INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films
the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of
computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations
and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

in the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing
from left to right in equal sections with small overiaps.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6° x 9° black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing
in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

ProQuest Information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, M1 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600

UMI

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



University of Alberta

Lifting the Veil on Global Sisters: Contesting Imperialist Models Of Feminism For
Contemporary Iran

by

©

Nima Naghibi

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

Department of English

Edmonton, Alberta

Spring 2002

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



National Library Bibliothéque nationale
l*l of Canada du Canadaue n
Acquisitions and Acquisitions et
Bibliographic Services services bibliographiques
Otarwa ON K1A 0N Owa ON K14 0N
Canads Canada
Your Sie Votre réddrence
Our s Notre réMrence
The author has granted a non- L’auteur a accordé une licence non
exclusive licence allowing the exclusive permettant a la
National Library of Canada to Bibliothéque nationale du Canada de
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell reproduire, préter, distribuer ou
copies of this thesis in microform, vendre des copies de cette thése sous
paper or electronic formats. la forme de microfiche/film, de

reproduction sur papier ou sur format
électronique.

The author retains ownership of the L’auteur conserve la propriété du
copyright in this thesis. Neither the droit d’auteur qui protége cette thése.
thesis nor substantial extracts from it  Ni la thése ni des extraits substantiels

may be printed or otherwise de celle-ci ne doivent étre imprimés
reproduced without the author’s ou autrement reproduits sans son
permission. autorisation.

Canadi

0-612-68608-6

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



University of Alberta

Library Release Form

Name of Author: Nima Naghibi

Title of Thesis: Lifting the Veil on Global Sisters: Contesting Imperialist Models Of
Feminism For Contemporary Iran

Degree: Doctor of Philosophy
Year this Degree Granted: 2002

Permission is hereby granted to the University of Alberta Library to reproduce single
copies of this thesis and to lend or sell such copies for private, scholarly or scientific
research purposes only.

The author reserves all other publication and other rights in association with the
copyright in the thesis, and except as herein before provided, neither the thesis nor any
substantial portion thereof may be printed or otherwise reproduced in any material form
whatever without the author’s prior written permission.

Ll

#101 - 21 Roslyn Rd
Winnipeg, MB
R3L 2S8

Date: 3 December 2001

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



University of Alberta

Facuity of Graduate Studies and Research

The undersigned certify that they have read and, recommend to the Faculty of
Graduate Studies and Research for acceptance. a thesis entitled “Lifting the Veil
on Global Sisters: Contesting Imperialist Models of Feminism for Contemporary
Iran™ submitted by Nima Naghibi in partial fulfiliment of the requirements for the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

Stephen Slemon

A/l'/(/k/ l

Ali Behdad

Patricia Clements

N
UHAA-»h‘Du uo,.,(g‘L

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Abstract

There is a long, and largely neglected, history of Western women’s
involvement in Persia from the mid-nineteenth century to the present time.
British and American women travelled to the country variously as representatives
of Christianity eager to spread the good word of the Bible, as “intrepid
adventuresses” bravely exploring the exotic and alien land of Persia, and as
feminists who went to Iran in the name of global sisterhood. The language of
global, or universal, sisterhood was developed with particular vigour during the
nineteenth century. and was articulated within a discursive framework of modern
progress. It was through the discourse of sisterhood that elite Persian women of
the late nineteenth century, and the state-sponsored Pahlavi feminists of the
twentieth century, expressed solidarity with their Western counterparts.

The problem with the discourse of sisterhood remains, however, the
inherent inequality between “sisters.” Often using the veil as a marker of Persian
women’s backwardness, Western and (unveiled) elite Iranian women represented
themselves as epitomical of modernity and progress, while the veiled Persian
woman was made to embody subservient womanhood. By mobilizing the
language of sisterhood, Western and Iranian women from the privileged classes
positioned themselves as fully formed subjects against which less privileged
Persian women were constructed as abject.

Feminism in Iran, much like its historical roots in the West, has been

inextricable from the history of imperial expansion and class oppression, therefore
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limiting its potential as an oppositional theory for social and political change. It is
the confluence of the discourses of modernity and of global sisterhood, as well as
the mobilization of the figure of the subjugated Persian woman, in the works of
Western and state-sponsored Iranian (or Pahlavi) feminists that this dissertation
explores. This project also examines contemporary representations of Iranian
women by feminist film-makers currently active in the Islamic Republic. One of
the predominant forms of cultural expression in Iran has become contemporary
cinema, which reaches an international audience, and whose metaphoric and
coded images have subversive implications for post-revolutionary feminist

articulations.
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Introduction

"An imaginative Aunt who, for my ninth birthday, sent a copy of The Arabian
Nights was, | suppose, the original cause of trouble." Thus begins Freya Stark’s 1934
narrative of her travels in Persia, The Valley of the Assassins. This Orientalist evocation
of The Arabian Nights is a common manoeuvre in the many texts written by British and
American women who travelled to Persia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries.! Behind this evocation lies a consistent representation of Persia as exotic,

' Throughout this thesis, I will on occasion use the name "Persia" and on others "Iran" for
reasons of historical accuracy. In 1934, as part of his program to reinvent the nation as
modemn and to emphasize a break from previous dynasties, Reza Shah changed the name
of the country from Persia to Iran. Some historians have suggested that Iran, derived
from the word Aryan, appealed to the Shah because it echoed the suggestions of racial
purity formulated by Nazi German ideology. Reza Shah’s close ties to Germany were. in
large part, due to his deep distrust of both Britain and Russia and their long history of
imperialist intervention in Iran. But as Nikkie Keddie has stated, Reza Shah was
certainly "not averse to Nazi phrases and methods, as they suited his dictatorial and
nationalistic inclinations” (1981:110).

Some Iranian academics prefer to employ the term "Persia” in their works because
of their perception of the racist roots of the word "Iran.” The word Persia, on the other
hand, is derived from the Greek, Persis, referring to the southwestern province of Parsa,
or Fars (Morgan 1). According to Keddie, however, Reza Shah did not rename the
country by calling it Iran; he was in fact proposing a return to the country’s indigenous
name:

The word "Iran" is a cognate of "Aryan;" these words were used by that
branch of the Indo-European peoples who migrated southeast before 1000
B.C., the Iranians staying in Iran and the Aryans going on to India.
(Keddie 2)
In more recent years, Iranians have had other reasons to reject the name Iran. After the
events of the 1979 revolution, and the establishment of an Islamic Republic, many
Iranians in the West, particularly in North America, where there was heightened anti-
[ranian sentiment during the 1980 American hostage crisis, chose to revert to the use of
"Persia” as a way of dissociating themselves from the policies of the Islamic Republic of
Iran. In this thesis, I have chosen to refer to both Persia and Iran according to its official
nomenclature in the historical record. I will speak of "Persia” in the pre-1930s period,
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accessible, and passive, and at the heart of this structure of representation one finds --
almost inevitably -- the figure of the exoticized, veiled, and silent Persian woman. This
structure of representation, I believe, enabled British and American women writers to
counterpose a figural category -- the subjugated female Other -- against a more
recognizably domestic image of female subjectivity, and thus to occupy a male subject
position of power in relation to Persian women. In my dissertation, I explore the ways in
which "first-world" feminist empowerment, as represented in these narratives, depends
upon a figural subjugation of Persian women. At the same time, I examine the ways in
which Western women’s representation of Persian women as abject is contested by
Persian women’s participation at significant junctures in Iranian political history. My
thesis traces the ways in which Western women’s structure of self-empowerment
continues into contemporary Western and pre-revolutionary, state-sponsored Iranian
feminist narratives about Persia and Iran, and examines what happens to this structure of
representation when it is contested by post-revolutionary, indigenous Iranian feminists in
their own narratives of self-representation.

There is a long, and largely neglected, history of Western women’s involvement
in Persia from the mid-nineteenth century to the present time. British and American
women travelled to Persia variously as representatives of Christianity eager to spread the
good word of the Bible, as "intrepid adventuresses" bravely exploring the exotic and alien

land of Persia (usually in the company of a male colonial officer to whom they were

and of "Iran" in the post-1930s.
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related) and as feminists who went to Iran in the name of global sisterhood.

Although there are differences between the self-sacrificing missionary who claims
to bring the light of Christ to a land of darkness, the intrepid, independent and spirited
adventuress who travels simply because she has the privileged circumstances to indulge
her "wanderlust," and the feminist subject who seeks to close ranks with her less
fortunate sisters, this thesis attempts to explore the discursive similarities between the
ways in which they position themselves against the Persian woman.? The Western
woman, modelled on an Enlightenment figure of autonomous subjecthood, contrasts
herself in each instance to the Persian woman, represented as the devalued other against
which Western woman consolidates her self. Privileged Iranian women in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries also participated in the discursive subjugation of their working-
class Persian counterparts. Elite Iranian women appropriated Western feminist
representations of Persian women in order to distinguish themselves from the lower
classes, and in order to insert themselves within the patriarchal nationalist discourses of
the time. By positioning the Persian woman as the embodiment of abject and enslaved
womanhood, Western and elite Iranian women represented themselves as epitomical of
modemity and progress.

Despite the large body of Western women’s writing on Persia and the Persian
woman, there has been very little critical attention paid to these works. In 1991, Sara

Mills argued that women’s travel writings have been largely ignored in the field of

*The term, "wanderlust” peppers the narrative of Ella Constance Sykes in Through Persia
on a Side-Saddle (1901), her first book on Persia.
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4

colonial discourse analysis. Those who have studied women’s travel texts are, she claims
in Discourses of Difference (1991), women critics who have situated themselves and their
critique within a celebratory feminist framework, representing women travellers as
intrepid and eccentric feminists who dared to travel in spaces generally only accessible to
men (4). There has been since Mills’ contentious statement, a growing body of scholarly
work on the politics of women’s travel writing, including Colonial and Postcolonial
Geographies (1994), edited by A. Blunt and G. Rose, Kumari Jayawardena's Western
Women and South Asia During British Rule (1995), Inderpal Grewal’s Home and Harem:
Nation, Gender, Empire, and the Cultures of Travel (1996), Meyda Yegenoglu’s
Colonial Fantasies: Towards a feminist reading of Orientalism (1998), and Cheryl
McEwan's Gender, Geography and Empire: Victorian Women Travellers in West Africa
(2000).

Although Mills questions the absence of rigorous feminist critique of women’s
travel writing, she succumbs to the temptation to exonerate the Western woman traveller,
simply by virtue of her gender, from her participation in the reproduction of the colonial
order:

Because of the way that discourses of femininity circulated within the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women travel writers were unable
to adopt the imperialist voice with the ease with which male writers did.
The writing they produced tended to be more tentative than male writing,
less able to assert the ‘truths’ of British rule without qualification.

Because of their oppressive socialisation and marginal position in relation
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to imperialism, despite their generally privileged class position, women
writers tended to concentrate on descriptions of people as individuals,
rather than on statements about the race as a whole. (Mills 3)
Despite Mills’ claim that Western women writers avoided making "statements about the
race as a whole,"” | would suggest, along with such feminists as Antoinette Burton,
Inderpal Grewal, Kumari Jayawardena, Cheryl McEwan, and Meyda Yegenoglu, that
Western women, in their capacity as missionaries, as "eccentric” or "intrepid” travellers,
or as feminists, used their gender as a strategy of unique emplacement within the colonial
project. McEwan has observed that:
Many Victorians viewed lone women travelers as oddities. eccentric
‘globetrotteresses’ with little to contribute to scientific and geographical
knowledge . . . Accounts of [women’s] ‘vagaries’ add spice to already
colourful biographies, but at the same time underestimate the contribution
of women to British imperial culture and overlook the part they played in
the production of imperial knowledges. (4,5)
As women, they had a mobility denied Western men; they could trangress the gendered
boundaries of the public and the private so carefully observed in the East. Armed with a
privileged access to the women’s quarters, to the mothers of the Oriental races and
nations. and thus to the "heart of empire,” Western women in Persia gave themselves the

authority to make sweeping statements about the "race" as a whole.} In 1894, Gertrude

*In missionary and feminist writings of the nineteenth century, women’s quarters in
countries of the Middle East have been referred to as the "heart of Empire.” It was
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Bell published Persian Pictures, an account of her travels in Persia. At the end of a
chapter describing her visit with three (veiled) women of the nobility, she writes, "We left
them gazing after us from behind their canvas walls. Their prisoned existence seemed to
us a poor mockery of life as we cantered homewards up the damp valley, the mountain air
sending a cheerful warmth through our veins" (Bell 67). In 1910, Ella Sykes opined that
"[t]he life of a Persian woman, taken as a whole, cannot be considered a happy one, and
the victims of islam recognise that their fate is hard when they are brought into contact
with European women" (Sykes 1910: 208). In February 1999, more than one hundred
years after Bell’s Persian Pictures, Elaine Sciolino published a feature article in The New
York Times Travel section on her experiences touring Iran with a group of "intrepid, well-
traveled and well-prepared” Americans (TR 9). The trip offended the feminist
sensibilities of the women in the group, one of whom she quotes as saying: "Before |
came here, | believed in women’s liberation. Now [ believe in women’s domination" (TR
8). In each instance, from Bell’s 1894 observations to Sciolino’s 1999 adventures,
Western women position themselves against Persian women, contrasting their own
independence and liberation with the miserable, "prisoned existence” of their Persian
counterparts.

Mills admits that women travel writers "cannot be said to speak outside of

colonial discourse,” but she believes that their relationship to "the dominant discourse is

generally believed that the colonial project depended on the support (and the conversion)
of women in the colonies as they were the carriers of culture and religion. Chapter One,
"Enlightening the Other: Christian Sisters and Intrepid Adventuresses” will discuss this
concept in further detail.
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problematic because of its conflict with the discourses of ‘femininity’" (63). Simon
Gikandi describes Western women's discourses as ambivalent because of their
ambiguous relationship to the colonial enterprise, resulting in the "complicity/resistance"
dialectic which he explains as:
a schema whose primary goal is to show how women saw empire as an
opportunity for freedom and advancement but found it impossible, given
their own subordinate positions in the domestic economy, to
unconditionally valorize the imperial voice. (123)
[ would like to suggest that despite their unequal relationship to men, and initially, to the
colonial project, Western women argued successfully for their full and important
participation in the colonies not despite, but indeed in substantial part because of their
gender. They argued that, as women. they had unique access to the "harems" or women's
quarters in the Orient. Since a country’s level of progress was for them measured by the
status of its women, Western women located themselves within a particular position of
auihority initially by declaring the backwardness of their Eastern sisters and then by
setting themselves the task of civilizing their inferiors. In this way, Western women
defined their own unique burden which they chose to bear in the civilizing project.*
Western women could alter the masculinist tenor of colonial discourse by occupying a

central position within the colonial project because of the mobility awarded them due to

‘Antoinette Burton calls this particular dilemma "the white woman’s burden"-- also the
title of her important essay published in Western Women and Imperialism, edited by
Nupur Chudhuri and Margaret Strobel.
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their gender.
In Helen Barrett Montgomery’s 1910 study of women’s missionary work in the

Orient, she forecasts dire predictions for Oriental women should Western women be

prevented from ministering to their medical needs:’
We cannot pursue the story of this chapter in the expanding life of women
further than to note its bearing on foreign missions. These lion-hearted
pioneers in the field of medicine were blazing a trail whose importance
they little dreamed. If the contracted ideas of propriety held by the vast
majority of men and women in the civilized world of that time had
triumphed, one of the most powerful agencies in the Christian conquest of
the world would have been wanting. Whether there were to be women
physicians was a question of interest in America: but in Asia it was a
question of life and death. The women of half the world were shut out
from medical assistance unless they could receive it at the hands of

women. So with God and nature leading them, the women pioneers

This volume, Western Women in Eastern Lands, was issued by The Central Committee
on The United Study of Missions. The committee was formed at a special session for
women at an ecumenical conference held in New York in May 1900. The Baptist,
Congregational, Methodist., Presbyterian, and Protestant Episcopal, Dutch Reformed and
Lutheran Boards each appointed a member to the committee, whose goal was to publish
works on foreign missions, primarily written by and for women.
While these studies were primarily for the use of women, they have all
been along broad lines, not confined to woman’s work nor unduly
magnifying it. [Western Women in Eastern Lands], therefore, meets a real
need, as there has never been an adequate presentation of this department
of Foreign Missions. (xiii)
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pressed out into the untried path; hundreds of more timid souls followed

them, and the protesting old world settled back grumbling to get used to

the new situation. (119)
Montgomery’s contrast between "old world" propriety and "new" world models of male
and temale roles emerges from a particular historical moment. Theories of social
evolution, which became increasingly popular in the nineteenth century, supported the
argument that women were biologically inferior to men. In this climate of increasing
conservatism and rigid gender differences, "woman became a symbol of . . . nonmodemn
identity” (Felski 18). Rita Felski has traced the history of the "modern" and the
contradictory significations of the term. She argues that the idea of the "modemn" as
expressed during the French Revolution enabled a subversive and revolutionary challenge
to established social and political hierarchies (13). At the same time, she states, the
concept of modernity is inextricably woven with the colonial enterprise. By denying
what Johannes Fabian has termed "temporal coevalness" to the Oriental Other, the West
can justify its presence in the East by claiming to bring educational, medical and
technological progress to a less modern nation. The concept of the modern also excluded
women, but women of the middle-class appropriated the idea of newness in order to posit
the "New Woman" as the vanguard of modemnity. According to Felski, in "the early
twentieth century the figure of the New Woman was to become a resonant symbol of
emancipation, whose modernity signaled not an endorsement of an existing present but
rather a bold imagining of an alternative future” (Felski 14).

Montgomery’s appeal to the "new situation" when describing the valiance of
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missionary women doctors evokes the figure of the ‘New Woman.’ She describes

medical missionary women as ‘lion-hearted pioneers’ on the threshold of a new

enterprise: that of converting Oriental women. She writes:
The women of the Orient, shut in, illiterate, superstitious, are naturally the
hardest to win. They do not want to learn, they resist the pain of new
ideas. To one argument they are open. The woman who ministers to them
in their suffering, who redeems the lives of their little ones, who fights for
them the pestilence that walks in darkness, may say anything she pleases
to them about her religion, and they will listen. (131-2)

Not only does Montgomery make a space for women in the traditionally patriarchal

discourse of modernity, but she also forwards a strong argument in favour of including

Western women as an integral part of the traditionally male colonial project.

Contrary to the conventional perception that the discourse of Victorian femininity

was disenabling for Western women, Vron Ware has argued that the colonies offered a

number of opportunities to British women in the nineteenth century:
At a time when evolutionary theories defining women’s physical and
mental capabilities were beginning to pass into the realms of ‘common
sense,” the Empire provided both a physical and an ideological space in
which the different meanings of femininity could be explored or contested.
Corresponding ideas about racial or cultural difference provided a context
for these conflicts to be played out in their full complexity, so that, for

example, the Englishwoman abroad could be at once a many-faceted
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heroic figure: from an intrepid adventuress defying racial and sexual
boundaries to heroic mother responsible for the preservation of the white
‘race;’ from the devoted missionary overseeing black souls to the guardian
of white morals; from determined pioneer and companion to the white
man to a vulnerable, defenceless piece of his property. (120)
Indeed, if the discourse of femininity hampered the mobility of Western women, as Mills
and Gikandi suggest, then the discourses of feminism and of modemity enabled them to
move outside of their scripted and restrictive lives in England and the United States.®
Leila Ahmed has argued that the language of feminism became an important
rhetorical tool deployed by men and women in the nineteenth century in the service of the
colonial project (151). In Western Women in Eastern Lands, Montgomery uses Lord
Cromer’s denunciations of Moslem women's lives to bolster her own argument for the
presence of women missionaries in the colonies:
It cannot be doubted that the seclusion of women exercises a baneful
influence on Eastern society. The arguments on this subject are, indeed.
so commonplace that it is needless to dwell upon them. It will be sufficient
to say that seclusion, by confining the sphere of woman’s interest to a very

limited horizon, cramps the intellect and withers the mental development

®In Janaki Nair's instructive essay on the representations of the Indian Zenana in British
women’s discourses, she writes:
In 1881, The Englishwoman’s Review had even suggested that the
segregation of women in India was a useful "prejudice” since it provided
Englishwomen doctors and lawyers an opportunity to exercise their newly
won skills, an opportunity largely denied them in Britain. (24)
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of one-half of the population of Moslem countries. An Englishwoman
asked an Egyptian lady how she passed her time. ‘I sit on this sofa,’ she
answered, ‘and when I am tired I cross over and sit on that.” (qtd.
Montomery 80-1)
Cromer’s indignation at Moslem women’s lives of seclusion and oppression - as he
represents them - did not arouse his sympathies for English women’s feminist activities
at home. In fact, as Ahmed points out, although Cromer was an outspoken critic of the
practice of veiling in Egypt, he was a "founding member and sometime president of the
Men’s League for Opposing Women'’s Suffrage” in England (Ahmed 153). British
patriarchs focused on certain practices in other cultures that they identified as oppressive
such as the practice of sati in India, veiling in the Middle East, or foot-binding in China,
and used the rhetoric of feminism to justify their colonial presence in the offending
country:
Even as the Victorian Male establishment devised theories to contest the
claims of feminism, and derided and rejected the ideas of feminism and
the notion of men’s oppressing women with respect to itself, it captured
the language of feminism and redirected it, in the service of colonialism,
toward Other men and the cultures of Other men. (Ahmed 151)
Gayatri Spivak has, now famously, described this patriarchal colonial impulse to
protect women from their native cultures as "white men saving brown women from
brown men" (1988: 297). Western women also used the language of feminism, and of

women’s rights, in order to highlight the differences between their independent, capable
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selves and their subjugated colonial counterparts. Ahmed writes:
Whether in the hands of patriarchal men or feminists, the ideas of Western
feminism essentially functioned to morally justify the attack on native
societies and to support the notion of the comprehensive superiority of
Europe. Evidently, then, whatever the disagreements of feminism with
white male domination within Western societies, outside their borders
feminism turned from being the critic of the system of white male
dominance to being its docile servant. Anthropology, it has often been
said, served as a handmaid to colonialism. Perhaps it must also be said
that feminism, or the ideas of feminism served as its other handmaid.
(154-5)
Ware has acknowledged the dearth of Western feminist scholarship that attempts to
engage with the historical, political, and social conditions that enabled the growth of
"first wave" feminism by asserting that "feminist ideology and practice were shaped by
the social, economic and political forces of imperialism to a far greater extent than has
been acknowledged” (119). Although the missionary woman and the ‘intrepid
adventuress’ did not necessarily see themselves as feminists, they believed, like the early
feminists. in the importance of women's equal rights with men. They also believed that it
was the moral duty of Western women to introduce the idea of women’s rights to the
Orient and they did so through the concept of sisterhood. Western women missionaries,
travellers and feminists identified Eastern women as their ‘sisters,” and drew on the

Enlightenment idea of universal rights and equality.
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Although universal or global sisterhood is commonly associated with the "second
wave” of feminism which reached its peak during the 1970s, the concept of global
sisterhood can in fact be traced back to nineteenth-century missionary women’s
discourse. As Susan Thorne has argued, the "missionary connection between British
feminists and the empire helped to establish the imperial coordinates of Western
feminism’s conception of global sisterhood. Missionary tracts appealed explicitly to
women’s solidarity across ‘racial’ divides by condemning the patriarchal abuse of
heathen women in the colonies" (52).

