 
and a way of reading which excludes 
her experience; and at the centre, 
with a woman's life. 

Miller makes the metaphor go a 
long way, and she uses it to make 
some telling points. Yet like all meta
phors it may be pushed too far. Used 
to stand for the form of women's 
incorporation into the gendered 
mainstream of social life it is not 
quite right. For this is a stepping into 
femininity, into all-too licit hetero
sexual marriage. But she who allows 
herself to be seduced steps outside 
the bounds of propriety, to partake of 
illicit pleasures - to yield, de
liciously, recklessly, to temptation. 

Seduction bespeaks trans
gression, and Miller's main use of the 
term is to characterize feminists' 
relationship to transgressive theo
ries aimed at laying bare modes of 
cultural domination. Miller writes of 
such theorizing as 'perhaps one of 
the deadliest and least resistable of 
seductions for feminists' (8). 

These are strong words. Yet 
there is something not quite right 
here either. To be seduced is to 
succumb to overwhelming temp
tation against one's better judge
ment. It implies an active if dupli
citous wooing. Yet our plaint was of 



neglect. It is feminism, therefore, 
that must take the active part in 
forging any relationships with these 
theories, determining the terms on 
which they are entered. Feminists 
who have drawn on them may 
rightly want to object to a metaphor 
which suggests an unprincipled, 
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As a survivor offamily violence I was 
attracted to Linda Gordon's book 
from the start. Here, I hoped, would 
be a coherent study that would put 
the issues into a clear historical and 
political context. I have always held 
Gordon's work in high regard and 
was pleased that it was she who 
should tackle this minefield of theor
etical and methodological problems. 
In many ways I have not been disap
pointed: it is a very good study. In 
another way, however, I have serious 
reservations. 

The research is based on case 
records from three social-welfare 
agencies in Boston between 1870 and 
1980. Using case records in this way 
is an innovative approach. They are 
analyzed lucidly with extracts from 
written and photographic records. 
Major stages of the growth and pro
fessionalization of welfare agencies 
are charted, and there is a particu
larly good chapter on the contra
dictions and 'double binds' which 
plagued single mothers. Through
out, Gordon pays careful attention to 
gender issues, both with reference to 
the social-work agencies and to their 
clients. 

Gordon's central thesis is that 
family violence, and definitions of 
family violence, have been histori
cally and politically constructed. 
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total, and passive mental yielding. If 
we have been seduced, then this 
must be shown through analysis of 
the uses made of those theories by 
feminists. 

Terry Lovell 

This is an important riposte to socio
biological and psychological theories 
which dominated the field for some 
time. She illustrates, for example, 
how the initial definition of 'child 
cruelty' became redefined as 'child 
neglect', as a result of which blame 
shifted from fathers to mothers. 
'Moral panics' such as we have wit
nessed at Cleveland are, she argues, 
seldom about any actual numerical 
increase in abuse, but rather about 
wider political crises. 

The title betrays the other cen
tral aim of the book: to obviate 
simple social-control theories about 
welfare policies and to highlight and 
applaud women's agency: 'one of the 
most striking findings of this study is 
how often the objects of social control 
themselves asked for intervention 
from child-protection agencies' (6). 
She argues that family members 
negotiate power among themselves 
and turn to agencies to help in their 
problems. This is why she rejects the 
use of patriarchy as a concept, except 
in its limited meaning of traditional 
father-headed households. 

What troubled me most, how
ever, was the way in which Gordon 
draws general conclusions from a 
limited and quite narrow data 
source. The case records are all 
based on social workers' represen
tations of the poor and destitute. 
That in itself is a problem which 
Joan Scott takes up elsewhere (Signs 
Vol. 15, No.4, Summer 1990). Gor
don generalizes about family vio
lence overall as if poverty and family 
violence were, and are, inextricably 
connected. While not wishing to con
test that much family violence does 
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