One significant difference between the rhetoric of 1970s global sisterhood and
that of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries centers on the notion of
oppression. In the 1970s, the official rhetoric of global sisterhood was one of the
common oppression of women. Although nineteenth-century British and American
women used the language of sisterhood to acknowledge women’s oppression world-wide,
they invariably used the Eastern woman as a symbol of women’s "collective past" (Nair
16). Middle-class Victorian women were represented as the highest calibre of
womanhood on the socio-evolutionary scale. According to Felski, middle-class women
used evolutionary theories to their advantage by "frequently present{ing] themselves as an
intellectual and political vanguard at the forefront of history. Within this scenario,
women of other races and classes were often depicted as primitive and backward" (149).
The image of the backward Eastern woman, who belongs to a more primitive era, served
as a contrast to the more highly evolved figure of womanhood in the West and enabled

Western women to place themselves in a leadership position vis-a-vis their Eastern
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sisters.” This hierachical model of sisterhood was embraced by privileged women in the
Orient who, in turn, used class differences to place themselves at the forefront of the
women’s movements in their respective countries.

In Our Moslem Sisters: A Cry of Need from Lands of Darkness (1907), a
collection of papers on Christian missions in Moslem countries presented at a 1906
conference in Cairo, Annie Van Sommer appealed to Presbyterian missionary women to
bring salvation to women in "Moslem lands:"

. we ask you to enter into a covenant of prayer with us, that we may
not cease to intercede for our broken-hearted sisters, that they may be
comforted, and for the captives of Satan, that they may be set free, that the
prison gates may be opened for them so that the oil of joy may be given
them for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness.

*Life! life! eternal life!
Jesus alone is the giver.
Life! life! abundant life!

Glory to Jesus for ever.’

"bell hooks makes a similar critique against 1970s global sisters in "Sisterhood: Political
Solidarity Between Women." She believes that one of the main problems with the
sisterhood of the second-wave feminist period was the insistence of white, bourgeois
women that they lead the movement:
Racist socialization teaches bourgeois white women to think they are
necessarily more capable of leading masses of women than other groups of
women. Time and time again, they have shown that they do not want to
be part of the feminist movement - they want to lead it. (132)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



16

When this Life becomes theirs, Our Moslem Sisters will be our own

sisters in a new sense of the word, and we shall see the evangelization of

the Mohammedan home and of all Moslem lands. (298, emphasis mine)
The idea of sisterhood, as represented here, is predicated upon a hierarchical, pedagogical
relationship between those sisters who know and those who passively await
enlightenment. Van Sommer’s claim that after conversion to Christianity, the women
will become their sisters "in a new sense of the word" betrays a recognition that the
sisterhood which she is currently advocating is predicated on an assumption of inequality.

The language of women’s rights, and the idea of the universality of those rights,

was developed with particular vigour during the nineteenth century, and was articulated
within a discursive framework of modern progress and global sisterhood. The problem
with the discourse of sisterhood, however, remains the inherent inequality between
"sisters." This hierarchical relationship between women who know and those who
require instruction continues to haunt contemporary Western and diasporic Iranian
feminist discourses that celebrate the universal experience of all women. Bruce Robbins
has argued convincingly that "defenses of universalism, like attacks on it, are increasingly
a trivial pursuit” (166). He believes that there is no such thing as what he calls a "clean
universalism” and that critiques of universalism that aim to include the particular only
reproduce a new universalism in the place of an old one. Although I agree with Robbins’
point about the futility of arguing about universal inclusiveness, I believe that Meyda
Yegenoglu’s argument in Colonial fantasies is an important one to consider here. She

states that the universal sisterhood proclaimed by Western feminists since the nineteenth
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century is "a particular that masquerades as universal. But it should be emphasized that
not any particular has the power to enforce itself as universal” (102).

Joan Scott has traced the history of feminism and that of universalism back to two
conflicting notions of the individual in Enlightenment discourse. In "Universalism and
the history of feminism," Scott describes the first definition of the individual as an
"abstract prototype for the human"(2). This definition, according to Scott, was used in
order to prove that there were certain universal and natural rights to which citizens of a
nation were entitled. However, those who for reason of gender, race, or class did not fit
the definition of the abstract human prototype were excluded from this system of
supposed universal inclusion.

The second Enlightenment definition of the individual was that of a unique being,
a distinct person who was defined (necessarily) in relation to an Other. Western women
were excluded from the political rights of the citizen since they did not fit the definition
of the human prototype and because they were the "Other" to the male individual. The
universal definition of the individual - the "abstract prototype for the human"- was
necessarily male and the definition of the individual as unique required, in the words of
Gayatri Spivak, a "self-consolidating Other." By virtue of their Othemness to men,
Western women were excluded from the political rights of the citizen.

Scott argues that the power of feminism lies in its subversive nature. By revealing
the contradictions of Enlightenment definitions of the individual as both universal and
unique, feminism challenged the ostensibly democratic foundation of French

Republicanism. For this reason, Scott believes that feminism proved itself to be a
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dangerous and subversive political force. However, the subversiveness of Western
feminism appears less convincing in light of its own attempts to insert women into the
discourse of universalism. If European men used the idea of sexual difference to exclude
women from the universal rights of man, then Western women used the idea of cultural
difference in order to insert themselves into universalist discourse - and they did so by
turning to the colonies. Yegenoglu writes:
It is in the East that Western woman was able to become a full individual,
which was the goal desired and promoted by the emerging modernist
ideology. . . itis not far-fetched to argue that Western woman’s
recognition of herself as a subject was possible only outside national
boundaries, in the encounter of a sexually same yet culturally different
other." (107, emphasis hers)
In fact, early twentieth-century Western feminists were so successful at adopting the
originally masculine Enlightenment discourse of individualism to achieve their political
goals that it continues to permeate the language of global sisterhood.® It is the confluence
of the discourses of modernity and of global sisterhood, as well as the mobilization of the
figure of the subjugated Persian woman, in the works of Western and pre-revolutionary,
state-sponsored Iranian, or what could be termed Pahlavi, feminists that I would like to
explore in this thesis. I would also like to examine contemporary representations of

Iranian women by feminist film-makers currently active in the Islamic Republic. Despite
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the large numbers of Iranian newspapers and magazines in circulation, Iran’s stringent
censorship codes exact punitive measures on the print media in an effort to muzzle
dissenting voices. One of the predominant forms of cultural expression in Iran has
become contemporary cinema, which reaches an international audience, and whose
metaphoric and coded images have subversive implications for post-revolutionary
feminist articulations.

This thesis will be divided into four chapters. The first chapter investigates
Western women'’s construction of the Persian woman as the degraded Other; further, it
gestures to a troubling of that formulation by Persian women’s political activism.
Chapters Two and Three examine the intersection of Western and Pahlavi feminist voices
through the discourse of global sisterhood, and explores the ways in which both Western
and Pahlavi feminists participate in occluding the dissenting voices of other Iranian
feminists. The final chapter will act as a counterpoint to chapter One by focussing almost
exclusively on an indigenous post-revolutionary Iranian feminism expressed through the
popular medium of Iranian cinema.

Chapter One, "Enlightening the Other: Christian Sisters and Intrepid
Adventuresses," examines the writings of Presbyterian and Anglican women missionaries
who published accounts of their work in Persia (1899-1911), as well as Gertrude Bell’s
Persian Pictures (1894), and Ella Sykes’ Through Persia on a Side-Saddle (1901), and
Persia and Its People (1910). This chapter provides a historical background to the
Western construction of the Persian woman as abject and the contestation of that

construction by Persian women themselves. The argument will be structured around
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what historians have identified as the first "modem” period in Iran: that of the 1905-1911

Constitutional Revolution. [ will be examining Western women’s writings of that period
in order to explore the ways in which the languages of modemnity and sisterhood were
mobilized to position the Persian woman in an unequal pedagogical relationship to
Western women.

Chapter Two, "Global Sisters in Revolutionary Iran" offers a closer look at the
discourse of global sisterhood as it manifested itself during the "second wave" of
American and European feminism. It explores the ways in which 1970s global sisterhood
was adapted to an Iranian context by considering the connections between the work of
pre-revolutionary Iranian feminists within the state-sponsored Women's Organization of
Iran and the involvement of prominent second wave feminists such as Betty Friedan,
Germaine Greer, Kate Millett, Robin Morgan, Gloria Steinem and others in the Iranian
feminist movement before and during the 1979 revolution. The active participation of
Western feminists in the volatile Iranian feminist arena during the revolutionary period
needs, as Burton points out, to be understood in light of "the historical roots of ‘global
sisterhood” . . . since the concept of international feminist solidarity was an ideal which
Western European feminists were able to imagine partly through representations of non-
Western women as compliant in their own salvation by their feminist *sisters’" (1991: 70-
71). This chapter will be structured around Paidar’s description of the fourth period of
Iranian modernity as "characterized by the state’s double strategy of political repression
and aggressive modernization,” and will draw on Betty Friedan’s recollections of her

1977 trip to Iran in "Coming out of the Veil" published in the Ladies’ Home Journal,
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Germaine Greer’s markedly different reflections on the same trip in "Women’s Glib"
published in Vanity Fair magazine, and Kate Millett’s ventures into the 1979 Iranian
feminist arena described in Going to Iran (1982) (Paidar 28). This chapter will also
gesture to the ways in which the state-sponsored feminism of the Pahlavi period was
complicitous with the imperialist discourse of global sisterhood in occluding the voices of
other Iranian women.

One of the most obvious sites upon which the dominant discourses of Western
feminism, as expressed through the language of global sisterhood, and Pahlavi feminism
intersect is the subject of veiling. As Charlotte Weber, among many others, has argued,
"the West has long evinced an enduring fascination with the harem and the veil, recurring
tropes in orientalist literature that symbolize Muslim women’s oppression and eroticism
simultaneously” (125). The veil as the ultimate symbol of the degradation of Moslem,
and in this case, Persian, women, continues to circulate in both popular and academic
feminist narratives in the West. After travelling to Persia in the early decades of the
twentieth century, Clara Colliver Rice described the pitiable lives of Persian women thus:

Behind the veil out of doors, behind the curtain indoors, left out of every
social function, public or private, in which men play any part, they are
seldom educated, trusted, valued or respected. How can a country
progress with its womanhood handicapped to this extent? (38)
Debates about veiling have often generated unequivocal positions on the oppressive, or
alternatively, liberatory aspects of this article of clothing. While a significant number of

Western women from the late nineteenth century to the present time have configured the
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veiled Persian woman as submerged beneath the suffocating folds of the chador, this
chapter examines the complicity of many state-sponsored Iranian feminists and
nationalists with the circulation of the image of the veil with backwardness. Taj Ol-
Saltaneh, generally celebrated in Iranian academic circles as one of the early "modemn”
[ranian feminists declared: "[t]he veiling of women in this country has spawned and
spread thousands upon thousands of corrupt and immoral tendencies" (292).

This third chapter, "Scopophilic Desires: Unveiling Iranian women," traces the
intersection of Western and Iranian feminist discourses surrounding the familiar trope of
the veil as oppressive. It attempts, furthermore, to move outside this binary by gesturing
to the complexities of the practice of veiling within an Iranian context by grounding the
arcument in the historical moments of state-enforced unveiling (1936) and veiling (1983)
and the participation of Western and Iranian women in these debates.

Chapter Four, "Female Homosociality and Resistance in Post-Revolutionary
Iranian Cinema,” grows out of the figure of the politically vigilant hejabi (veiled woman)
discussed at the end of chapter three. By turning to contemporary Iranian cinema, with a
particular focus on Tahmineh Milani’s Two Women (1999), Ziba Mir-Hosseini’s and Kim
Longinotto’s Divorce Iranian-Style (1998), and Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s The May Lady
(1998), I argue that these movies provide a forum for the articulation of an indigenous
Iranian feminism that has taken shape in the post-revolutionary era. The figure of the
articulate and agential hejabi expresses herself and her desires through the concept of
"female bonding.” This concept of female bonding, I suggest, presents a viable and

important challenge to the dated and imperialist model of hierarchical "global sisterhood"
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by refusing to offer false promises of equality. It suggests, rather, that by gendering the

Foucaultian concept of "collective will," Iranian women can unite in their shared desire to
redefine their subject status under the Islamic Republic of Iran and within patriarchal
Iranian culture.

The figure of the post-revolutionary indigenous Iranian feminist dissociates
herself from her earlier predecessors who were marked by the imperialism of global
feminism. This chapter thus sees fit to focus on the agency of the indigenous female
subject in contemporary Iran who is fighting, in the face of an oppressive system, for the
recognition of her equal status to men in Iranian culture. Yegenoglu has argued:

If the target of territorial imperialism is to de-territorialize and then re-
territorialize the land of the native, the target of the imperial feminist
project, directed towards unveiling, is 1o alter the embodiment of the other
woman by inscribing it according to different cultural, social, symbolic
codes. (112. empbhasis hers)
Chapter Four aims. as does indeed this entire dissertation, to "seize. . . the value-coding"
of the Persian woman as oppressed and re-inscribe her as an active agent in the
redefinition of her own subjectivity as a politically vigilant feminist within an anti-

feminist culture and an anti-feminist state (Spivak 1990: 228).
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Chapter One

Enlightening the Other: Christian Sisters and Intrepid Adventuresses

This chapter examines one aspect of Western women's investment in Persia in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: the involvement of American and British
women during the 1905-1911 Constitutional Revolution and the period before it.
Historians interested in locating a "modern” moment in Iran have argued that Iranian
modernity was born out of the ideas leading to the Constitutional Revolution. Parvin
Paidar has remarked that the discourse of Iranian modernity was mutable, and that it went
through four distinct phases in Iran; the Constitutional Revolution, she suggests, is the
first of these four phases (27). According to Paidar, the idea of the modern emerged in
the late nineteenth century, and was influenced by Western models of modernity. but by
the late 1970s, it had developed into "an anti-Western political discourse” (29).

I would like to explore here the ways in which the discourses of modernity and of
sisterhood intersect to position the Persian woman as the subjugated and passive other to
thc modemn (Western) feminist subject. | will attempt to trace the shared desire, in the
writings of Presbyterian and Anglican missionaries, and independent travellers Gertrude
Bell and Ella Constance Sykes, for a particular figuration of the Persian woman as
passive through the displacement of a more agential image. This glance at the historical
roots of the politics of sisterhood is important to understanding the ramifications of its
later manifestations in second wave and Pahlavi feminist discourses. By tracing the

anxieties that surface in these texts in response to the (active) presence of the Persian
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woman, I hope to [re]read the Persian woman as an agential subject during the
Constitutional Revolution. Before elaborating upon the similar representative strategies
deployed by these different groups of Western women in their texts about their Persian
counterparts, a contextualization of their varied positions, and a brief summary of this
period in Iranian history is in order.

Although Persia was never a formal colony of a European power, it was subjected
to indirect political and economic rule for centuries. Because of its strategic geographical
location, neighbouring such countries as Afghanistan, India, and Russia, and because of
its oil-rich territories, Iran figured as an object of desire for England and Russia, and later
for the United States. Beginning in the 1850s, Iran became a battleground for European
powers, mainly Russia and England, competing against each other for economic
concessions (Keddie 58). The corrupt practices of the Qajar regime ensured the
economic colonization of the country, and profits from European concessions often went
directly into the royal purse while the rest of the country suffered the erosion of the

country’s resources.’

’According to such historians as Nikkie Keddie and Parvin Paidar, the most significant
concession in laying the foundation for the 1905-1911 Constitutional Revolution was the
Tobacco Concession of 1890 (Keddie 66, Paidar 50). In 1890, Nasser E-Din Shah
awarded a complete monopoly on the production, sale, and export of tobacco to a British
entrepreneur. News of this concession sparked widespread protests and riots as tobacco
was a product "widely grown in Iran, and profiting many landholders, shopkeepers, and
exporters” (Keddie 66). By December 1891, there was a nationwide boycott on the sale
and use of tobacco in Iran; this boycott was strictly observed -- even and especially by the
Shah’s wives amongst whom smoking was very popular at that time. In 1892, the Shah
finally conceded defeat and cancelled the concession. Since the Russians had been

strongly in support of the tobacco boycott, theirs became a more influential presence in
Persia during and after the protests.
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On 31 August 1907, the British and Russian governments signed the infamous
Anglo-Russian treaty which proposed to divide Iran into three sections: northern and
central Iran would fall under Russian influence, southeastern Iran under British influence
and the area in between was declared the neutral zone.'"® This agreement was drawn up
between the two countries without the consent of the Iranian government; indeed, "[t}he
Iranians were neither consulted on the agreement nor informed of the terms when it was
signed" (Keddie 75).

It was during this volatile period of predominantly British and Russian
competition for economic control of Iran, that British and American missionaries
established themselves in the country. The two principal groups of missionaries in Persia
were the British Anglicans of the Church Missionary Society (C.M.S.) and the American

Presbyterians from the Board of Foreign Missions. The C.M.S. became increasingly

Nasser E-Din Shah was assassinated in 1896 and his son Mozaffar E-Din Shah
replaced him as the country’s monarch. In 1900 and 1902, the government borrowed two
exorbitant sums from the Russian government:
The first loan required Iran to pay off British debts and not to incur any
other debts without Russian consent, and the second included major
economic concessions. The Russians also insisted on a new customs
treaty, signed in 1902, which gave key Russian goods lower rates than the
already low 5 percent ad valorem. The income gained from the loans and
from customs reform went largely for three extravagantly expensive trips
to Europe that the Shah and his entourage took between 1900 and 1905.
(Keddie 70-1)

Expanding Russian influence in the country, increasing economic devastation, and

arbitrary rule of government contributed to an escalating resentment amongst the

populace that eventually led to the Constitutional Revolution.

"“Ironically, this "neutral” zone was in southwestern Persia, an area, it was later

discovered, rich in oil. Subsequently, this area was controlled by the British government

under the aegis of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC).
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active in the country through the work of Robert Bruce, who settled in Persia in 1869,

and later through the work of Reverend E.F. Hoernle, who went to Persia in 1879, and
was also "a medical man" (Vander Werff 165)."' It was in 1875, six years after Bruce's
arrival, that the Church Missionary Society established itself in Persia, and by the late
nineteenth century the C.M.S. had a significant number of missionaries working in the
country. According to James Addison, "before 1900 the C.M.S. had six clergy on its staff
and had opened stations with either hospitals or dispensaries at Kerman, Yezd, and
Shiraz" (181).

The American Presbyterians became actively involved in Persia in the 1870s. In
1871, The Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions (PBFM) assumed responsibility for
the Persian Mission from the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions
(Zirinsky 1994: 187). Shortly thereafter, the PBFM started foreign missions in Tehran
(1872). Tabriz (1873), Hamadan (1880), Rasht (1906). Qazvin (1906), Kermanshah
(1910). and Mashad (1911) (Zirinsky 1994: 187).
Enlightening the Other: Christian Sisters in Persia

According to Kumari Jayawardena, in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, "Christianity had a dual role--conversion and modemization" (22). While

evangelical Christians encouraged and promoted individual conversion, they also

'"TRobert Bruce was not the first Anglican missionary in Iran. He was preceded by Henry
Martvn who went to Persia in 1811 after five years of work as a translator and an
evangelist in India. Martyn spent ten months in Shiraz revising a translated version of the
New Testament into Persian. During that time, he debated the virtues of Protestant
Christianity with the Moslems who came to see him, but his main goal was to leave
behind literary works that could be used as tools in the evangelical project (Addison 179).
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believed in creating the domestic conditions that would enable a life of continuing faith
(Davidoff and Hall 183). In Persian Women and Their Creed (1899), C.M.S. missionary
Mary Bird writes:
[T]here is no word for home in the Persian language, because it has not
been required; the Moslems have none of the associations and tender
memories which that word awakens in us. (22)
The dismissal of the idea of a Persian home-life discloses Bird’s attempt to justify the
spread of Christian domestic ideology. The rise of evangelicalism in England at the end
of the eighteenth century was, according to Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, a
response to the French Revolution and to what the middle-classes perceived to be a crisis
in English society (73):
The nation, they believed, was suffering from moral degeneracy. Events
in France were a warning of what was to come if individuals did not
inspire a revolution in the ‘manners and morals’ of the nation, a
transformation which must begin with individual salvation. (Davidoff and
Hall 82)
Evangelicals placed a high value on the conversion experience and the family became an
important site of individual spiritual growth. By the nineteenth century, the evangelical
drive was displaced by a greater focus on the family as the locus of spiritual and moral
development. Indeed, Christian domestic ideology, which promoted the gendered realm
of the family as crucial to the moral and spiritual development of individuals, played a

leading role in nineteenth-century evangelical missionary projects.
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In this period of active missionary work, Christianity was seen as embodying
superior cultural and religious values and the "backwardness" or "primitiveness" of
Moslem cultures--and of Moslem men’s treatment of women--was attributed to the false
beliefs propagated by the unenlightened religion of Islam. Through the light of
Christianity. it was believed, Moslems would recognize their degraded status and reject
Islam "which rises as a stone wall to resist every real true ideal" (qtd. Van Sommer
1911:37). Bird, who worked in Persia from 1891-1904, paints a picture of the dismal life
that Persian women lead under the "false prophet Mohammad" (2). Before she begins a
point-by-point refutation of "the five points of the Moslem faith, which every true
believer must accept,” she writes:

You know Mohammedans have as the symbol of their faith the crescent
moon. A truer one could not have been found, for, like the crescent, the
Moslem religion has but a little light and much shadow, and its light, like
that of its symbol, is a reflected one borrowed from the Jewish and
Christian religions. (5)
Bird’s representation of Islam as a religion of darkness repositions her argument within
Enlightenment discourse and "the scopic regime of modernity" which valorizes the visual
and "refuses to tolerate areas of darkness” (Yegenoglu 12, 40). The association of
Christianity with the Enlightenment, with reason and with progress is set against Islam as
its anithetical Other, steeped, in the language of nineteenth-century missionaries in Persia,
in darkness and ignorance.

Jayawardena has argued that it is difficult to read the presence ~ and, I would add,
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the language - of the Christian missionary in the Orient outside of the project of colonial
expansion (24-5). Given the political history of Persia in the nineteenth century, it is no
accident that in 1890, Reverend James Bassett refers to "[tlhe occupation of Eastern
Persia by resident American missionaries” when describing the establishment of the first
Presbyterian mission in Tehran (74, emphasis mine). Michael Zirinsky has suggested
that twentieth-century Iranian suspicions of the United States as a successor to British
imperialism can be traced back to the early presence of the missionaries (1994: 187).
Indeed, the 1895 Anglo-American agreement to partition the mission field resembles,
rather disconcertingly. the Anglo-Russian Treaty of 1907 as it was agreed that "the
Presbyterians confin[e] their work to northern Iran, leaving the south to the Anglican
Church Missionary Society” (Zirinsky 1994: 187).
Foreign missions were initially a predominantly male enterprise, but as Jane
Haggis writes. by the late nineteenth century, female missionaries significantly
outnumbered their male counterparts:
Though missionary work was originally conceived of as purely a male
endeavour, by 1899 it was estimated that women missionaries
outnumbered men in the ‘foreign field” by over a thousand. This
numerical ascendancy reflected the recruitment of single women as
missionaries by the major missionary societies during the last three
decades of the country. (Haggis 51)

The mission fields in Persia were no exception to this rule. In his work on Presbyterians

in Persia, Zirinsky writes that most of the missionaries were women:
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As in other mission fields, some two-thirds of the Presbyterian
missionaries in Iran were women . . . Over half of the mission women
went to Iran unmarried. A few wed while on the field, but the mission
establishment discouraged this practice. . . Missionary service was one of
the few careers open to unmarried women, and in some respects it offered
more freedom and opportunity than did those few choices open to them in
America. (1992:175)
British and American women missionaries who went to work in Persia claimed that their
goal was to work with Persian women, and their reasons for this, according to Zirinsky
were two-fold:
In the first place, the missionaries believed that all women were sisters,
and they acted on the principle that sisters should help sisters. In the
second place, male missionaries could work only with Iranian men outside
of their homes. Although Iranian women and their families’ private
quarters were forbidden to unrelated men, women could gain access to
them. Hence, women’s work for women theoretically opened more than
half of the population to the mission. (Zirinsky 1994: 191)
These two reasons, that of universal sisterhood and of Western women’s unique access to
what they called the "harems" of the East, resonate throughout the writings of missionary
women and women travellers. It is this rhetoric of universality that permeates 1970s
Western and Pahlavi feminist discourses, enabling them to adopt a position of superiority,

similar to that assumed by early missionaries, in relation to the unenlightened Persian
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woman.

According to Jayawardena, women missionaries were genuinely dedicated to
notions of social justice and social reform although their commitment to women’s rights
was articulated through notions of Western progress and enlightenment (23). The
concepts of women’s rights and social justice through an embrace of Christianity were,
she argues, inextricably linked to the imperializing mission at the time:

{During the nineteenth century], in the United States and Europe, a
network of Christian women emerged proclaiming "global sisterhood" and
venturing out of their homes into the male world of work, travel and
adventure in the name of the "noble cause" to serve God and improve the
condition of women. The main concern of the women missionaries was
the amelioration of the lives of colonized women. But in the "Age of
Empire,” Christianity was linked with imperialist conquest and capitalist
expansion, and the main current of missionary activity became identified
with colonial rule. (24-5)
The women’s quarters in Persia provided American and British women with a legitimate
reason for travelling to the country and educating Persian women in matters of religion,
health, and schooling. The fact that women’s living quarters were located in the
andaroon, the inner space of the home, and thus forbidden to men, enabled Western
women to formulate a convincing argument in favour of their active participation in the
traditionally male colonial enterprise. Western women could travel to the East not just as

companions to male colonizers, but as colonizers in their own right. The foreign
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missions provided British and American women with one means of achieving this goal.
Many women missionaries played instrumental roles in forming women’s groups
and establishing girls’ schools and orphanages in "Oriental” countries. Some of these
women "pioneered female medical education. Thus a large part of the work in the two
crucial areas of education and health were undertaken by foreign women" (Jayawardena
26). Although Jayawardena focuses on the work that British missionary women
accomplished in India, the same efforts were made in Persia for Persian women. The
Presbyterian missionaries established hospitals and schools in northern Iran, and
introduced modern medicine and a formal system of education to the country (Zirinsky
1992: 174). Mary Bird, who was not a trained medical doctor "opened a clinic in
Isphahan to dispense medicine, Gospel, prayer and hymn in equal measure” (Vander
Werff 166). Yet, as Mary Taylor Huber and Nancy C. Lutkehaus have argued:
[r]eligious causes enabled many Western women to go overseas, and
women missionaries helped provide many subject women with access to
education and opportunities they would not otherwise have enjoyed. Yet
neither of these liberating, enlightening moves was without deep shadows,
and their intersection, especially, created problems whose implications are
just now being explored (7-8).
Missionary women in Persia articulate their concerns for the lives of Persian
women through their belief that the practice of Islam and the concept of social justice are
incommensurate. According to one Presbyterian missionary, "[t]he one fact of educating

and emancipating woman, it would seem, must be a great blow to the whole doctrine of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



34

Islam" (Van Sommer 1911: 37). They claimed that through religious conversion, they
would educate and enlighten the mothers of the nation, the women who were responsible
for the future of the race. In 1906, the American Presbyterian Society sponsored a
conference in Cairo on Christian missions. The papers on Moslem women were
published separately under a volume entitled, Our Moslem Sisters: A Cry of Need from
Lands of Darkness Interpreted by Those Who Heard It (1907). In the first chapter, "Our
Moslem Sisters," one of the editors of the volume, Annie Van Sommer writes:
‘We must concentrate attention upon the mothers, for what the mothers
are, the children will be.” These words, spoken recently by a British
statesman, are but the thoughts of many who have tried to save the
children. And in looking at the millions of Moslems in the world to-day,
and wondering why they are still as they were a thousand years ago, rather
drifting backward than advancing, we tumn to their women and find the
cause. Mohammedan law, custom, and the example of their founder place
woman on a level with beasts of burden and no nation rises above the level
of its women. (15)
By identifying women as the singular reason for the backwardness of "the Moslem
world,” Van Sommer rhetorically accomplishes several things: first, she participates in
what Johannes Fabian has called the "denial of coevalness" to the Other of colonial
discourse. This gesture of denial is "a persistent and systematic tendency to place the
referent(s) of anthropology in a Time other than the present of the producer of

anthropological discourse" (Fabian 31). Second, by denying temporal coevalness to the
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Oriental woman/Other, Van Sommer positions Western woman as a more highly evolved
model of womanhood to which women of other races and classes must aspire. Third, by
locating the "problem” of the Moslem world with Moslem women, she advances Western
women'’s argument for the importance of their presence in the East. Identifying a
feminized domestic space as the locus of the problem enables Western women to remain
in a traditionally female space, that of the home, albeit in the Orient, thus appeasing
members of the patriarchal colonial order. Inderpal Grewal has argued that "‘[h]Jome’ is a
crucial category within European travel because it is the space of return and of
consolidation of the Self enabled by the encounter with the ‘Other’"(6). The home
functions in similar ways in the Orient as the Western woman’s encounter with the
Persian woman in the andarun, or women’s quarters, serves as a means of self-
consolidation; the life of the Persian woman is represented as all that a Western woman'’s
is not.
The co-editors of Our Moslem Sisters, Reverend Samuel Marinus Zwemer and
Annie Van Sommer. decry the sad state of the Moslem world, but in particular of Moslem
women. In the introduction, Zwemer writes:
This book with its sad, reiterated story of wrong and oppression is an
indictment and an appeal. It is an indictment of the system which
produces results so pitiful. It is an appeal to Christian womanhood to right
these wrongs and enlighten this darkness by sacrifice and service. (5)
He then reproduces in his introduction the "Women’s Appeal” written and presented at

Cairo by a group of missionary women:
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We, the women missionaries, assembled at the Cairo Conference, would
send this appeal on behalf of the women of Moslem lands to all the
women'’s missionary boards and committees of Great Britain, American,
Canada, France, Germany, Switzerland, Denmark, Norway, Sweden,
Holland, Australia, and New Zealand . . . The number of Moslem women
is so vast-not less than one hundred million- that any adequate effort to
meet the need must be on a scale far wider than has ever yet been
attempted. (8,9, emphasis his)

In her chapter, "Our Moslem Sisters,” Van Sommer urges Christian women in the West to

heed the call of Christ in the Orient and to help their less fortunate sisters who are

suffering under the weight of ignorance:
You cannot know how great the need unless you are told; you will never
go and find them until you hear their cry. And they will never cry for
themselves, for they are down under the yoke of centuries of oppression,
and their hearts have no hope or knowledge of anything better. And so to-
day, we want to make our voices heard for them. We want to tell you, our
sisters at home, in words so plain that you can never again say: ‘Behold,
we knew it not.” (16)

Moslem women are presumably so much submerged in darkness that they cannot

recognize their own wretchedness, and it is incumbent upon their Western sisters to come

to their aid. Even male missionaries urged the presence of the Western woman in the

Orient. In Persian Women: A Sketch of Woman's Life From The Cradle To The Grave,
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And Missionary Work Among Them, With [llustrations (1898), Reverend Isaac Malek
Yonan declares:
The Christian apologetes need no longer spend their valuable time and
fertile brains in vindicating Christianity. The treatment of women is in
itself, sufficient proof of its superiority over any other system. The
uncontrovertible facts of history and the strong testimony of experience
show clearly that one of the distinguishing features of the so-called moral
and philosophic religions of the world is the slavery and degradation of the
female sex. (129)
If there is any doubt regarding which country is most in darkness and most in need of the
light of Christ, Van Sommer tells us that "[a]lthough the voices in [Our Moslem Sisters)
sound from many lands: Egypt, Tunis, Algiers, Morocco, Hausa Land, East Africa,
Arabia, Palestine, Syria, Turkey, Bulgaria, Persia, India, one story is told and one cry
heard everywhere" (17).

As Antoinette Burton, Jane Haggis, Kumari Jayawardena, and others have
documented, the concept of sisterhood is inextricably linked with the feminization of
missionary work. Haggis writes that women missionaries significantly outnumbered
male missionaries by the late nineteenth-century (51). Jayawardena has observed that the
rhetoric of global sisterhood was mobilized by American and European Christian
missionaries as they proclaimed their commitment to improving the unenviable lot of
their Eastern sisters (24). However, missionary work was not an entirely philanthropic

endeavour, since the colonies presented professional opportunities otherwise not available
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to British and American women.'> Furthermore, it was not just the missionaries who
deployed the term "global sisterhood” in order to justify their participation in the
(traditionally male) colonial and imperial project. In Burdens of History, Burton writes:
"sisterhood was the watchword of women’s suffrage in Britain in much the same way it
was in other discourses about female social reform” (172).

According to Burton, it was the internationalism of the suffrage movement in
Britain and in the United States that was emphasized in the pre-World War One period.
Such organizations as the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) created in
1904 held biennial conferences in order to discuss women’s suffrage worldwide.'* At the
1926 conference in Paris, the organization decided to broaden its scope and renamed
itself the International Alliance of Women for Suffrage and Equal Citizenship (Schreiber
37). Burton, however, has pointed to the disingenuousness of the organization’s claim to

"internationalism," as IWSA conferences were usually held in European capitals and the

"2Huber and Lutkehaus write:
The movement of missionary and other professional women into the
colonies cannot be separated from the entry of middle-class women into
philanthropy and the professions that took place at the same time. Women
needed the colonies, which provided opportunities for professional service
rarely available at home, and the colonies needed professional women to
make good the humanitarian commitments by which imperial expansion in
the late nineteenth century was increasingly justified. By attributing to
women virtues crucial to social improvement, Victorian ideology enabled
them to be cast in a special role as civilizers. In turn, women’s movements
for access to education and the professions at home were increasingly
justified in imperial terms. (9)

BAccording to Adele Schreiber and Margaret Mathieson’s history of the IWSA in

Journey Towards Freedom, the organization held biennial meetings until WWI. After the

war, the meetings were held triennially.
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organization was made up primarily of Western, particularly European members. She
remarks: "[h]aving typed the Eastern woman as silent and impassive, suffragists were
willing to speak for her in the name of universal womanhood"” (Burton 1994: 195).

Secular European feminists used the "degraded” status of their "Oriental" sisters
as a yard-stick with which to measure their own social and political advancement. The
time-consciousness of fin-de-siécle culture, argues Rita Felski. inspired the sense of an
ending coupled with an exhilarating sense of a new beginning (146). Western feminists’
embrace of a "modern time awareness . . . affirmed a sense of history as chronological
development and as embodying a linear, irreversible flow of time" (Felski 147). The
middle-class members of the feminist movement located themselves at a more advanced
stage along the axis of time in relation to women of the working classes and to women of
other races and nations (149). Thus British middle-class feminists did not challenge the
modern discourse of evolution and progress; rather, they used it to their own advantage.
They argued that women were more highly evolved than men and that their roles as
progenitors of the new white race placed them in an exalted position as the mothers of
progress and of evolution (Felski 155, 161). Unsurprisingly, this feminist narrative of
evolution could only be secured by holding up "other" women as examples of a "retarded
development” (Felski 155). Burton traces the mobilization of the discourse of
motherhood with discourses of evolution and progress to Victorian feminists whom she
describes in the following manner:

[a] strong sense of female superiority combined readily with other

assumptions of imperial supremacy to make British feminists conceive of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



40

"the Anglo-Saxon woman" as the savior of her race, not to mention as the
highest female type (138).

Many middle-class feminists in Britain benefitted from the imperialist project and
mobilized the discourse of evolution in order to claim, as Felski has argued, "the public
sphere as both a symbolic and a material space for women" (151). Burton makes a
similar argument in "The White Woman’s Burden" by claiming that many middle-class
British feminists deliberately cultivated the civilizing responsibility as their own modemn,
womanly, and largely secular burden because it affirmed an emancipated role for them in
the imperial nation-state (1992: 139). However, not all middle-class British women with
interests in Persia aligned themselves with the feminist project, although they were
closely affiliated with the imperializing mission.
Gertrude Bell and Ella Constance Sykes: Intrepid Adventuresses

Gertrude Bell and Ella Constance Sykes reaped the advantages of travelling in the
colonies, without specifically positioning themselves within the feminist discourses of the
period. Both were members of the privileged classes (Bell was a member of the
aristocracy, and Sykes was comfortably middle-class); both were single women with the
means and the opportunity to travel. Although Sykes does mention the "plight"of Persian
women in her writings, and contrasts the situation of Persian women to that of their
British counterparts, she avoids an explicit alignment with the suffragists. Instead, she
embraces the role of the "determined . . . companion to the white man" whose affiliation
with the British colonial administration takes him to Persia (Ware 120). Gertrude Bell,

on the other hand, was an outspoken and active member of the Women 's Anti-Suffrage
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League: indeed, she was made honorary secretary of the organization (Wallach 82). Janet
Wallach, author of the encomiastic biography, Desert Queen: The Extraordinary Life of
Gertrude Bell. Adventurer, Adviser to Kings, Ally of Lawrence of Arabia (1996), explains
Bell’s anti-suffrage position thus:
Gertrude saw herself as the equal of any man, but most women, she was
firmly convinced, were not. Their votes would certainly be questionable;
they could even prove to be dangerous. Like her mother Florence, or her
father Hugh, or their friends Lord Curzon, Lord Cromer and Lord Robert
Cecil, Gertrude argued that the female role was fundamentally different
from that of the male: women were meant to rear children; men were
meant to run the country. Furthermore, they all believed, only men had
the sound judgment to rule the colonies, to determine foreign policy and to
decide matters of the constitution; therefore, only men should have the
right to cast a ballot. Rare was the woman knowledgeable enough to make
a contribution to the affairs of state. Yet even as she promoted the agenda
of the Anti-Suffrage League, Gertrude worked on her book about
Byzantine Anatolia and yearned to penetrate the mysterious regions of the
Arabian desert. (83)
Wallach paints a portrait of Bell as an intrepid, independent, and contradictory figure
who, despite her anti-feminist activism, remains a model of feminist strength and
spiritedness. Bell undertook a number of voyages to and through the Orient on her own

and eventually won much fame and admiration for her diplomatic work in Iraq. But
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Bell’s first trip to the Orient was chaperoned. In May of 1892, Bell accompanied her
aunt, Mary Lascelles, to visit her uncle Frank Lascelles, who was British minister in
Persia at that time. She stayed in Persia until October of that year, and upon her return to
England wrote Persian Pictures, published in 1894.

Almost two years after Bell’s trip, Ella Sykes made the first of two visits to Persia
as a companion to her brother, Sir Percy Molesworth Sykes, a British colonial
administrator. Although she accompanied her brother on both trips to Persia, Sykes did
travel on her own in the presumably "safer” colony of Canada.'* Sykes’ first book,
Through Persia on a Side-Saddle (1898), describes her and her brother’s travels through
Persia from October 1894 to March 1897. Persia and its People, published in 1910, after

their second trip to Persia, discloses a more authoritative tone and serious agenda that, |

“In 1911, on behalf of The Colonial Intelligence League for Educated Women, Sykes
went to Canada disguised as a woman seeking employment as a "home-help”
(Christianson 173). In the Dictionary of Literary Biography, Scott Christianson explains
that a "home-help" was "a domestic servant for middle-class housewives . . . Unlike
servants in the structured English ‘upstairs-downstairs’ system, the home-help had an
anibiguous status; she was a member of the family, yet without quite being so - and was
less a professional, in terms of duties performed and remuneration, than her English
counterpart” (174). The Colonial Intelligence League was interested in investigating
employment opportunities in the colonies for the educated and single British woman.
According to Christianson, Sykes’ book on Canada "offers the kind of ‘keen’ descriptions
of scenery and places she delivered in Through Persia on a Side-Saddle. She also
displays the same condescending sympathy for Canadian women less fortunate than
herself that she showed toward Persian women" (174). He describes her charade as
ridiculous and condescending:
It is also colonialist: a daughter of the empire goes to the Dominion to
discover how it may be exploited to solve England’s problem of rampant
unemployment of single women. Sykes’ straightforward narrative lays
bare the workings of imperialism - its hierarchy, its exploitation of its own
working-class people and its colonies, even its exploitation of upper-class
women, such as herself, drafted to "do their bit" for colonization. (174)
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believe, makes a case for the presence of the British in the East.'

Although there are notable similarities between Bell’s and Sykes’ travel
narratives, one of the significant difference between them is that Sykes offers a very
gendered account of travel in Through Persia on a Side-Saddle. Indeed, Sykes
foregrounds her gender by her choice of the book’s title and throughout her narrative; in
the preface, she writes:

This book has no pretensions to be either historical, scientific or political,
being merely the record of a very happy period of my existence which |
have. in a way, re-lived by writing about it. My information, however,
may claim to be correct as far as it goes, my brother, Major Sykes, who
has travelled for several years in Persia on Government service, having
revised my manuscript. As | believe that I am the first European woman

who has visited Kerman and Persian Baluchistan, my experiences may

' After her first trip to Persia, Sykes established herself as an unofficial authority on the
subject. In addition to Through Persia on a Side-Saddle, and Persia and Its People, she
published The Story-Book of the Shah; or, Legends of Old Persia (London: Macqueen,
1901). The late nineteenth and early twentieth century period seems to have been the
"honeymoon" period of her relationship with the country. She wrote and presented
papers on Persian folklore, but after the publication of Persia and Its People, and during
the time of the Constitutional Revolution, Sykes hardened her position on Persia. The
country was no longer the romantic and exotic locale which provided her with quaint
anecdotes to relate: rather, it became a hopelessly backward and primitive country with a
barbarous religion responsible for the imprisonment of the nation’s women. Her paper at
the National Geographic Society in October of 1910, "A Talk About Persia and Its
Women," is a condensed version of Persia and Its People in which she reiterates one of
her favourite statements: "From the moment of his entrance into the world, throughout his
entire life and even in the hereafter, the Persian man has decidedly the best of everything
and the woman the worst" (853).
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perhaps interest other women who feel the * Wanderlust’ but are unable to

gratify their longing for adventure.” (vii)
While she disavows any claim to political or historical expertise, Sykes establishes the
authenticity of her narrative by invoking a figure of male colonial authority, her brother
Sir Percy Sykes, who "knows" Persia as a British colonial officer. Percy Sykes is most
famous for organizing, in 1916, the South Persia Rifles in order to fight encroaching
Turkish and German armies into southern Persia during World War I (Keddie 80).'* By
gesturing to her brother’s colonial position, Ella Sykes substantiates her travel narrative
through her kinship with a respected figure of colonial officialdom. Having in this
manner established her credibility, she joins the clamour of voices competing for
recognition as the original traveller to the Orient: she purports to be the first European
woman to visit Kerman and Baluchistan. Sykes directs her narrative to (women)
armchair travellers, presumably more timid than she, "who feel the *Wanderlust’ but are
unable to gratify their longing for adventure” (vii).

Sykes’ gender does not exclude her from her participation in the colonial

enterprise. In fact, her narrative belongs to a body of work by Western women travellers

'*Iran declared neutrality during World War 1, but because of its strategic geographical
location, it became a battleground for English, German, Russian and Turkish forces. The
Germans capitalized on Iranians’ distrust of England and Russia, and they organized a
tribal revolt against the British in the South. Nikkie Keddie states that even before the
war, the British coveted control of the area declared neutral in the 1907 Anglo-Russian
agreement. This putative neutral zone, the British discovered in 1909, was rich in oil, so
when war broke out, "England promised Russia postwar control of Istanbul and the
Straits in return for British rule in most of Iran’s neutral zone, and a secret treaty for this
was signed in March 1915" (Keddie 79).
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who used the Orient —~and Oriental women - as a way of asserting their own
independence and mobility as Englishwomen (Grewal 66). Indeed, "[m]ost of the
‘pioneering’ women (as the women travelers were often called) were supportive of the

"

imperialist project’ (Grewal 67). They saw themselves, Grewal writes:
as part of a "civilizing’ nation. for that could imply a nation that would not
subjugate or exploit its own people. Being part of the empire also gave
them a sense of racial superiority that enabled them to feel their own worth
and equality with men. (66)
Thus, while Sir Percy Sykes conducted his official duties as a colonial administrator in
Persia, his sister occupied herself with the more domestic aspect of colonialism. In a
chapter entitled, "Housekeeping at Kerman," Sykes details the exhausting task of setting
up an English home in a primitive land amongst uncivilized people. Her main complaint
is with the servants:
We found our Persian servants, from highest to lowest, afflicted with an
incurable laziness, and although we had over a dozen men to minister to
our various wants, yet three or four good English servants would have
done all the work they did and a great deal more besides. (81)
While her brother was busy managing the affairs of the country and civilizing the Persian
population, Ella Sykes managed the affairs of the home and attempted to civilize her
Persian servants. This was by no means an easy feat, she complains:

It is no exaggeration to say that to keep things up to even a very low

European standard is an exceedingly exhausting task. And every lady in
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Persia with whom I discussed the ‘servant question,’ confessed to an
intense irritation of the nerves, engendered by struggling with these lazy
Orientals. (83)
Despite the taxing work of domestic colonization, she seems to derive some pleasure
from the overwhelming challenge presented to her, and she catalogues, for the benefit of
her female readership in England, the numerous tasks and responsibilities to which she
must attend daily.

In the next chapter, "Four Visitors And A Maid," Sykes faces the hardship of
finding a new maid in Persia as her Swiss help "proved entirely unsuited to a life of
travel” (123). As a result, she hires "one of the despised Gabres, or Fire-worshippers"” to
wait on her (123). The reader might well imagine the arduous task of training an Oriental
maid, Sykes confides, but eventually she familiarizes "Baji" with European ways, thus
making her more agreeable, honest and efficient. After praising her maid’s newly-
developed virtues, Sykes writes:

In common with many Orientals she considered her skin to be of lily
whiteness, and was much upset when I presented her with a photo of her
brown little self, saying that | had made her black, and that her mother had
wept over the insult to her daughter when shown it. For answer I placed
one of my hands beside her dark one, but, not to be outdone, she said
promptly, "Yes, Khanum, you are white because you use that beautiful
Feringhee sabun," and henceforth she always begged for scraps of my

soap, which she took when she went to her bath. I used to wonder if she
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imagined that she became whiter in consequence, but of course never
dared to make inquiries on a subject that was evidently a tender one with
her! (125)"
Sykes plays her role in the project of domestic colonization by instructing her maid to
behave in a fashion appropriate to an European maid, while at the same time putting Baji,
who aspires to whiteness, in her place as a colonial native. Sykes positions herself as an
instructor - to the indigenous woman, but also to her counterparts in England who are
reading her travel narrative. Not only does she unveil Persia and Persian women to the
female armchair traveller, but she unveils Persian women to Persian women themselves.
She insists on proving Baji’s Otherness to her by asserting that she is not white, that she
is brown, and therefore inferior. Cheryl McEwan suggests that:
[t]he contact between white women and their colonized counterparts
created the possibility of totally unequal and dependent relationships in
which British women helped to define themselves, and to define and
describe the conditions under which colonized women lived, as well as the
nature of those women themselves. (11-12)
Svkes’ insistence on her whiteness underscores two images of herself that she is keen to
convey; first, that she is a respectable European lady who, despite her travels through the
Orient. abides by the social codes and mores of England (as evidenced by the numerous

times she mentions having to ride her horse side-saddle); second, her loyalty to Empire

"In the citations throughout this dissertation, different systems of transliteration are used;
I will be adhering to the system used by the authors.
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cannot be questioned.

Upon their departure from Kerman, she claims to feel sad at leaving behind their
new home, but then launches into an exuberant celebration of the adventurous colonial
spirit:

And perhaps what distracted my thoughts more than anything else was the
fact that I was riding a new horse for the first time - a horse that had never
had a lady on its back before, or a side-saddle and English bridle; and to
me there are few things more interesting than to get mastery over a spirited
animal, and to establish that delightful sympathy which makes the rider
and his steed as one. So hurrah for the road again! hurrah for nomadic
existence! and hurrah for the Wanderlust that lurks in each man’s blood,
and drives our English race so far from home and kindred over the face of
the globe! (191)
Sykes’ self-positioning within the rhetoric of Empire as she celebrates the "wanderlust”
that drives her and her kindred to other nations in the quest to civilize its inhabitants
manifests itseif in her panegyric language. Her description of breaking in a horse and the
pleasure that the sense of control provides her can be extrapolated to the exhilaration she
feels upon arriving in Persia and conducting the business of Empire in her home at
Kerman.

Nevertheless, the sense of freedom that Sykes extols as she travels through the

country with her brother is compromised by her gender:

I used to vary my position by taking my cramped knees from the pommels
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and letting my feet hang down; but the more I rode the more I saw the
disadvantages of the saddle to which I was condemned. The side-saddle is
by no means an ideal invention in my eyes. It is difficult to mount into it
from the ground; it is dangerous in riding among hills to be unable to
spring off on either side in case of accident; the habit is very apt to be
caught on the pommels if the rider falls, and the position in which she sits
cramps her much if persisted in for many hours at a slow walk, which is
the usual thing in hilly and stony countries. Looking at it from a horse’s
point of view. it is much heavier than a man’s saddle; is very apt to give
the animal a sore back; the weight being on one side tires the horse, and it
is more difficult to adjust. Some of my lady friends at Tehran always rode
on a man'’s saddle when they went among the hills, modifying their habits
to the altered position. which they all assured me was preferable in every
way to that which custom obliged them to conform. (248)
Of the local reaction to her presence in Persia, she writes: "I heard afterwards that I was
the great attraction, as it passed their comprehension how I could sit on a horse sideways
and not come off when I cantered!" (69). Her observations-and complaints-- about riding
side-saddle underscore her position as a gendered traveller and serve as a contrast
between the European woman’s femininity and the absence of feminine charm in the
Persian woman. Her celebrity status due to her side-saddle highlights the fact that
Persian women do not have the freedom to travel through their own country on

horseback, and furthermore, even if they did, they would be incapable of riding in as
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dignified and competent a manner as Ella Sykes. In this way, she, like other women
travellers to the Orient,

prov[es] . . . the power of an Englishness that could be supposedly

inviolate while living and being in the ‘East,” which was depicted as the

antithesis of the *West,” even while their narratives were gendered to show

the extra effort required to do so and the difficulties faced by women

attempting to live in these lands. (Grewal 65)
On the other hand, the freedom Sykes purports to feel when travelling seems elusive
since she admits that there are class, gender, and cultural restrictions placed upon her that
hamper her mobility and comfort during travel. The pity with which she regards her
unfortunate Persian sisters becomes ironized by the restrictions placed upon British
women, including herself, in the Victorian and Edwardian periods.'®

The question of the side-saddle never arises in Bell’s Persian Pictures. This is

unsurprising since Gertrude Bell does not foreground her gender in her writings.
According to her biographer, Bell - like Sykes- did travel through Persia on a side-
saddle; it was only on her second trip to the Middle East, when she was in Palestine, that
she was taught how to ride like a man: " ‘No more feminine saddles for me on a long
journey,’ she announced to her parents. ‘Never, never again will | travel on anything

else: I have never known real ease in riding till now’" (Wallach 50). Yet, in Persian

'8Afier visiting a "Europeanised Persian” woman, who "poured out tea, handing round
milk and sugar quite a I 'Anglaise, " Sykes expresses pity for her because "her lot was by
no means a happy one, and [Sykes was] reminded of the caged starling in the Bastille that
all day long kept crying, "Let me out! let me out!” (22).
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Pictures, there is no mention of any of the discomfort she may have suffered while
travelling; indeed, there is nothing to distinguish it as a text written by or for a woman.
Bell spent much of her life in a man’s world and was not interested in drawing attention
to her gender. In fact, according to Grewal, Bell expressed a significant amount of
disdain for Englishwomen in the colonies, and dissociated herself and her work from her
female counterparts:
Gertrude Bell, the famous traveler who lived many years among the
Bedouins, blamed the Englishwomen in the colonial settlements in Egypt
for creating an exclusive society and taking no interest in Arab life. She
claimed that such attitudes had brought about the downfall of the British
government in India. Bell saw herself as different and superior to the
Englishwomen who had accompanied the colonists. (80)

Although there are differences between Persian Pictures and Through Persia on a
Side-Saddle, there are also a number of similarities between the two accounts. Both
books conform to the genre of travel writing, a genre that is, in the words of Ali Behdad,
"an (af)filiated discourse: it maintains both an institutional affiliation with colonial power
and a kind of "filial" relation with other orientalist representations” (111); both writers
engage with the Orientalist trope of desire and disappointment as the reality of Persia
does not conform to the exoticized Persia of their imagination; both writers represent
Persian women as simultaneously exotic and oppressed beings.

In the opening lines to her book, Sykes declares that her passion for the Orient

began with a book:
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The ‘gorgeous East’ has always possessed a strong fascination for me, and
after reading [Kinglake's] Edthen, that most delightful book of travels, the
indescribable attraction of the Orient became, if possible, stronger than
before. (2)
According to Behdad, the late nineteenth century European traveller arriving in the East
on the heels of earlier European travellers always experiences a sense of disappointment
upon her arrival. The disappointment of the belated traveller stems from the disjunction
between the romance of the Orientalist text and the reality of the Orient. Behdad argues
that. "the subject’s desire for the Orient is not the desire for the Other; rather, it is a desire
defined for him by the Orientalist intertext” (26). Sykes, however, claims to be wholly
enamoured of Persia:
The glamour of the East penetrated me from the first moment of landing
on its enchanted shores, and although many a time I encountered hard
facts, quite sufficient to destroy the romantic illusions of most folk, yet
they struck against mine powerlessly . . . | was, in a way, prepared for
much that might come by the perusal of Lord Curzon’s comprehensive
work on the country . . . For we were bound to see the real East, where we
should have none but Orientals for our daily society, and our home would
be in a city by contrast with which Tehran would seem almost Western.
34)
Sykes’ self-representation appears to work in contradiction to Behdad’s argument, as she

claims to have read travel narratives on Persia in which the "romance is stripped away
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remorselessly, and Persia, bare and barren as she is in reality, exposed, to the view" (3).
She claims that despite the fact that the reality of Persia would have discouraged other
travellers, she remains as enchanted as always by the country. Equipped with Lord
Curzon’s definitive study of Persia, she claims to be prepared to face the difficult
conditions of Kerman where they planned "to see the real East" (4, emphasis mine).
Nevertheless, despite Sykes’ protestations that her favourable impressions of
Persia remained unchanged by the reality of its conditions, her access to the "real East" is
mediated through what Behdad has termed the "Orientalist intertext.” Indeed, despite her
claims to the contrary, she succumbs to the disappointment of the belated traveller who
yearns for the primitive, untouched land of a mythical past:
When the traveller looks back on the past history of Persia and remembers
what a mighty kingdom it was, and how many powerful rulers it counted
among its tributaries, he is surprised not to come across more frequent
relics of its departed grandeur. Tehran, the capital, is, to all intents and
purposes, quite modern,; there is but little to admire in Kasvin, one of the
old royal cities, while I am told that even in Isfahan it is difficult to
conjure up from the buildings that remain a clear picture of its
magnificence and splendour in the days when Shah Abbas held his court
there. Shiraz, according to most travellers, is a decided disappointment,
save perchance to ardent students of Hafiz and Sadi, and is probably more
visited on account of its proximity to the beautiful ruins of Persepolis than

for its own merits. Persia, therefore, is by no means a country to
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recommend itself to the ordinary globe-trotter, who is insatiable in the
matter of ‘sights’ . . . The contrast between Persia and India in this way is
very marked. (90-91)
Dctermined as she is to represent herself as an experienced, well-prepared, and intrepid
traveller who has consulted a number of books on Persia before embarking upon her
journey, Sykes refuses to concede her disappointment with the ugliness of modern Iran;
she merely remarks that Persia would not be the ideal place for "the ordinary globe-
trotter,” a category in which she clearly does not place herself.

Gertrude Bell was a well-educated and intelligent woman who studied Farsi
before she went to Persia, and pursued her study of the language while there. Upon her
return to England. she completed and published Persian Pictures, and began translating
the poems of Hafiz. In 1897. she published Poems from the Divan of Hafiz, which A.J.
Arberry describes as "a remarkable monument to her scholarship and literary gifts;
though some twenty hands have put Hafiz into English. her renderings remain the best"
(6). Bell, in some ways, is a more interesting figure than Sykes as she appears to have a
greater understanding of the country to which she is travelling and a more sophisticated
understanding of the politics of travel. Indeed, she appears to have some fun at the
expense of the figure of the British traveller to the Orient when she writes:

Many, many years have passed since the ingenious Shahrzad beguiled the
sleepless hours of the Sultan Shahriyar with her deftly-woven stories, and
still for us they are as entrancing, as delightful, as they were for him when

they first flowed from her lips. Still those exciting volumes keep
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generations of English children on wakeful pillows, still they throw the

first glamour of mystery and wonder over the unknown East. . . The
supply of bottled magicians seems, indeed, to be exhausted, and the
carpets have, for the most part, lost their migratory qualities - travellers
must look nowadays to more commonplace modes of progression, but they
will be hard put to it from time to time if they do not consent to resign
themselves so far to the traditions of their childhood as to seek refuge
under a palace roof." (Bell 104-5)
Throughout her narrative, Bell conjures up images of 4 Thousand and One Nights or the
Arabian Nights, and laments - albeit in tongue-in-cheek fashion - that the stories are part
of Persia’s past. Bell’s (playful) wistfulness that the reality of Persia does not conform to
the Orient of her childhood imagination suggests a self-ironizing moment during which
she recognizes the fantasies produced by the Orientalist intertext:
On our way home we stopped before a confectioner’s shop and invited
him to let us taste of his preserves. He did not, like the confectioner in the
Arabian Nights, prepare for us a delicious dish of pomegranate-seeds, but
he gave us Rahat Lakoum, and slices of sugared oranges, and a jelly of
rose-leaves (for which cold cream is a good European substitute), and
many other delicacies, ending with some round white objects, which I take
to have been sugared onions, floating in syrup - after we had tasted them
we had small desire to continue our experimental repast. (137)

Bell devotes a number of passages to her putative disappointment that the tastes, sights,
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and sounds of Persia do not conform to those described in the Arabian Nights."
Despite their differences, Bell’s Persian Pictures and Sykes’ Through Persia on a
Side-Saddle, offer portraits of Persia as a quaint, if primitive, and fascinating country.
Although Bell was a staunch imperialist throughout her life, Sykes’ narrative - perhaps
due to the fact that she was travelling with her brother - is more explicit in its support of
Empire. For example, Sykes writes:
Not far from the British Legation are the headquarters of the Indo-
European Telegraph line, which deserves mention, as it is one way by
which India is connected with Europe. The line runs from Karachi along
the Persian Gulf to Bushire and then traverses the whole of Persia. being a
wonderful achievement of English energy over Oriental obstructiveness.
As in many places, the wire crosses high passes, it naturally often gets
broken down during the winter snows, and the telegraph clerks, whose
duty it is to test it so many times daily, are frequently forced to sally forth
to repair it, however inclement the weather may be. (1901: 15-16)

In her second book on Persia, which will be discussed at greater length in the final section

of this chapter, Sykes becomes more aggressive in her pro-colonialist rhetoric. As her

"When describing the culture of the bazaar, she refers to a story from 4 Thousand And
One Nights about a shopkeeper who waives the price of his wares in exchange for a kiss
from a beautiful female customer:
So reckless a disposition is no longer to be found among Eastern
merchants; shopping is now conducted purely on business principles,
though not without a charm which is absent from Western counters. (134-
5)
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representations of oppressed Persian women are challenged by their political activism
during the Constitutional Revolution, Sykes makes a more emphatic and unambiguous
argument for the presence of British men - and women - in Persia.
Reading the Constitutional Revolution from the postcolonial time-lag:
Ella Sykes’ first book, Through Persia on a Side-Saddle (1901), is a travel
narrative meant for the female armchair traveller, depicting the rigours of living and
travelling through the Orient. Persia and Its People (1910), published nine years later,
claims to be an "objective” analysis of the political and social climate in Persia. It is most
notable for its valorization of the British colonial presence in Persia at the time and for
Sykes’ mis-representation of Persian and British diplomatic relations. Both books,
however, gesture to and draw upon male colonial authority. In Through Persia on a Side-
Saddle, Sykes evokes the authority of her brother, Major (Percy) Sykes; in the preface to
Persia and Its People. she writes:
[This book] was written with the idea of giving a popular description of
Iran, but at the same time I have striven to be accurate, and where I could
not rely on my personal knowledge [ gratefully own my obligation to the
works of Mr. Benjamin, Professor E.G. Browne, Lord Curzon, Sir C.
Markham, Sir W. Muir, Professor W. Jackson, Sir L. Pelly, and Major
Sykes among others. (vii)

Sykes lists the names of other individuals - all men - with the exception of C.M.S.

missionary Mary Bird, who have contributed to the research in the book, thus invoking

the authority of male colonialists and "experts" on Persia in order to legitimize her work.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



58
Sykes begins by describing the country’s primitive infrastructure and pre-
industrial state. After painting a picture of Persia as technologically backward and
desperately in need of the assistance of more advanced European nations, she suggests
that British statesmen could come to its aid:
Persia has merely single-wire telegraph lines, the rickety poplar poles of
which are often seen lying on the ground, in which case the Persian
official at the nearest station will calmly remark that the line "does not
speak to-day." In great contrast to this is the British three-wire line,
supported on iron posts, which runs from the Persian frontier on the north-
West down to Bushire on the Persian Gulf, from which point messages to
India are carried by cable to Bombay, and this line now has a branch from
Kashan to Karachi vid British Baluchistan in order to ensure a direct
overland connection with our Indian Empire. Owing to the lack of
communication very little is done to tap the resources of the country. For
example, Persia possesses many minerals, but as she has no railways,
roads, or navigable rivers to carry them to the ports or to markets, this
source of wealth is almost untouched. The famous turquoise mines near
Nishapur. which have been found in the kingdom, and are most
inadequately worked, and the valuable Caspian fisheries are leased to a
Russian company, most of the sturgeon or sailmon caught in abundance
finding their way to Russia. . . Sterile as Iran appears to be, yet an able

ruler might do great things for his country, and the Englishman cannot but
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long for a man of the type of Lord Cromer to be allowed a free hand in

remodelling the administration of the kingdom. (9-10)
The distinctions Sykes makes between the primitive Persian telegraph lines on "rickety
poplar poles” and the sophisticated "British three-wire line, supported on iron posts"
conjures up the reductive image of the primitive colony in contrast to the modern seat of
empire. By revealing the backwardness of Persian society and infrastructure, Sykes adds
her voice to those clamouring for British colonial "assistance" to, or rather, exploitation
of, Persian resources. Indeed. her concern that some of the country’s natural resources
are controlled by the Russians emerges from the continuing competition between Russia
and England for economic and political control of Persia. Sykes’ anxiety over Russia’s
control over Persian resources comes from a sense of colonial entitlement, and she
"long[s] for a man of the type of Lord Cromer" to be allowed the freedom to mine and
control the number of resources that she lists as being available for exploitation.

In light of the history of competition for control over Persia, and Sykes’ obvious
investment in British colonial involvement in the country, her ostensible support for the
Constitutional Revolution appears suspect:

It is too soon to judge how the change from an autocratic rule to that of a
Constitutional Government will work; but owing to the agreement of 1907
between England and Russia, Persia has every chance of working out her
own salvation. Whatever may be our opinion of the decadence of Persia at
the present day, surely an empire which took its rise some five centuries

before Christ, and is an independent kingdom in the twentieth-century
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after Christ, must hold within it the elements of renewal? That Persia may
succeed in her arduous task of regeneration is the earnest wish of all
Englishmen who take any interest in the country. (38)
It is particularly audacious of her to suggest that the 1907 Anglo-Russian treaty, that
effectively colonized the country by awarding territorial control to the Russians in the
north and to the British in the south, and was drawn up without the knowledge of the

Iranians, secured the potential for a constitutional democracy.”® Sykes is a strong

7 he Times (London) provided extensive coverage of the Constitutional Revolution. On
15 October, 1908, the newspaper published a manifesto written by Persian nationalists
driven into exile after the bombardment of the parliament building by the government.
The manifesto is signed by Moazid-e Saltaneh. Deputy for Tehran, and Taghizadeh,
Deputy for Tabriz, both of whom were living in England as political refugees at that time.
It outlines the position and the goals of the nationalists and constitutionalists in Persia
and ends by appealing to Britain "to refrain from every sort of intervention, and, in
particular from lending money to the Shah. or from raising political difficuities tending to
impede our lawful endeavours to ensure our liberty and progress, and further to prevent
other Powers from so intervening” (8). On the following page, The Times published an
editorial in response to the nationalists’ manifesto:
[Wlhile we are willing to express the fullest sympathy with their eloquent
plea, we are constrained to point out that its main purport is already
conceded. They ask that foreign Powers shall not interfere in the Persian
crisis. and that Persia may be left to work out her own salvation. Great
Britain has never desired to adopt any other policy, and the mistaken
assumption of the Persian Nationalists that British influence contributed to
the downfall of the Mejliss is utterly without foundation . . . The Persian
refugees, therefore. ought to recognize that they are asking for what they
have already. British and Russian aims have no other object than the
readjustment of the stability of Persia . . . Both Powers wish, in short, that
Persia should work out her own salvation, though they are not unwilling to
tender their advice when occasion arises. (9)
The editorial invokes the self-serving image of Britain as an altruistic power, which the
government strived to project in order to legitimize its plundering of the resources of
foreign lands. This duplicitous self-representation, which aims to justify colonial
incursion into the Orient, is one in which Ella Sykes, and other Western women,
participated with great enthusiasm.
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supporter of empire; after all, her brother, Sir Percy Sykes was in Persia on official
business of empire-building. Although Through Persia on a Side-Saddle is a gendered
narrative, written for a female audience, Persia and Its People offers no indication of the
writer’s gender. The subject of her narrative is the male colonial traveller:
There is also an exhilirating [sic] sense of power in [the traveller’s]
capacity for surmounting the various obstacles in his path, and if he has
been over-civilised all his days, the song of the desert leading him ever
forward into undiscovered lands where possibly adventures may await
him, has an indescribable enchantment. Again, he is an Englishman
among Orientals, and it adds something to his pride of race to see how
instinctively Persian and Baluch look to the Sahib in all emergencies; and
he feels, as never before, that in a way he himself is upholding, in a very
slight degree, the honour of the British Empire. Half-unconsciously, he
knows that his conduct day by day is setting the standard by which his
compatriots will be judged, and such a thought is a powerful stimulus to
keep a man at his best. (194-5)
This passage extols the virtues and the honour of the British Empire and praises the spirit
of "wanderlust” that she celebrates in Through Persia. Sykes invokes the language of
racial progression as she glorifies the involvement of British colonial officers in the
country; the evolutionary model upon which she draws to justify the intervention of
British men in Persia also enables her to make a case for the presence of the white woman

in the country.
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I propose to read Western women's representations of Persian women during the
1905-1911 Constitutiona! Revalution by drawing on Homi Bhabha’s notion of the "time-
lag.” and opening up a space for what he calls a "postcolonial contramodernity"(244).
Postcolonial contramodernity, or the "postcolonial translation of modernity," he argues, is
enabled by "introduc[ing] the question of subaltern agency into the question of
modemity” (Bhabha 244). In "‘Race,’ time and the revision of modemnity,” Bhabha
applies Frantz Fanon’s discussion of blackness to a more generalized argument on the
condition of "the marginalized, the displaced, the diasporic” (236). Bhabha argues that
Fanon’s figure of the belated black man disrupts the temporality of the discourse of
modernity by destroying:
two time-schemes in which the historicity of the human is thought.
[Fanon] rejects the “belatedness’ of the black man because it is only the
opposite of the framing of the white man as universal, normative . . . the
black man refuses to occupy the past of which the white man is the future.
But Fanon also refuses the Hegelian-Marxist dialectical schema whereby
the black man is part of a transcendental sublation . . . Fanon . . . suggests
another time, another space . . . of being that is wrought from the
interruptive, interrogative, tragic experience of blackness, of
discrimination, of despair. (Bhabha 237-8)

There is, according to Bhabha, a caesura, a time-lag "effected in the continuist,

progressivist myth of man," and it is this temporal break that enables the postcolonial or

diasporic subject to emerge into full presence (236). It is through the time-lag, or
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caesura, in the discourse of modemnity that the belated body of the raced subject can be

read, and it is the presence, the readiblity, the enunciative site of the racialized, the
colonized body that disorders and disrupts the teleological narrative of modem progress.
The final section of this chapter will examine Western women’s progressivist narratives
about Persia and Persian women from the time-lag of postcolonial contramodernity.
Reading their writings from this time-lag effects a disruption of the figure of the belated
Persian woman and facilitates the emergence of a counterfigure: that of an agential,
revolutionary woman in early twentieth-century Persia.

Despite many differences between the narratives of American Presbyterian
women, British Anglican women, and the travel writings of Gertrude Bell and Ella Sykes,
all of whom are writing approximately in the same historical period, there exists a shared
desire in their texts for an inscription of the passive body of the Persian woman. In
Persia and its People, Sykes offers a detailed and rather alarming trajectory of the
dejected and degenerate life of the Persian woman since "from the cradle to the grave-
nay. even in the life beyond the grave - the balance weighs heavily in favour of the
Persian man as compared with the Persian woman" (Persia 63). In a talk to the National
Geographic Society in October of 1910, the same year Persia and Its People was
published, Sykes describes Iranian gender relations by turning to a "kind of ‘projective’
past" (Bhabha 238):

In order to understand Persian domestic life at the present day, we must
carry ourselves back to patriarchal times. The Persian is lord and master of

his house much as was Abraham or Jacob . . . When a woman is handed
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over to her husband with her dowry, he regards her far more as a chattel
than as a wife. ("A Talk" 851)
Bhabha argues that representations of a culture as timeless or as part of a distant past are
"a mode of ‘negativity’ that mak{e] the enunciatory present of modemity disjunctive"
(238). The concept of timelessness, he claims, opens up a time-lag within the myth of
modemn progress and "displays the problem of the ambivalent temporality of modernity"
(239, emphasis his).
The most intriguing passages in Persia and Its People are those which create a
temporal disjunction between Sykes’ colonialist, progressivist narrative and the
emergence of counter-narratives that challenge the time-scheme she uses to describe the
lives of Persian women. In a chapter dedicated to "The Persian woman," Sykes begins
thus:
Europeans travelling in Asia sometimes assert cheerfully that all is well
with the Eastern woman, and that she would not change lots with her
Western sister if she could, as she is thoroughly contented with things as
they are. When, however, we come to look at the facts of the case, we shall
find that the picture they compose is by no means one of roseate hue
(196).

The anxiety here emerges in reaction to contradictory representations: if there are

representations of Persian women as independent and as contemporaneous with their

British counterparts, then the body of the British woman, and indeed, that of the British

man, in Persia become superfluous. If Persia -- and Persian women -- cannot be
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represented as part of a collective past from which European nations and European
women have evolved, then the project of British imperialism - and the mobility of the
British woman - become threatened. In order to counteract what she perceives to be
misleading representations of Persian women as "thoroughly contented,” Sykes
catalogues the appalling facets of a Persian woman’s life; she concludes the chapter by
reiterating the pronouncement that a Persian woman leads a life of unadulterated misery:
The life of a Persian woman, taken as a whole, cannot be considered a
happy one, and the victims of Islam recognise that their fate is hard when
they are brought into contact with European women . . . Certainly the yoke
of Mohammedanism presses heavily on the Persian woman, and, through
her, on the entire race, for how can a nation make real progress if the
mothers of its men are kept in bondage and ignorance?
When the writer became acquainted with a few Persian women, she "found that a latent
discontent with their restricted surroundings was fanned into life by the tremendous
contrast between the unfettered existence of an Englishwoman and their own" (Persia
208-9). By ensuring that her reader has a vivid picture of the horror that is the life of the
Persian woman, she makes a case for the importance of the presence of the British
woman in Persia. For, according to Sykes, it is only when Persian women come into
contact with European women that a "latent discontent” with their lot is realized and
articulated. Similarly, Persian peoples in general could only benefit from their contact
with British travellers and colonial officers; in this manner, Sykes inscribes her support

for British colonialist policies and her complicity with British imperial interests in Persia.
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The second conference sponsored by the American Presbyterian Society was held
in Lucknow, India in 1911. In their papers, Christian missionary women lament the
unenviable social status of their Moslem “sisters” in much the same vein as at the Cairo
Conference. These papers, edited once again by Annie Van Sommer and Reverend
Samuel Zwemer, were published separately as a "Women’s Volume" under the title:
Daylight in the Harem: A New Era for Moslem Women (5). This volume, like its
predecessor, Qur Moslem Sisters, targets a Christian female audience, and the editors
"send it forth, with a prayer that God may use it to stir into flame the embers of devotion
to the cause of Moslem Women which are as yet only smouldering in the hearts of
Christian Women" (5). In a speech summarizing the work of missionaries in Oriental
countries, Van Sommer reads from a letter sent to her by a missionary woman in Persia.
The letter details the efforts made by Christian missionaries to prevent child marriage in
Persia and to encourage the pursuit of education for Persian girls:

As for twenty years at least, we have always had some Moslem girls in our
school, and have continually striven to impress upon the women the
inexpediency and wrong of sending little girls into homes, where they are
strangers, just when they need their mother’s careful guidance; the time in
school has in many cases gradually lengthened, and this term we have
many older girls in the Boarding Department of our school. In all, this
year, we have had about twenty-seven Moslem Boarders, some of them
would in the old time have been given years ago to husbands. I have had

special opportunities for telling Moslem women of Christ, and they listen
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as well, if not better, than they have before. As in all religions the women

are much more tenacious in their hold on Islam than the men are. (41)
The unnamed letter-writer emphasizes the importance of missionary work in Persia and
of the various accomplishments of missionary women in their interactions with Persian
women. But the letter also reveals an anxiety that the missionaries’ efforts to convert
their Moslem sisters have been not entirely successful since, "the women are much more
tenacious in their hold on Islam than the men are." The implication here is that the
missionaries are not quite as welcome as they had imagined and that Persian women
might not be necessarily awaiting "liberation" through the intervention of Christian
missionaries. This discordant note in the narrative of progress and of emancipation for
Moslem women introduces an anxiety that repeatedly re-surfaces in the missionary texts.
The anxiety that emerges in Sykes’ writings about the mis-representation of Persian
women as contented and in the British missionary’s letter read at the Lucknow
Conference regarding the unwillingness of Moslem women to convert to Christianity are
further informed by a particular historical moment in Persia: the 1905-1911
Constitutional Revolution.

During this period, there was widespread demand amongst secular nationalists
and religious clerics for "public welfare, public education, a house of justice (Edalat
Khaneh), equality, protection of life and property and liberty through secular law, and the
establishment of parliamentary democracy” (Paidar 52). In order to mitigate further
economic devastation and colonization of the country’s resources, the Iranian populace

demanded a constitutional democracy whereby the Shah would be accountable to the
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people. According to Paidar, "[w]omen’s political activities in this period ranged from
circulating information, spreading news, acting as informers and messengers,
participating in demonstrations and taking up arms in protest” (52).
In December of 1905, a large group of clerics, merchants and women occupied the
shrine of Shahzadeh Abdolazim demanding that Mozaffar El-Din Shah convene a House
of Justice (Paidar 53). Large groups of women outside the shrine used their bodies as
human barriers to protect the demonstrators from armed government forces; these women
also surrounded the Shah’s carriage and demanded that he respect the peoples’ wishes for
a constitutional democracy. Iranian feminist historians have remarked that one of the first
threats against the life of the Shah was uttered by a woman:
As Muzaffar al-Din Shah descended from his carriage, [Mrs Jahangir] cut
through the circle of guards and handed him a letter. This was a warmning
from the Revolutionary Committee of Tehran that if he did not set up a
"Maijlis of the representatives of the nation to spread justice as in all
civilized nations of the world" he would be killed. Mrs. Jahangir’s house
was a meeting place and an arms cache for the radical constitutionalists
during the years of the revolution. She lost both her son and her nephew
during the June 1908 coup. (Afary 371, n 8)

The occupation of the shrine ended in January 1906 when the Shah conceded to

convening a House of Justice.

In July 1906, several consecutive days of public demonstrations broke out when it

became clear that the Shah was reneging on his promise. The demonstrations resulted in

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



69

a three-week occupation of the British Legation and the protesters were vociferous in
their demands for a constituent assembly and for a constitution (Paidar 54). Despite
efforts by both Persian and British men to prevent the active participation of Persian
women at this time, large numbers of Persian women held demonstrations outside the
Legation and the royal palace while other women chose to support the protests financially
(Paidar 54).

The first Majles, or Parliament, opened in October 1906 and drafted a
Fundamental Law "which was basically a translation of the Belgian Constitution” (Paidar
55). The Fundamental Law severely curtailed the Shah’s power while granting
"extensive powers to the Majles as the representative of the nation" (Paidar 55). One of
the decisions made by the Majles was to reject the government plan to request loans from
Britain and Russia in order to pay its debts. The Iranian populace donated their own
money - and women their jewels - to the national coffers in order to set up a national
bank. Women were strong nationalists, but they also demanded the right to vote - which
alicnated some of the members of the clergy who subsequently abandoned their
"nationalist” position and joined the royalist forces opposed to the Constitution.

In June 1908, the government bombed the Majles and thus sparked a civil war
between the constitutionalists and the royalists. The Shah surrounded the city of Tabriz
which had strong constitutional support and launched a ten-month siege of the city.
During this time, Persian women--disguised as men--fought alongside Persian men in
defense of the city and in defense of an ideal of democracy and equal rights for all

citizens. Janet Afary writes:
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Anjuman [newspaper] published reports that bodies of armed women
dressed in men’s clothing had been found in the battlefields of Amirkhiz
and Khiaban alongside those of the men. Peasant women in the small
villages of Azerbaijan "bundled their new-born babies on their backs,
picked up guns,” and fought alongside the men. Habl al-Matin
[newspaper] reported that in one of the battles of Tabriz twenty women,
disguised in men'’s clothing, were found among the dead. (194)

In July 1909, after ten months of fighting, Persian men and women nationalists managed

to regain control of the city and a constitutional government was established.

In 1911, the Majles employed an American, Morgan Shuster, to help organize the
country's finances. The Russians--to whom the Persian government was heavily in debt--
issued an ultimatum to the Majles: the Majles was to dismiss Shuster immediately or the
Russians would invade. This sparked an outrage in the country and another series of
mass protests in which women were once again actively involved. Persian women
stormed the Majles carrying pistols under their veils and threatened to kill their husbands
and sons and themselves if the Majles succumbed to the threats of the Russian
government (Paidar 58, Afary 204). Despite the waves of protest across the country, the
Majles dismissed Shuster within three weeks of the Russian ultimatum and the Qajar
monarch succeeded in closing the Majles and sending its members into exile. However,
the disintegration of the Parliament and its goals for a constitutional monarchy did not
hinder the massive proliferation of women’s political organizations and women’s schools

during that period.
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Persian women, veiled, unveiled, or disguised in male garb emerged into the
public sphere demanding national and international recognition of their rights as women
and as nationalists. The emergence of the belated body of the Persian woman, to borrow
from Bhahba, "displays the ambivalent temporality of modernity” by threatening the
imuge of Christian missionaries in Persia who saw themselves as instructors to their
servile Persian sisters, to intrepid adventuresses such as Ella Sykes and Gertrude Bell
who represented themselves as liberated and modern in contrast to imprisoned and
backward Persian women, and to Suffragist women who saw themselves as the leaders of
the international women’s movement (Burton 1991: 49; Weber 151; Rupp 10).
On 5 December 1911, The Times (London) published, under the caption "Appeal
From The Women," a telegraph from the Persian Women's Society addressed to women
suffragists in Britain:
To Women’s Suffragist Committee, London.- The Russian Government
by an ultimatum demands us to surrender to her our independence; the ears
of the men of Europe are deaf to our cries; could you women not come to
our help?

In reply, the Women'’s Social and Political Union wrote this message:
Badrod Doja, Persian Women’s Society, Tehran.
Your touching appeal received. Unhappily we cannot move British
Government to give political freedom even to us, their own
countrywomen. We are equally powerless to influence their action

towards Persia. Our hearts deeply moved by sympathy with Persian
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sisters and admiration for their militant patriotic deeds. (5)
The telegram is signed by [Emmeline] Pankhurst and [Emmeline] Pethick Lawrence,
leading members of the Women 's Social and Political Union, which was seen as the more
"militant” branch of the suffragist movement (Holton 110; Rupp 1997: 137).
The missionary women at the Lucknow Conference seem aware that they cannot
ignore the prominent role played by Persian women in the demonstrations, particularly
since the London Times published extended coverage of the political events and of the
feminist movements in Persia. Nevertheless, the missionary texts attempt to contain the
tremendous implications of these events in two ways: First, they claim that the reforms
do not address the fundamental problem of Islam as a degenerate religion. In a letter read
by Van Sommer at the Conference, the (unnamed) writer observes:
[t]here is very much to be desired in the so-called reforms. It is all
apparently outward and not inward, i.e. expressing no change of heart or
contrition for sin. Not all that they have adopted is good; with the
commendable change in bad customs and the efforts to obtain education
have come many of the vices of Europe. Wickedness is much increased,
while the decline of faith and observance of Islam only leaves the people
with no restraining motive. The problem of the Missionary is the same old
difficult one, how to bring the Gospel to impenitent hearts. (34)

The Christian missionaries thus attempt to contain the threat of the enunciative presence

of the belated body of the Persian woman by lamenting the religious ignorance of the

Persians and by justifying the continuance of their own work in Persia so as "individuals
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[Persians may] be regenerated while as a nation they are seeking reform" (36). "Miss
G.Y. Holliday" ends her talk on "Awakening Womanhood" in Persia by referring to the
feminist anti-veiling protests in Persia as follows:
As to discarding the veil, I should be very sorry to see them going with
uncovered faces till they have a religion which requires purity of heart
instead of outward restraint, and which knows neither polygamy nor
divorce. There are no more beautiful, capable, or clever women in the
world, than many of our Persian sisters. It rests largely with us to say how
much longer they shall be deprived of the privileges we have so long
enjoyed that we have ceased to appreciate them.
The uncompromising presence of the belated body of the Persian woman is anxiety-
producing for the Christian missionaries, and they attempt to contain its implications by
proffering an image of the ignorant (and passive) Persian woman swept up in the reform
movements out of "false consciousness” and without "purity of heart."

Second, the missionaries attempt to defuse the significance of the Persian
nationalist and feminist movements by claiming responsibility for igniting the desire for
reform amongst students at the missionary schools. Holliday claims that, "one of our
school boys. in a public meeting, boldly advocated the removal of the veil, and the equal
education of men and women. He is a young man of some importance, having a
government position. The veil will not soon pass, but there is a noticeable carelessness in
its use" (126). Furthermore, the missionaries attempt to reinscribe the image of the

passive Persian woman who needs the Christian missionary -- or the product of
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missionary schools, such as the Persian "school boy"-- to advocate for their rights on their
behalf. In this way, the missionaries re-affirm their necessary presence in Persia.

Sykes, on the other hand, categorically refuses to acknowledge the presence of the
Persian woman in the nationalist struggle. She re-inscribes a particular vision of the
Persian woman as subservient by refusing to acknowledge her active participation in the
public protests during the revolutionary period. The manifestation of the belated Persian
body presents a threat to the figure of Ella Sykes who represents British involvement in
Persia as paradigmatic of the Empire’s benevolence and of its commitment to guiding
primitive races along the path to democracy and enlightenment. Although the Christian
Missionaries and Sykes deploy different strategies in recuperating the figure of the
passive Persian woman, they share the need to re-veil the threatening "present and
presence” of the Persian woman by claiming that she is always already shrouded in the
shadow and darkness of Islam (Bhabha 251).

The belated body of the Persian woman disturbs the temporality of British
women’s narratives. The Constitutional revolution and Persian women’s active
participation in the revolution at that time represents a caesura, a temporal break in the
teleological narrative of European imperial progress. If the Persian woman'’s body could
be seen as "civilized" and "modem."” then the body of the British woman in Persia would
become superfluous.

The anxiety about Persian women schoes in all the papers on Persia at the
Lucknow Conference because the Constitutional reforms and the women’s movements in

Persia at the time were perceived to be indicative of a growing, indigenous, "modemn"
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period in the country -- and nothing could be more disturbing to the concept of Imperial
time and progress than a concomitant move towards "social progress" and emancipation
in a backward and primitive country. The time-lag of postcolonial modermnity or
contramodernity thus moves in contradiction to the myth of progress. It is a movement
that is "neither teleological nor is it an endless slippage. It is a function of the lag to slow
down the linear, progressive time of modernity to reveal its "gesture," the pauses and
stresses of the whole performance” (Bhabha 253). Reading the enunciative present or
presence of the belated female body in the caesura of modemity enables a reading of
national and cultural histories as dialectical and atemporal and as moving outside the
binarisms of past/present, primitive/modern. Reading history from this time-lag presents
a fundamental challenge to Impenial discourse and as a consequence, to the contingent
subject position of Western women within the linear narrative of Imperial progress. More
importantly, however. it enables a reading of the "value-coding" of imperial texts and

creates a space for the presence of the agential Persian woman (Spivak 1990: 228).
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Chapter Two

Global Sisters in Revolutionary Iran

The discourse of sisterhood emerges out of nineteenth-century American and
British evangelical and early feminist movements.”! By claiming sisterhood with
backward Persian women, Western women argued for the importance of their presence in
the East. Thus, the Orient afforded them the opportunity to move outside the prescribed
roles delineated for them in England and the United States. Western women represented
themselves as indispensable to the missionary project, and the goal of empire, by
foregrounding the importance of gender in the colonial project:
The entire edifice of missionary "feminism" - the employment opportunities, the
valorization of (British) women’s skills and virtues, the institutional and social
space for self-assertion, collective action, and aggressive challenging of male
prerogatives - rested on the existence of a degraded female Other in the colonies
and at home. The missionary rationale for women’s escape from the separate
sphere, in other words, actively depended on the subordination of their heathen
sisters. (Thorne 60)
The superiority of Western women in relation to Oriental, or Persian, women remained an
essential part of the discursive structure of sisterhood through its various incarnations, in

the language of religious salvation, and that of international suffrage. Antoinette Burton

2'Some of the material in this chapter has appeared in "Five Minutes of Silence: Voices of
Iranian Feminists in the post-revolutionary age." Postcolonizing the Commonwealth. Ed.
Rowland Smith. Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier Press, 2000.
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maintains that:

. suffrage internationalism commanded the presence of non-Western
women as showpieces in a global sisterhood whose existence was seen as
proof of the vitality of British women’s suffrage itself. Whether it
objectified eastern women as thoroughly degraded or in the process of
"awakening” to their own liberation, the international women’s movement
staged their silence and subordinated them to Western suffragists in an
imaginary as well as an institutionalized feminist world order. (1991: 65)

I agree with Burton’s contention that the rise of the Western feminist is predicated upon
the figural subjugation of the Oriental (in this case, Persian) woman. | would add that the
pre-revolutionary, state-sponsored Iranian feminist benefited equally from this
representation. Although the language of gender oppression mobilized by missionary and
first wave feminists recognized the mutual oppression of women, Persian women
somehow always emerged as more backward than their Western sisters, and in desperate
need of their benevolent enlightenment.

The rhetoric of universal women’s oppression was re-framed and popularized
during the "second wave" of feminism. In The Routledge Critical Dictionary of
Feminism and Postfeminism (1999), Sue Thornham identifies the principal difference
betiveen first wave feminists and second wave feminists as a shift from a position of
"equal rights" liberal feminism to a more radical "women’s liberation" movement; she
writes: "[wlhilst ‘old feminism’ was individualist and reformist. . . ‘women’s liberation’

was collective and revolutionary" (Thormham 29).
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Within the second wave feminist movement itself, there were two dominant
currents of thought. Deborah Babcox and Madeline Belkin, editors of /iberation now!
Writings From The Women's Liberation Movement (1971), emphasize the differences
between the "reformers,” led by The National Organization of Women’s (NOW) Betty
Friedan, and self-styled "revolutionaries" such as themselves. The former founded NOW
"as a direct result of the failure of America’s Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC) to take seriously the issue of sex discrimination" (Thornham 30),
and the latter claimed that they were inclusive of racial and class differences:
Most of the women in NOW, like Betty Friedan, are white, middle class or
upper middle class, and professional. From the outset the politics of
NOW have been reformist, aiming to integrate women into the mainstream
of American society. Radical women feel an analysis of our economic
system shows that sex, race and class discrimination are necessary to
maintain the control over wealth and resources by the ruling classes and
that the role of women will not basically change until there is a radical
reorganization of power in America. This view differs from NOW’s
reformism in that we believe that power will not voluntarily be
relinquished by those who hold it and that only revolution will accomplish
this end. (Babcox and Belkin 4)

The rhetoric of women’s solidarity and collectivity was undermined by divisiveness

amongst second wave feminists from the movement’s early days. Nevertheless, the myth

of the "Golden Age of Feminism" perpetuates itself in sentimentalized accounts by 1970s
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feminists, or in works that evoke the spirit of the second wave, such as Sisterhood Is
Powerful: An Anthology of Writings From The Women's Liberation Movement (1970),
and Sisterhood is Global: The International Women's Movement Anthology (1984),
edited by Robin Morgan, The New Women: Motive Anthology on Women's Liberation
(1970), edited by Joanne Cooke, Charlotte Bunch-Weeks, and Robin Morgan, Women
Unite! An Anthology of the Canadian Women's Movement (1972), compiled and
published by Canadian Women’s Educational Press, Marcia Cohen’s The Sisterhood: The
Inside Story of the Women's Movement and the Leaders Who Made It Happen (1988),
Susan Faludi’s Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women (1991),
Marilyn French's The War Against Women (1992), Integrative Feminisms: Building
Global Visions 1960s-1990s (1996), by Angela Miles, and most recently, the immensely
popular stage production based on Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues (1998).
Working-class women and women of colour protested their absence of
reprcsentation at conferences and rallies, and most significantly, at the 1975 UN
Conference on Women in Mexico City. By the early 1980s, there were publications such
as This Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical Women of Color (1981), edited by
Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua, Angela Davis’ Women, Race & Class (1981), and
Women, Culture, & Politics (1989), All the Women are White, all the Blacks are men, but
some of us are brave (1982), edited by Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott and Barbara
Smith, and Frontiers: Selected essays and writings on racism and culture 1984-1992

(1992), edited by Marlene Nourbese Philip, in which women wrote about their exclusion
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from the mainstream feminist movement on the basis of race, class, and sexuality.?

Feminist critics of global sisterhood have argued that the crux of the problem with
the language of 1960s and 1970s feminism was its call for solidarity amongst all women
with the assumption that they were bound together in "common oppression” (hooks 127).
bell hooks has remarked that global sisterhood failed in the 1970s because of the

assumption of women’s shared oppression, and furthermore, that those who raised the

It is not my intention here to trace the history of the sometimes fractured second wave
feminist movement as there have been many informed accounts of that period. Some
noteworthy critical engagements with global feminist politics and literary criticism are: bell

hooks. Ain't I a Woman? black women and feminism. Boston: South End Press, 1981, and

Feminist Theory: From Margin To Center. Boston: South End Press, 1984; Valerie Amos
and Pratibha Parmar, "Challenging Imperial Feminism." Feminist Review. 17. (Autumn

1984): 3-19; Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of
Imperialism." Critical Inquiry. 12.1 (Autumn 1985): 243-261; ---."Imperialism and Sexual

Dilterence." Oxford Literary Review. 8.1-2. (1986): 225-240; ---. In Other Worlds: Essays

in Cultural Politics. New York: Routledge, 1988; Hazel V. Carby, "White Woman Listen!

Black Feminism and the Boundaries of Sisterhood." 1982. Materialist Feminism: A Reader
In Class, Difference, And Women's Lives. Eds. Rosemary Hennessy And Chrys Ingraham.

New York: Routledge, 1997. 110-128; and Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of
the Afro-American Woman Novelist. New York: Oxford UP, 1987; Feminisms: an anthology
of literary theory and criticism. Eds Robyn R. Warhol and Diane Price Herndl. New
Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers UP, 1991; Third World Women and The Politics of
Feminsm. Eds. Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ann Russo and Lourdes Torres. Bloomington:

Indiana UP, 1991; Western Women and Imperialism: Complicity and Resistance. Eds.

Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1992; Vron Ware,

Beyond the Pale: White Women, Racism and History. London: Verso, 1992. Ruth

Frankenberg, The Social Construction of Whiteness: white women, race matters.

Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 1993; Antoinette Burton, Burdens of History: British
Feminists, Indian Women, and Imperial Culture, 1865-1915. Chapel Hill: U of North
Carolina,1994; Feminism Beside Itself. Eds. Diane Elam and Robyn Wiegman. New York:

Routledge, 1995; Kumari Jayawardena, The White Woman's Other Burden: Western Women

and South Asia During British Rule. New York: Routledge, 1995; Gender and Imperialism.

Ed. Claire Midgley. Manchester: Manchester UP, 1998; Sherene Razack, Looking White

People In The Eye: Gender, Race, And Culture in Courtrooms And Classrooms. Toronto:

U ot T Press, 1998; and Meyda Yegenogu, Colonial Fantasies: Towards a feminist reading
of Orientalism. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998.
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banner of universal oppression were white bourgeois feminists who wanted to position
themselves as leaders of the feminist movement, not merely as its members (132). This
kind of hierarchical structure within feminist organizations hearkens back to the origins
of global sisterhood when the missionaries of the nineteenth century claimed to bring the
good news of the Bible but also of women’s rights and social justice to their less
fortunate sisters in the East (Jayawardena 24). Global sisters in the 1970s, however,
claimed that women the world over had one thing in common: regardless of race, culture,
or class, all women suffered the indignity of patriarchal oppression. They also managed
to recruit and showcase women representatives of the third world in more visible ways
than did global sisters in the early part of the century. Global feminist relationships
across class and cultural boundaries have been, and continue to be, played out in an
educational arena where one group of "sisters” aims to enlighten and educate another
less-informed group of "sisters."

This chapter, which will examine the intersection of second wave (Western)
feminist voices with Iranian feminist voices in the 1970s, particularly at the moment of
the 1979 Iranian revolution, attempts to move towards what Sherene Razack has called "a
politics of accountability” (159):

[A] [p]olitics of accountability. . . begins with. . .the recognition that there is no

stable core we can call women’s experience. Equally important, it is a politics

guided by a search for the ways in which we are complicitous in the subordination
of others. A feminist politics of accountability cannot proceed on the assumption

that as women we are uninvolved in the subordination of others. If we take as our
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point of departure that systems of domination interlock and sustain one another,

we can begin to identify those moments when we are dominant and those when

we are subordinate. Our implication in various systems of domination means that
there are several ways in which we can perform ourselves as dominant at the same

time that we understand ourselves to be engaging in liberatory politics. (159)

In this chapter, I will examine the cross-cultural engagement of 1970s Western feminists
with Pahlavi feminists in order to examine more closely the tensions that arose between
these two feminist groups and between anti-imperialist Iranian feminists who participated
actively in the revolution. The failure of cross-cultural feminist collaboration during the
anti-imperialist feminist demonstrations of 1979 epitomize, I believe, the limitations of
the discourse of sisterhood.

The tensions that emerged out of the failed moment of a global feminist vision
have provoked divisions within the ranks of diasporic Iranian feminists, as well as
between some diasporic Iranian feminists and active indigenous Iranian feminists. These
contentious relationships mirror the types of generational debates about the future of

feminist criticism and activism currently occurring between Western feminists.?® In the

tFor inter-generational debates between Western feminists, see Susan Gubar, "What Ails
Feminist Criticism?" Critical Inquiry 24.4 (Summer 1998): 878-902, and "Notations in
Medias Res." Critical Inquiry 25.2 (Winter 1999): 380-396; Robyn Wiegman, "What Ails
Feminist Criticism? A Second Opinion." Critical Inquiry 25.2 (Winter 1999): 362-79,
and "Feminism, Institutionalism, and the Idiom of Failure." differences: A Journal of
Feminist Cultural Studies 11.3 (Fall 1999/2000): 107-136; Rey Chow, "When Whiteness
Feminizes. . . : Some Consequences of a Supplementary Logic.” differences: A Journal of
Feminist Cultural Studies 11.3 (Fall 1999/2000): 137-168. For debates between

diasporic Iranian feminists on the merits and/or shortcomings of pre and post-
revolutionary Iranian feminism, see Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender: The Religious
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1970s, however, global sisterhood was the dominant feminist discourse and this chapter
will explore the ways in which this discourse inserted itself into the Iranian feminist arena
during what Parvin Paidar has identified as the fourth and final phase of modemity in
Iran, an era "characterized by the state’s double strategy of political repression and
aggressive modernization” (28).

By the late 1950s in Iran, the large number of independent women’s organizations
which had formed in the forties and early fifties were now directly controlled by the
newly-formed High Council of Women's Organizations headed by the Shah’s twin sister,
Ashraf Pahlavi (Najmabadi 1991: 60). In 1966, the Shah, who was tightening his control
over all aspects of public life, replaced the High Council with the state-sponsored
Women's Organization of Iran (WOI). The women’s organizations previously contained
by the High Council were now dissolved and absorbed into one large state-controlled
organization with a sizeable budget "under the presidency of Princess Ashraf and Mrs.
Farideh Diba, the Queen’s mother” (Paidar 149). The board of the organization consisted
of nine men who held high-ranking positions in government and only one woman, Mrs.

Farrokhru Parsa, the minister of education (Paidar 149).>* As Paidar has observed, "[t]his

Debate in Contemporary Iran. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1999; Haideh Moghissi,
"Emigré Iranian Feminism and the Construction of Muslim Woman." Emigré Feminism:
Transnational Perspectives. Ed. Alena Heitlinger. Toronto: U of T Press, 1999. 189-207,
and Feminism and Islamic Fundamentalism: The Limits of postmodern analysis.

London: Zed Press, 1999; Afsaneh Najmabadi, "Feminisms in an Islamic Republic."
Transitions, Environments, Translations: Feminisms in International Politics. New
York: Routledge, 1997. 390-99.

2 At the height of revolutionary fervour, Farrokhru Parsa was arrested and charged with

the crime of prostitution by the nascent Islamic Republic; she was later executed (Paidar
347).
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was the second women’s organisation to come into existence since the constitutional
period which had male leadership. The Ladies’ Centre set up by Reza Shah [in 1935] and
the Women’s Organisation of Iran both involved women at grass-roots level and men at
decision-making level" (149).

The women members of the WOI tried to circumvent the Shah’s inflexibility on
women’s issues by cultivating and maintaining a good working relationship with
influential government officials (Paidar 149). Members of the WOI were, for the most
part, royalists from privileged social and economic backgrounds, and the reforms for
which they worked often did not speak to the urban poor or the peasant classes in rural
Iran.>® Nevertheless, Ashraf Pahlavi tirelessly represented herself as a progressive
feminist and as someone who was leading Iranian women along the path to feminist
enlightenment. In a forceful article published in 1980, Azar Tabari draws attention to the
"absent peasant woman" in Iranian feminist projects--contained and controlled by the
Shah under the guise of the WOI--in the 1960s and 1970s. Tabari contests official
Pahlavi reports about the merits of the Shah’s "White Revolution," his grandiose plans of
taking Iran out of the category of a third world country and placing it alongside the
United States as a country with significant economic, political, and social power. As

during the Constitutional Revolution, Iranian women were used as indicators of the image

*For an excellent discussion of the problems of the WOI’s project of educational reform
and "modernization” of the rural classes, see Zohreh Sullivan, "Eluding the Feminist,
Ovcrthrowing the Modern? Transformations in Twentieth-Century Iran." Remaking
Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East. Ed. Lila Abu-Lughod. Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1998.
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of modernity the nation sought to project. The Shah’s dreams of modernization, claims

Tabari, were carried out at the expense of the rural and urban working classes. Despite

the rhetoric of Ashraf Pahlavi and the WOI about advancing the rights and the status of

all Iranian women, Tabari contends that in fact:
[m]any factors contributed to a sharp deterioration in the daily life of the
peasant woman, intensifying her exploitation and reinforcing her
traditionally degraded status. First, as a direct result of land reform, the
need for female and child labour on peasant family plots increased
tremendously . . . Often the male head of the household as well as the
older sons would migrate to the towns in search of a construction or
industrial job to increase the cash income of the family, leaving the field
work to the women and younger children . . . Secondly, the growth in
mechanized large-scale agricultural production increased the demand for
seasonal agricultural labour. The bulk of this was again provided by
women and children. Thirdly, the growth of an urban home-market as well
as the traditional export markets for Iranian carpets greatly increased the
numbers of weavers. More than ninety per cent of all carpet weavers are
female, and forty per cent of these are under the age of fifteen . . . The
majority of rural carpet-weavers--eighty-nine per cent--are unpaid family
workers. (21, emphasis hers)

The rhetoric of feminism as articulated by the WOI appeared to speak little--if at all--to

the material needs and concerns of Iranian peasant women. Tabari suggests that the
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women who reaped most of the benefits from the work advanced by the state-controlled
feminists in Iran were women of the privileged educated classes who already had access
to an "upwardly mobile" world (22). This led to an ever-widening gap between the
working classes and the upper-middle classes in the mid to late 1970s in Iran, and the
feminist agenda of the time appeared to address solely the concerns of a relatively
privileged and educated class of women.

Claims about the elitism of the WOI are contested by Haleh Esfandiari who
worked as an official of the organization. In Reconstructed Lives: Women and Iran's
Islamic Revolution (1997), Esfandiari argues that the feminist activities currently
undertaken by Iranian women under the Islamic Republic have been made possible by the
past efforts of the WOI. Underlying Esfandiari’s central thesis is a secondary concemn:
she admits that since the revolution, the WOI has come under attack for being too
"Westernized." but she dismisses this claim as a groundless accusation. According to
Esfandiari, the vast majority of the beneficiaries of the WOI were traditional working-
class women, since "[e]ducated upper-class women and upper-middle class women had
other means of protecting their interests™ (33). She defends the WOI by stating that the
organization was attuned to the feminist movement in the West as well as to the needs of
traditional Iranian women:

The WOI kept abreast not only of feminist movements in the West but
also developments regarding women'’s rights in other Islamic countries.
Western ideas and concepts of feminism were studied, reshaped, and

reworked for a traditional society like Iran. Each piece of legislation
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sponsored by the WOI was drawn up after long and detailed consultation

with [slamic jurists, although inevitably such legislation reflected a

modem definition of Islamic law. (Esfandiari 33)
Esfandiari’s insistence that the WOI was sensitive to the need to create an indigenous
feminism, one that would speak to the traditional cuitural and religious practices of
Iranian women, is in line with the image that the WOI tried to project in the late 1970s.

In the early seventies, however, members of the WOI went to great lengths to

position themselves at the forefront of the "women'’s rights as human rights” movement
along with their second wave feminist colleagues in the West. In 1973, the Shahbanou
(Empress Farah Diba) and Princess Ashraf extended an invitation to noted second wave
feminists Betty Friedan and Germaine Greer, and to the UN Assistant Secretary-General
for Social Development and Humanitarian Affairs, Helvi Sipila, "to visit Iran to advise
Persian women on women’s liberation” (Friedan 71).%* Friedan subsequently wrote an
article on her experiences in Iran in the Ladies ' Home Journal (LHJ), unwittingly
disclosing one of the major problems that emerged out of 1970s Iranian (and Western)
feminism. During her stay in Iran, Friedan associated primarily with women of the elite

class whose concerns intersected more closely with her own and her global sisters in the

*Although Kate Millett does not mention the date of her invitation to Iran, it seems likely
that she was invited at the same time as Friedan, Greer, and Sipila. In response to the
trepidation Iranian feminists feel at Millett identifying herself as "American” at Iranian
feminist demonstrations in 1979, she writes:
I find it odd I should ever have been mentioned in women's magazines
under the Shah, having refused Farah’s invitation to a feminist meeting
which others accepted. I should be known in Iranian circles only as a
resolute opponent of the last regime. (78)
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Uunited States than with those of the majority of working-class Iranian women:
My first few days in Teheran were strictly caviar and jet lag and a sense of
being strangely at home. Teheran, a Middle Eastern city, seems like an
American Western boom town - buildings go up overnight, international
banks next to Persian wimpy stands, and no beggars. We were all put up
at the Teheran Hilton where I found real Iranian caviar on the menu.
(Friedan 98)

Friedan’s awe-filled experience of Iran, a country notable for its wealth of caviar and lack

of beggars, and her exposure to a glamorous Iranian feminism, informs her glowing

portrayal of the state-sponsored feminist reforms in 1960s and 1970s Iran. Although she

makes several token gestures to question the regime’s notorious human rights record -- its

reputation for torture, censorship, and internal corruption -- the article is, for the most

part, laudatory of the WOI:
The Women’s Organization of Iran is not exactly NOW. It doesn’t have to
fight for anything; the Shah gives it funds beyond our wildest dreams - a
treasury of $50 million, a paid staff of 1,300, with 70 centers serving
women and providing day care for children. These centers take the place
of "support women got from the extended family," says Dr. Simin Redjali,
in charge of training Iran’s childcare workers. (104)

Germaine Greer, however, offers a significantly different perspective on Betty’s days in

Iran and on their hosts, the women of the WOI:

When Betty Friedan arrived at the Hilton in Teheran, she announced that
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she would see nobody, nobody, not even the shah himself, until she had
recovered from the flight. Our attendants, highborn Iranian damsels clad
head to foot in Guy Laroche, begged Helvi and me to intercede on their
behalf: there were formalities to be undergone, briefings, welcomes. We
were helpless. Betty refused to take calls, and no one dared to pound on
her door. (1988: 37-8)
When, finally, Friedan considers herself well-rested enough to face the Iranian feminist
world, she meets the "very beautiful” Empress Farah Diba, to whom Friedan presents a
copy of The Feminine Mystique (Friedan 99). The Empress informs her: " ‘I read it
originally in French in paperback . . .I agreed with it all’ "(Friedan 99). While Farah’s
unequivocal endorsement of Friedan’s book can be read as an example of ta 'rof, the
elaborate and complex codes of deferential politesse in Iranian culture, I believe that her
comment emerges out of a specifically 1970s pedagogical feminist model. Anglo-
American feminism owes much of its success to the assumption that a select group of
women, donning the mantle of feminist enlightenment, will guide their less enlightened
sisters along the path of progress. The women at the helm ot the WOI, most of them
royalists, dubbed "the haute couture” by Greer, aligned themselves with noted second
wave feminists in the West and adopted a similarly hierarchical relationship in relation to
less prosperous Iranian women (Greer 1988: 38). The discourse of international
sisterhood, while purporting to be radically egalitarian and humanitarian, in fact
reinforces class alliances across national borders.

Friedan is deliberate about including the Shahbanou’s praise of her book as well
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as the Shah’s flattery of her:

In a few years, I can see the women of Iran in whatever intelligent and

right place the women of the advanced countries will be. In a few years, |

hope the women of Iran will be just like you. (104)
The insertion of these unctuous comments has a two-fold effect: first, they invoke the
trite - and frustratingly tenacious - binary model of the East as traditional (read
backward) and the West as modem (read advanced).” The unquestioned assumption here
is that Friedan is one of the leaders of the second wave of feminism, and that as a model
of advanced Western womanhood, she can now educate her retrograde Iranian sisters.
Second. these comments reinforce Friedan’s position as the woman who "is sometimes
blamed for starting ‘women’s lib’" (Friedan 72). The article was published in 1975, a
period during which Friedan's star had fallen in Western feminist circles. As the rift
between "liberal” and "radical” feminists grew stronger, Friedan’s homophobic, elitist
and conservative vision for the future of feminism was becoming increasingly unpopular
amongst her feminist colleagues. Indeed, the woman who liked to take credit for starting
the second wave was being led unceremoniously away from the podium. In response to a
1970 article in the New York Times Magazine that described Friedan as the mother of
"women’s liberation," dissenting feminists raised their voices in protest:

If the women libbers needed a "mother,"” many of them told [Paul] Wilkes

“’Chupters One and Three provide a closer look at the ways in which the concept of
modernity has been mobilized within Western and state-sponsored Iranian feminist

discourses to position women of less privileged classes and nations as objects in need of
rescue and guidance.
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[author of the article], they would, thank you very much, choose their own.
Betty, the writer Sally Kempton proclaimed, "misrepresents the case for
feminism by making people believe that reform is the answer. . .She is not
the movement [sic] mother; that is Simone de Beauvoir." (Cohen 310)
Friedan’s portrayal of her warm, if not sycophantic, reception by Iran’s royalty and the
WOI serves to reposition her at the centre of the second wave feminist movement.*® In a
sense, Iranian feminism functions as Friedan’s self-consolidating other; she goes to the
margins in order to secure her place in the centre.
Germaine Greer, who wrote her version of events in "Women's Glib," published
in Vaniry Fair magazine, seems to be less enamoured of the "Empress who is also a
feminist” (Friedan 100). She also appears to have a less glowing impression of Pahlavi
feminists and of state-sponsored feminism in general than does Friedan. Greer, a second
wave feminist who distinguishes herself from her prominent American sisters by

attending to class differences, is ruthless in her description of the feminist meetings:

# One of the most appalling events of that trip is recounted in Greer’s 1988 article. Upon
her arrival in Tehran, Friedan, an asthmatic, demanded to have a respirator in her room.
The members of the WOI, deeply embarrassed by the fact that the hospital, which had
only one other respirator, wanted Friedan to return it, turn to Greer for assistance. They
teli her:
". . .[Friedan] ordered {a respirator] when she arrived. And now the
hospital wants it back. They only have two respirators. People may die.
She is the shah’s guest. We don’t know what to do."” (38)
Greer promises them that she will take care of matters, and eventually "[t]he respirator
was removed, and Betty never mentioned it. She may never have noticed its going" (38).
It is difficult to imagine the degree of self-importance required to demand the exclusive
use of important medical facilities in a country where more than half the population
would be unable to afford private healthcare.
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Helvi spoke first, delivering a seamless series of high-minded U.N.
platitudes for the exact twenty minutes she was allotted.?® Then Betty
arose. "The world will never be the same again,” she barked. "Women
want to make pahlicy, naht coffee! A chicken in every home and a whore
in every putt." The thoughts poured out higgledy-piggledy, and Betty's
tongue ran after them, never quite capturing one before setting off in
pursuit of another. The Iranian women, exhausted after a day of having
their eyebrows and hair roots bleached and their arms and legs depilated in
preparation for the meeting, had a fairly slender grasp of English at the
best of times. They sat glassy-eyed as the torrent of unfinished sentences
raced past. If they knew what TV dinners or waste-disposal units were,
they gave no sign" (1988: 38).

By the end of their stay, Greer confesses that their trip to Iran accomplished little for the feminist

movement and that she had "long ago given up on the shah’s tame women’s association" (38).

On their last night in Tehran, Princess Ashraf threw a party in honour of the three Western

feminists; suddenly, Greer reports, chaos erupted in the courtyard:

PGreer is vociferous about the hypocrisy of UN rhetoric on the subject of women’s rights.

In May of 1975, she published an article in the New York Times, launching a scathing

critique of the UN sponsored International Women’s Year:
The decision to have a women’s year was simply a belated recognition of
the fashionableness of feminism in the West, whose lifestyles dominate
the UN self-image despite their manifest irrelevance to most of the people
living on the planet . . . International Women’s Year is a simple extension
of Madison Avenue feminism: The agricultural labourers of Asia and
Africa might as well lay down their hoes and light up a Virginia Slim. (35)
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Betty was standing screaming in front of our Cadillac. "Dammit! | want, |
deserve, my own car. Get me my own car. | will not travel cooped up in
this thing with two other women. Don’t you clowns know who [ am?"
"Mrs. Greer," said the attendants, who were shaking with fright. "What
shall we do? Please make her be quiet. She is very drunk."
"In a manner of speaking,” I said. Betty was drunk, but not with wine. She
was furious that the various dignitaries and ministers of state had thei;'
own cars, while the women guests of honor traveled in a single car like a
harem. She just stood there in her spangled black crépe de Chine and kept
on yelling. "No! No! I will nutt just be quiet and gettinna car. Absolutely
nutt!" After a good deal of stifled giggling, it was decided that one of the
ministers would lend his car for Betty. As the big car with the flag pulled
out of the gateway, | saw Betty, small, alone, in the back, her great head
pillowed on the leather. She had closed her eyes to rest after another
important victory. (40)
Greer’s harsh critique of the major inequities within the global sisterhood movement, as
advocated by Friedan, and as embraced by Pahlavi feminists, emerges out of her
commitment to attending to class differences. Greer’s indignation at social and economic
inequalities contextualizes her within the second wave British feminist context, out of
which emerged two major currents of thought: socialist feminism and psychoanalytic
feminism (Thornham 38). Lest Greer come out looking beyond reproach, it should be

noted that her often judgmental observations have sometimes led her into dubious
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political terrain, as her recent dismissal of Rohinton Mistry’s 4 Fine Balance
demonstrates.”® Her account of her time in Iran is often marred by a self-congratulatory
description of her own "true” brand of revolutionary feminism. After mocking Sipila’s
and Friedan’s speeches, she describes her own:

. . with five minutes of our hour left to go, the leader of the world’s
women would sit down, panting with triumph. For five minutes, I would
try to say something about the truth of women’s lives in the shah’s Iran in
terms that the women might understand. This was not easy, as | had been
specifically requested not to refer to abortion or contraception, or Islam or
the passport law, against which my friend Mehrangiv [sic] Manouchehrian
had struggled in vain. (38)

Greer’s behaviour in Iran was perhaps not as egregiously oblivious as Friedan’s, but she

**According to a report from the Canadian Press newswire, Greer created a stir on a
BBC-TV panel discussion before the 1996 Booker Prize awards ceremony. Rohinton
Mistry’s A Fine Balance (1995) was one of the six books shortlisted for the Booker that
year. and when the panel discussed Mistry’s novel, Greer was emphatic:
"I hate this book. I absolutely hate it,” she said, grimacing for effect. Greer
explained that she had spent four months teaching at women'’s college in
Bombay and she had not seen the squalor and misery portrayed in Mistry’s
novel. "I just don’t recognize this dismal, dreary city. It’s a Canadian book
about India. What could be worse? What could be more terrible?" she
asked, laughing. Mistry is a soft-spoken man, but his eyes shoot fire at the
suggestion that he knows less about life in India than Greer. "She wants to
say that those four months teaching the daughters of high society put her
in a better position to judge India than I am in, having grown up there and
spent 23 years before emigrating? .. . Germaine Greer | understand is an
intelligent woman . . . And it was almost heartbreaking that someone of
her calibre could stoop to such folly and say something so asinine."
Whether Greer knew of Mistry’s background, she won’t say. She refused
to be interviewed about her remarks. (CP 17 November 1996)
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still positions herself as a possessor of true feminist knowledge which she generously
disseminates.

Nevertheless, Greer maintained a persistent critique of the inequities within the
universal feminist movement, especially as promoted by the United Nations. Shortly
after the first UN International Conference on Women, Greer published an article in
Chatelaine magazine, condemning the Mexico City conference whose speakers’ list was
dominated by prominent Western feminists and the wives and sisters of male heads-of-
state in third world countries. According to Greer, the NGO conference, which took
place alongside the UN conference. was a forum to which everyone except Mexican
working-class women had access. State-sanctioned feminist discourse, as promoted by
the UN International Year of Women, Greer suggests, only speaks to an elite group of
women who have the luxury to discuss such issues as managing their roles as mothers
and "career women."

Deploying her acerbic wit, Greer voices her anger at the spurious feminist
credentials and disingenuous commitment to women’s rights espoused by state
representatives at the Mexico conference:

The next day began reasonably well, with an enormously long speech by
Sirimavo Bandaranaike in which we were induced to believe that women
in Sri Lanka had nothing further to ask for (except perhaps a living wage
for picking tea, some form of industrial organization to represent them,
and literacy and a decent diet, but on the statute books they were doing

fine). Well. Mrs. Bandaranaike is a head of state so there was a reason for
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her being the first to address the third plenary session. The second speaker
was Her Imperial Highness Princess Ashraf Pahlavi of Iran, twin sister of
the man who repudiated a wife because she did not bear him a son. That
was a little harder to understand, but Princess Ashraf had headed the
Consultative Committee which had worked on the Draft World Plan of
Action for IWY. Besides, she paid a million dollars for the privilege.
(Greer Chatelaine 102)*
Greer denounces the discrepancies between official feminist rhetoric and its relevance to
the lives of the majority of working-class women. By openly critiquing Ashraf Pahlavi,
Greer foregrounds questions of economic and social class, thereby distinguishing herself
from her American colleagues, and calls attention to the problems perpetuated by state-
sponsored feminist organizations that claim to strive for universal women’s rights.

The idea of the universality of women’s rights and experiences is crucial to the
discourse of global sisterhood and has been actively promoted through second wave
feminist ideology. In 1984. Valerie Amos and Pratibha Parmar argued that studies of
third world women conducted by privileged white women from the West are inherently

imperialist and oppressive (6). By using a feminist anthropological text, Women United,

31According to the Shah’s unauthorized biography, Princess Ashraf
offered $500,000 to help defray the costs of the conference, $500,000 for
an Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, and $1
million for an international institute for research on the status of the
world’s women. Enthusiasm for this last plan sagged when it was learned
that the institute would be based in Tehran. (de Villiers 298)

This privilege cost her as much as two million dollars.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



97

Women Divided, Cross Cultural Perspectives on Female Solidarity (1978), as an example

of feminist imperialist scholarship, they write:
The authors defined feminist consciousness and then proceeded to judge
other cultural situations to see if they are feminist or not . . . [They
assume] that pre-capitalist economies equal backwardness in both a
cultural and ideological sense and in fact are responsible for the continued
oppression of women in these societies. It is further implied that it is only
when Third World women enter into capitalist relations will they have any
hope of liberation. (6)

In her 1998 study of the unequal relations of power between white and non-white women

in the classroom and in immigration and sexual violence cases in courtrooms, Sherene

Razack claims that:
‘[w]omen’s rights as human rights’ represents the apotheosis of what has
been called dehistoricized and deterritorialized ‘mappings of Otherized
communities and their worlds.’ As a formula, it can be simplistic or
complex, but in either case, what is difficult to introduce into ‘women’s
rights as human rights’ is the notion of First World domination (94).

This formulation of women’s rights as human rights thus positions the West as a marker

of liberal capitalism and humanitarianism against which other nations inevitably appear

less civilized.

The events of Mexico City highlighted the major problems with the global

sisterhood movement - and its wholesale embrace of women’s universal rights - as it
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manifested itself on the international stage and as it played itself out on the domestic
scene in Iran.”? Indeed, the Iranian monarchy’s superficial support of "women’s rights"
was directly related to the Shah’s sweeping plans for the industrialization and
modernization of the country. The rhetorical support for women'’s rights was part of the
image that he was trying to project to the West, an image of a civilized and modern
country in which women were equal to men. As the project of women’s human rights
was staged for the benefit of the West, much of the financial support for this project was
channelled into visible international institutions such as the United Nations.

In Ms. Magazine, Mim Kelber takes Ashraf’s hypocritical position on women'’s
rights to task. Although she appears to support the project of international women'’s
rights, Kelber criticizes the advantages the movement reaped from Ashraf’s financial
contributions:

. . international women'’s projects "benefited” from the Princess’
immense fortune - stolen from the people, charged critics; the illicit gains
of heroin trafficking, hinted the European press. She helped to get Iranian

funds for the United Nations’ International Women'’s Year Conference in

32Gayatri Spivak’s critique of the fourth world conference on women held in Beijing in
1995 suggests that the problems that emerged out of the 1975 conference on women have
continued to plague subsequent UN conferences on women:
We are witnessing the proliferation of feminist apparatchiks who identify
conference organizing with activism as such . . . They often assume that
altogether salutary debate in the conference will have necessary
consequences in the lifeworld of oppressed and super-exploited women.
("*Woman’" 4).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



99

Mexico City in 1975. The government also hosted women’s film and arts
festivals (which were boycotted by many well-known international
feminists), and was prepared to pick up the tab for the UN Women's
Decade Conference in July, 1980, originally scheduled to be held in
Teheran. (In late 1978, the Shah backed out of Iranian sponsorship of the
conference and the UN moved it to Copenhagen, much to the relief of
feminists in the United States and around the world who had protested the
planto hold itin Iran. . .) (96)
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has argued that the UN programs for and conferences on
women "have produced feminist apparatchiks whose activism is to organize the poorest
women of the developing world incidentaily in their own image” ("Diasporas”" 264 n.8).
Indeed, Ashraf Pahlavi and Farah Diba portrayed themselves as the saviours of Iranian
women, and as models of progressive, modern Iranian womanhood. In her
autobiography, Farah writes:
In my country, | am considered, whether I like it or not, the representative
of feminine emancipation. My strength, the power I wield will, in one way
or another, be passed on to all Iranian women. Already these women,
formerly regarded as chattels, without the right to be heard, have
increasingly more to say for themselves. (130-1, emphasis mine)
By the mid to late 1970s, there were a growing number of women who bristled at what
they understood to be the royal women’s fallacious self-representation as advocates of

women'’s rights. On 7 July 1977, the Shahbanou was invited to a luncheon sponsored by
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the Appeal of Conscience Foundation, an organization for the cause of religious freedom,
at the Pierre Hotel in New York City in order to accept "an award for her efforts to raise
the status of women" (NYT, July 8). The guests at the luncheon included then governor
Carey and mayor Beame, former governor W. Averell Harriman, and Andy Warhol.
Journalist Judith Cummings wrote:
[T]he luncheon at the Pierre Hotel was interrupted by a woman who was
sitting at a press table. She rose to shout, "That’s a lie," after the Empress,
in an acceptance speech, spoke of changes by the Pahlevi regime that she
said had enabled women "to participate in the overall development of their
country." (NYT, July 8)
According to the article, there were 1,500 demonstrators outside the hotel. Most of the
demonstrators were Iranian students and the majority of them wore masks to conceal their
identities. Opposition to the Shah’s regime was gaining increasing support from a wide
spectrum of political groups whose diverse philosophies converged only on one point: the
desire to end what they saw as the subjugation of the nation to a corrupt and repressive

regime heavily influenced by the West, and by the United States in particular.’* The

33 In My Thousand and One Days: an autobiography (1978), Farah makes a transparent
effort at reconstructing the history of the Pahlavi regime, and whitewashing its
notoriously repressive and violent reign. The title of her memoirs is meant to counter the
myth of Persia as the land of a Thousand One Nights, putting to rest any questions about
the indolent and spend-thrift ways of the monarchy. By stressing her ostensibly long
days of work as the head of a number of organizations, as the wife of a monarch, and as a
mother, Farah takes especial pains to portray her position as a difficult and arduous one,
although one she accepts with resignation and dignity. She ends her autobiography by
expressing her sadness for the false accusations of human rights abuses leveled against
the Pahlavi regime.
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imperialist influence on pre-revolutionary Iranian feminism was a point of contention for
many [ranian women and some Western feminists including Kate Millett, who was

present at the demonstration in New York.**

What distresses me far more at this moment is the bad reputation of Iran
abroad. This adverse publicity, based on political prisoners and tortures, is
terribly unjust. It is truly dreadful to attack a country and a system so
relentlessly. The accusations made against us are grotesque. The smallest
incident is like a snowball which, from country to country and from one
newspaper to the next, grows out of all proportion and becomes an
avalanche. It is just one more trial. Nothing in life is easy, not even for a
Queen, contrary to what many people think. I am very busy, | work very
hard, often with great energy, joy and enthusiasm, but there are also
moments when | am very tired, when so much injustice depresses me.
Then I feel that everything is going wrong, that it is the end of the world
and | am desolate. But I soon recover, I recall the immense progress we
are achieving and tell myself that very soon no one will be able, without
appearing ridiculous, to pretend not to see. The attitude of Western
intellectuals towards us will then be forced to change. (142)

Intcrestingly, she suggests that it is Western intellectuals who are criticizing the regime -

and not the Iranian people themselves. By dismissing the growing dissatisfaction and

anger of the Iranian populace with the regime’s fraudulence and corruption, Farah

reproduces her husband’s agenda of censorship and silence. While he uses the brute

torture and murder of dissidents in order to secure their silence, she stifles their voices by

refusing to hear them.

*In the opening pages of her political travelogue, Going to Iran (1982), Millett

writes:
Farah’s unscheduled visit to New York City which cost two and a half
million dollars in police security, a figure we rejoiced in griping over
in the streets, a picket line I joined one cold winter night with Arthur
Miller, other literary folk who showed up, a few feminists who never
miss anything. And thousands of angry Iranian students in masks in
whose ranks I marched out of curiosity for an hour and because I
couldn’t find my Caifi [Committee on Artistic and Intellectual
Freedom in Iran)] friends. (19)

While Millett’s political commitment is certainly laudable, one cannot help but

wonder at the incongruity between her self-representation as a committed activist and

her admission that she marched "out of curiosity” with a group of angry

demonstrators who were prompted by a deep sense of social injustice. One can

alrcady detect in this statement a certain ambivalent positioning of herself as located
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In Going to Iran (1982) Millett, a self-described "radical," (as opposed to

reformist), explains her involvement with pre-revolutionary Iranian opposition groups,
specifically her work with the Committee on Artistic and Intellectual Freedom in Iran
(Caifi) as follows: "I am in Caifi as a feminist. And [ have always wished for a greater
interest on the part of feminists in the issue of Iran" (17). On the one hand, this statement
gestures to Millett’s recognition of the complicity of some second wave feminists with an
elite group of women in Iran who appropriated the term feminist and offered a narrow
interpretation of what it might mean and to whom it might apply; on the other hand, it
betrays a prejudice that feminists are extrinsic to Iran. There is no room here for a
recognition of feminists who already exist in Iran; feminism is represented as a Western
phenomenon which must be introduced to women of the "third world."*

Like Germaine Greer, Millett distinguishes herself from her second wave feminist

colleagues (such as Betty Friedan) by recognizing the corruption in the feminist practices

simultaneously in the center of struggle and on the outside "looking in" as a curious
but disinterested observer.
3In a New York Times article on March 11, 1979 describing the third day of protests
when 15,000 women marched for their rights under the new regime, Millett declares:
I’m here because it’s inevitable . . . This is the eye of the storm right now.
Women all over the world are looking here. It’s a whole cormner, the
Islamic world, the spot we thought it would be hardest to reach and, wow,
look at it go! (7)
The implication here is that this unreachable, unknowable corner of the world is an
object of desire for American feminism. Millett’s excitement at the thought of
Anglo-American feminists gaining some kind of control over "a whole corner" of the
world which they saw as "hardest to reach” betrays her fantasy of colonial
appropriaticn and ownership. This fantasy remains unrealized, however, as she
begins to recognize that not only is her presence superfluous to the feminist
movement in Iran, but that it presents a possible threat to its success.
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of the state-controlled Women's Organization of Iran (WOI) and of the Pahlavi regime in

gencral; she writes:
Ashraf, the Shah’s hideous twin sister, went around pretending to be a
feminist, her representation alone enough to discredit the idea if she were
not so cleverly fraudulent; actually got herself appointed head of a UN
commission on women'’s rights years ago. A disgraceful event in itself.
Then tried to invite world feminism to Tehran for the second International
Women’s Year meeting following that in Mexico City. An invitation
declined even before history intervened. (24)

During the revolutionary period of 1978 Iran, the majority of Iranian people from
all social classes came together to call for the overthrow of the Pahlavi regime. In
February of 1979, the monarchy was overthrown, and Mohammad Reza Shah and his
family went into exile. One month after the revolution, Khomeini abolished the Family
Protection Act of 1975 which had granted Iranian women the right to divorce under
certain conditions and had restricted the practice of polygamy. Several days later,
Khomeini issued a statement extolling the virtues of the veil, and Iranian women began to
fecl betrayed by the revolution they had worked hard to support.* Although a large body
of outspoken Iranian women had marched against the oppressive practices of the
monarchy during the revolutionary period, these same women, now at considerable risk

to themselves, marched against the misogynist policies of the Islamic regime to the taunts

Chapter Three, "Scopophilic Desires: Unveiling Iranian Women" provides a more
detailed analysis of the politics of veiling in twentieth-century Iran.
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and insults of supporters of the religious right who chanted, "rusari ya tusari," which
translates as "cover your hair or receive a blow to your head."*’

Into this complicated state of affairs, Kate Millett arrived in Tehran to speak at a
rally scheduled on International Women’s Day - the first time it was to be observed
publicly in Iran. Under the Pahlavi regime, Iranian women were forbidden to celebrate
International Women’s Day on 8 March. Instead, the state-sanctioned celebration of
"women's liberation" was 7 January 1936, the day Reza Shah decreed the mandatory
unveiling of all women.*® According to Millett’s own account, she was invited to speak
at the rally and to participate in the Iranian feminist struggle by Khalil, one of the male
members of Caifi, who declared: " *Kate, your sisters need you in Iran’ " (25). Millett

and her partner, Canadian photographer, Sophie Keir arrived in Tehran’s Mehrabad

?Western media coverage of the repercussions of the post-revolutionary feminist
demonstrations was extensive. An article worth citing is Mim Kelber’s "Five Days in
March. Was the Revolution a beginning of Women of the World United?," in Ms.
Magazine in June of 1979:
{Wihen the [Iranian] women tried to gather for planning [feminist]
meetings, they were menaced and sometimes stopped by young men with
knives - religious extremists who felt that the role of Ayatollah Khomeini
as the symbol of the revolution, and the promise of an Islamic republic,
meant that women must return to the seclusion of the veil and the status of
chattel. "We have faced the tanks of the Shah," said one of the brave
women, one of many who had worn the chador, a head-to-toe covering, as
a symbol of defiance to the Shah. "Do you think we can be frightened by
boys with knives?" (90).
Kelber offers an insightful summary of the historical trajectory of Iranian feminist
struggles which makes this piece well worth reading. Although the article plays on
Western fears of the threat of a growing "religious fundamentalism," Kelber does manage
to convey the strength and commitment of Iranian women in the face of naked violence.
* Under the Islamic Republic, the birth date of Hazret-e Fatemeh, the daughter of Prophet
Mohammad, was declared the new Women’s Day. The day of "Women’s Liberation”
under the Pahlavi regime was now demoted to the "Day of Shame."
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Airport only to discover that Kateh Vafadari, one of the feminist leaders, whom they had
been led to believe would greet them at the airport, was nowhere to be found. The trip
began unpromisingly as they were forced to find a hotel on their own; after a couple of
days, their Caifi friends placed them in an abandoned apartment with no heat or food and
much discomfort.
To her dismay, Miilett finds that they are spending more time with the men than
with the Iranian feminists with whom she was hoping to work:
I hunger for female company as much as for lunch, a place to sleep, to
study, to work and prepare my speech . . . All the women are rushing
about today, finding a hall, leafleting. As for Kateh, how busy can this
young woman be? She might bother to find us and say hello sometime.
Perhaps it is all a test, this waiting. Perhaps I have to establish my
credentials all over again. And though Kateh and | know of each other
through Caifi, we have not yet come to know each other. That takes time.
I’m certainly aware it’s her turf, however. In fact I feel / am running after
Jfeminism in Iran; despite their invitation, I have yet to meet even one
sister. (68, emphasis mine)
This trip, unlike Friedan’s in 1973, serves to decentre Millett from the international
feminist scene. She feels increasingly frustrated with her position on the sidelines of the
movement and begins to question her and Sophie’s presence in Iran during tkis volatile
time; ". . .should we have come?" she wonders, "Was it all a mistake, Khalil’s innocent

muscalculation, our own naive gratitude at an invitation that has merely become a burden
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on our hosts?" (73). Eventually, they do meet Vafadari who tactfully suggests that

Millett diffuse the potentially explosive reaction to her American identity by calling
herself a "foreign" feminist. Since the International Women’s Day rally was under attack
by government officials as well as by other opposition groups who believed that women'’s
rights were secondary to the greater question of national formation, Millett was forced to
consider the possibility that she would not be able to speak at all. In response to her
enthusiasm about reading messages of support from such prominent feminists as Gloria
Steinem, Robin Morgan and several European sisters, Vafadari appears "a bit nervous"
and drops an obvious hint that there may not be enough time: "[w]e now have a lot of
speakers. . .and the program is long" (78). Her nervousness suggests a concern that
according prominence to American feminists in the wake of a mass-mobilized, anti-
imperialist revolution might jeopardize the future of a feminist movement in Iran.

The predicament of anti-imperialist Iranian feminists in 1979 arose out of the
historical associations of feminism with "Westernization" as exemplified by the state-
controlled WOI, as well as the association of the Pahlavi regime with "Westernization"
since the Shah cultivated a strong relationship with the West, and with the United States
in particular. Anti-imperialist Iranian feminists thus saw the presence of Millett and other
European feminists in the midst of Iranian feminist demonstrations as a potential threat to
the success of their movement.

The binary of Western (impenialist) feminism and Iranian (nationalist) tradition is
one which has deep historical roots in Iranian intellectual history. One of the most

prominent Iranian intellectuals in the 1960s was Jalal Al-e Ahmad who published a book
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which was influential in mobilizing the ideas behind the anti-imperial revolution of 1979.
In Gharbzadegi (1962), which translates as "Westomania" or "Westoxification," Al-e
Ahmad identifies the continuity of the European and American presence in the "East"
from the period during which they appeared as colonial officers to their more modern
guise as political and economic "experts" and "advisors." Al-e Ahmad claims that the
presence of the "West" has centinuing detrimental social and political consequences in
Iran, regardless of the various roles assumed by European and American foreign
"representatives.” One of the exciting aspects of this book is that Al-e Ahmad draws
connections between the study of Persian poetry and culture by Orientalist scholars and
the increasing political and economic influence of "Western’ powers in Iran; this is a
connection which Edward Said brought to the fore of Western consciousness sixteen
vears later in Orientalism (1978). Despite Al-e Ahmad’s insightful comments about the
unequal division of power between Western and Iranian officials, there is an
uncomfortably misogynist tone to his analysis. His insistence that Iranian women should
revert to their roles as guardians of Persian tradition and culture is a stereotype that
legitimates an oppressive nationalist discourse which only makes room for a patriarchal
anti-imperialist rhetoric and silences all feminist voices in the name of gharbzadegi.

The feminist demonstrations of March 1979 worked against the model of the
traditional, patriotic Iranian woman as envisioned by Al-e Ahmad. Feminists in Iran
were seen as gharbzadeh (Westoxified), thus, the press conference organized by Kate

Millett, Elaine Sciolino and French feminist, Claudine Moullard, came to represent the
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apogee of Western infiltration into the Iranian feminist arena.”® In the midst of this highly
precarious post-revolutionary period, Millett and her Western sisters in the international
feminist struggle decide that the best way to help Iranian women would be to hold a press
conference and alert the world to their plight. When they convey their plans to Kateh
Vafadari, she appears less than enthusiastic. To her credit, Millett’s partner, Sophie,
remains skeptical about the benefits of staging a press conference on behalf of the very
women who are not in favour of the idea (Millett 153). Millett appears unable to realize
at this point, that being in favour of international dialogue between women is not
nccessarily the same as having the will of your international "sisters” imposed upon you -
especially in your own country. Despite her repeated assertions to the contrary, Millett’s
relationship to the Iranian feminists was based on a hierarchical model of global
sisterhood. She went to Iran as the resident expert on feminism and proceeded to adopt a
leadership role in a cultural and political milieu completely foreign to her. The
assumption that women, specifically Western women, "know" feminism and thus
shoulder the burden of educating their benighted Eastern sisters, is inherent to the model
of global sisterhood which has roots in the colonial history of missionary and early
feminist discourses.

The "international feminists” in [ran organized a press conference for 11 March

1979 (Millett 152). At this point, the tide had already begun to turn in favour of the

3Elaine Sciolino, now a well-known correspondent on Iranian affairs for the New York
Times and author of Persian Mirrors. The Elusive Face of Iran (1999), was working for
Newsweek magazine at that time.
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revolutionary government, but the press conference provided patriarchal nationalists with
leverage to discredit the Iranian feminist movement and served as a catalyst for the anti-
feminist violence that was to ensue. The morning of the press conference only three of
the panelists were present: Kate Millett and two French women: Claudine Moullard and
Sylvina (whose last name is not mentioned). Eventually, one of the Iranian panelists,
Vafadari, does appear, but late, while the other two Iranian feminists remain absent.*’ At
this point, Millett is obliged to concede:
We are looking a bit stupid now; the purpose of this farce was to introduce
the world press to Iranian feminists, a few international feminists being
done the honor of acting as go-between - and we can only produce one
Iranian feminist. (157-8)
The press conference turns into a debacle in which Millett is accused (by the Western
press as well as by Iranian feminists in the crowd) of interfering with an Iranian feminist
cause; others question Vafadari about the connection of the current feminist movement
with the WOIL:
Another lady, very British accent, actually English and not Iranian: ‘What
part have the old women’s organizations played in this?’ I imagine she
means Ashraf’s crowd. ‘As far as we know, none whatsoever,” Kateh

answers firmly. The lady thought they organized the one at the high

“*The following day, the Iranian women apologize to Millett for their absence and claim
thev were arrested and held in custody for several hours ~ which is not inconceivable, but

it does leave room for doubt as they had been resistant to the idea of a press conference in
the first place.
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school, our rally. Heavens no, Kateh’s committee did - but if this were
not clarified, we could be smeared . . . ‘The Women's Organization of Iran
that was here when the Shah was here is finished.” Kateh pronouncing the
word like a death sentence. Her hatred of the regime is complete and
perfect. ‘I'm not talking about everyone who was in it; I’'m talking about
the organization itself. It was created by the Shah’s sister, Ashraf. It is
abolished and there is no voice of it remaining at all.” (168)
The concept of feminism in Iran was stigmatized by the history of the WOI;
consequently, a press conference held by Western women about Iranian women was
doubtless more harmful than helpful during that volatile political period. In response to
criticisms leveled against them by Iranian women in the audience who objected to
Western appropriation of the Iranian feminist cause, Millett and her colleagues made
repeated offers to share the podium with them. Not surprisingly, their invitation was
retused and only served to reinforce the structural inequities within the sisterhood
movement. They remained, to borrow bell hooks’ words, "totally unaware of their
perception that they somehow “own’ the movement, that they are ‘hosts’ inviting us as
*guests’ (133).

The press conference encouraged the revolutionary regime’s stratagem of
conflating feminism with imperialism, and labeling all feminists as gharbzadeh and thus
as counter-revolutionary insurgents. The second factor that contributed to the
disintegration of the press conference and arguably precipitated the anti-feminist violence

of the following days, was due in part to Millett’s politically naive response to a reporter
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who asked whether it would be germane to call the Ayatollah "a male chauvinist." She
responds: "Yes, a male chauvinist would be a very simple and a very idiotic way to
describe it, but certainly germane." (Millett 178). Her comment was published in a
number of papers quoting her accusing Khomeini of being a "male chauvinist pig"
(Washington Post 12 March 1979).*' By Millett’s own account, she was baited by male
journalists at the press conference, eager for a contentious statement from the "radical
feminist." She devotes, however, an unusual, perhaps suspicious, amount of ink to
correcting and explaining her comments.

Millett’s inexpert handling of the question reinforces Razack’s assertion that "[i]n
focusing on our subordination, and not on our privilege, and in failing to see the
connections between them, we perform . . . “the race to innocence,’ a belief that we are
uninvolved in subordinating others" (14). By forging their sisterhood along gender lines,
the "international” feminists persisted in focusing on "a sociological notion of the

‘sameness’ of their oppression” (Mohanty 56). In so doing, they unwittingly

'In Persian Mirrors: The Elusive Face of Iran (2000), Elaine Sciolino devotes one brief

paragraph to Millett’s participation in the Iranian feminist struggle:
During the revolution in February 1979, women could go bareheaded in
Iran, but within a month, Khomeini ordered all women to wear Islamic
dress. At first, Iran’s women resisted. I walked through the streets of
Tehran as thousands of women marched - bareheaded - to protest
Khomeini’s order. Men hurled stones, bottles, and insults. Soldiers fired
shots in the air. The American feminist Kate Millett showed up, branding
Khomeini a "male chauvinist" and marching with Iranian women. She was
expelled. (134)

Interestingly, in Sciolino’s subtle criticism of Millett’s presence and behaviour during

that time, she refrains from mentioning her own involvement with the group of Western

feminists, and her participation in organizing the disastrous press conference that led to

Millett’s expulsion.
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strengthened the argument of the patriarchal nationalists that Iranian feminists were
Westoxified agents of imperialism. The press conference, therefore, prompted some
serious repercussions: there was increased violence against women at a feminist march
the following day, and shortly afterwards, Millett and Keir were expelled from the
country. At the demonstration the day after the press conference, however, women were
protected by male supporters who formed a human chain to shield them from the jeering
and menacing crowd of anti-feminist men marching alongside them. Millett confesses
that this is the first time she has feared for her life during a demonstration for women’s
rights (197). Suddenly, it seems, Millett becomes aware of the high stakes involved in
the Iranian feminist struggle:
The attackers have climbed on top of cars and are haranguing us,
exhibiting a page of what looks like Time magazine bearing a picture of
the Shah, and another picture of what appears to be his sister, Princess
Ashraf, dancing with someone indecipherable, probably one of the big
parties of the Shah’s ambassador, grand affairs attended by luminaries like
Andy Warhol and Elizabeth Taylor. This decadence, they accuse us, is
ours: we are in sympathy with the Shah; Ashraf called herself a feminist.
Taunting us with the very thing to make us angry, a charge so
transparently false yet an affront to our honour. "Death to the Pahlavi
dynasty," we chant back. (201)
It seems hardly surprising that, especially after a press conference held by Western

feminists, one of whom denounced the leader of the revolution as "a male chauvinist
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pig," the association of feminism with imperialist decadence would be further cemented
in the minds of Iranian revolutionaries. According to Millett, she and her European
feminist friends narrowly escape a violent beating -- if not certain death -- by a group of
angry revolutionaries at the demonstration (Millett 206-7).

Meanwhile, in New York City, prominent American feminists such as Gloria
Stcinem, Robin Morgan and Betty Friedan staged a demonstration in support of Iranian
women in front of the Rockefeller Center. The demonstration, they claimed, was part of
a series of "international feminist" demonstrations across the United States and in Paris,
London, and Rome (NYT 16 March 1979). Paradoxically, when Steinem and Morgan
telephone Millett to apprise her of their activities, she appears judgmental of their long-
distance involvement. Despite her claim to the contrary, she comes across as occupying
the moral high ground. The subtext of her narrative here is that Millett is the committed
feminist who is helping Iranian women by her very presence in the country and by her
participation in the demonstrations, whereas her American feminist colleagues are merely
performing radical politics. Millett recounts her phone conversation with Steinem and
Morgan who inform her of the location of the demonstration:

‘In front of Rockefeller Center and St. Pat, the old comner, you know,’
Robin [Morgan] chimes in, chuckling from her end of the extension
phone. *And then on down to the Iranian embassy to give ‘em hell - like
we used to do to the Shah.” The New York battle cry; how odd it seems at
this distance, a hotel room in Tehran with gunfire intermittently in the road

outside . . . But how still more complicated to explain without seeming to
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be smug - the thousands of differences that separate our experience,
friends that we are, have been so long. Not just Uptown and Downtown
differences, but differences of half a world away in an armed camp that
has swiftly replaced an uprising - all the nuances of left and nationality
and religion. (187)
It would appear that, at this point, Millett is re-evaluating her previously held beliefs that
international sisters can support each other across the globe, and that all sisters are bound
to each other in their shared oppression under "Patriarchy.” In her ground-breaking
critique of the construction of the third world woman as an object of study in Western
feminist texts, Chandra Mohanty argues, "[i]t is only when men and women are seen as
different categories or groups possessing different already constituted categories of
experience, cognition, and interests as groups that such a simplistic dichotomy is
possible” (70).
On 19 March 1979, Kate Millett and Sophie Keir were expelled from the country.
They were arrested in the morning and held in police custody at the airport until they
were placed on an airplane the following day:
*It was a horrible experience,” Millett told reporters at Orly Airport. ‘I
have never been so terrified in my life.’ . . . She said, ‘We are afraid for
our sisters there. The Iranian women are afraid of being arrested and for
them it won’t be someone saying: ‘Please take an airplane and get out of
here.’ (Washington Post 20 March 1979)

Millett appears to show some recognition of the very real dangers facing Iranian women
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struggling for their rights as women under the Islamic Republic; she is aware, it seems,
that it is impossible to equate the experiences of Western sisters who demonstrate for
several hours one day outside the Rockefeller Center in New York with those of Iranian
women who risk their lives when they march in the streets as feminists. Nevertheless,
this realization does not prevent her from publishing a book about her experiences
working with Iranian feminists whom she mentions by name, and whose photographs she
uses, without any apparent concern for their safety.
Shortly after Millett’s and Keir's expulsion from Iran, seventeen European
women and one Egyptian woman from le Comité international du Droit Des Femmes, an
organization presided over by Simone de Beauvoir, arrived in Iran to demonstrate their
support for their beleagured sisters. Claude Servan-Schreiber, one of the French
feminists in the delegation writes:
At the press conference in Paris, announcing the committee, an Iranian
man protested the departure of the delegation: "This is not the time." But
Simone de Beauvoir, president of the committee, replied with passion:
"I’ve seen many countries, and I’ve seen many revolutions, and each time
the question of defending women’s rights came up, I was told it wasn’t the
time." (95)

The assurance with which this committee enters the fray at such a volatile and

contentious time in Iranian political history is galling, but perhaps not entirely surprising

given the tendency of feminist leaders of the sisterhood movement (from the nineteenth-

century onwards) to organize without attending to concerns articulated by those women
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on whose behalf they claim to be working.

This contingent of self-proclaimed "international” feminists travelled to Qom, the
religious center in Iran, and demanded an audience with religious leader Ayatollah
Khomeini. Khomeini granted them a five minute interview during which he was
confronted with a barrage of questions regarding the status of Iranian women. Khomeini
responded, in the words of French feminist Katia Kaupp, with "le silence total" (Kaupp
49). Khomeini’s symbolic silence during his interview with a group of Western feminists
in Iran represents, at the most obvious level, a stubborn taciturnity regarding his position
on Iranian women and an active participation in stifling the voices of these women. But
this silence is also, | believe, produced by the historical alliance between second wave
and Pahlavi feminists. The unique position Iranian women carved out for themselves as
feminists and anti-imperialist nationalists was a precarious one which they were forced to
abandon shortly after the arrival of Anglo-American and European feminists in Iran and
the unwelcome host of associations evoked by their presence in the Iranian feminist
movement.

Despite the fiasco of Western feminist participation during the feminist
demonstrations in Iran, the myth of international feminism remained indestructible.
Shortly after Millett’s and the European feminists’ catastrophic involvement in the
Iranian feminist struggle, Mim Kelber wrote:

Not until Kate Millett, the guest speaker invited for March 8 by the Iranian
feminists, had arrived did press attention begin - and only then did police

protection follow. The lesson was not lost: international attention could be

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
























































































































































































































