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simple map, might help the students to locate women writers in the region(s) from
which they came and in which they lived. The map could focus on regional,
religious or other factors that would be relevant for student research. For example,
in the introduction the authors mention women writers from the US and Britain
(whom they point out represent the majority of woman writers), Asia, Africa, the
Caribbean and Ireland. It would also be helpful if visual material was added for
students whose preferred learning style is a visual one. The companion may
increase its readership by making a name as a cross-over reference book that
accommodates different learning styles.

There are numerous references to websites throughout the book. However, a
random check on the websites showed that a small percentage of hyperlinks are
already no longer accessible. Given that websites and hyperlinks do tend to
change without notice and sometimes without redirections, the authors may want
to provide some general tips for navigating from websites in which the links are
not, or appear not to be, functional. By navigating back to the root and searching
for the woman writer the student may locate her on another page. Such tips
should decrease any frustration for those who may not be familiar with searching
the Internet. To this end, the authors will do well to give a few tips for navigation.
One way to accomplish this is for the panel to revisit the websites, note where
redirects or navigation problems are, analyse the types of redirects and problems
and write the results into the section ‘Web Sites’ in the introduction. This improve-
ment should reduce the possibilities for confusion and help to make the next
edition to the Companion series even more enjoyable and useful to student
researchers.

Jolanda Robinson
University of Utrecht

GETTING TO GRIPS WITH FEMINIST SOCIAL AND POLITICAL THEORY

Janice McLaughlin
Feminist Social and Political Theory
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, 214 pp., ISBN 0–3339–6810–7

The book Feminist Social and Political Theory by Janice McLaughlin is an under-
graduate student’s guide to current feminist debates in social and political theory.
As such, it aims to be a practical, easy to follow guide that introduces current
feminist debates on equal rights, standpoint theories, the ethics of care, post-
modernism, Foucault, queer theory and social studies of technology. It offers clear
summaries of central arguments in the field, feminist critiques of the arguments,
feminist revisions of the theories and the associated political uses and benefits for
the theories.

McLaughlin’s discussion of standpoint theories begins with a clear summary of
Marxist ideas of historical materialism. According to McLaughlin, Marx and
Engels ‘argue that human beings develop their sense of consciousness through
their relationship with the real world, and the labour involved in producing the
material necessities of life’ (p. 48). Thus, one’s experiences in life and their role in
the material market determine their understanding of the universe. ‘The problem
is that in a capitalist society, the consciousness that is held to be “man’s”, is that
of the ruling class’ (p. 48). Where citizens once worked to develop their own craft,
but now work in companies ruled by managers that dictate their actions and
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restrict their freedom of choice, the outcome is a separation of mental and material
labour, a specialization into specific realms of labour, and the sale of goods that
profit others instead of the crafts worker. As a long-term result of this, the prole-
tariat may gain an understanding of the oppressive capitalistic structures and this
may spawn collective action to revolt against the ruling class.

A feminist critique of Marx’s ideas points out that Marx overlooked the fact that
women are affected by both capitalism and patriarchy. Feminist writers have
therefore produced a revision of his ideas in the form of ‘standpoint theories’,
which address such elements as identity and difference. Feminist standpoint
theorists Nancy Hartsock and Dorothy Smith argue that knowledge is a product
of patriarchal views because life’s questions are framed and answered by indi-
viduals in power, and this power stems from a system of patriarchy. To counter
this, one can formulate knowledge through the analysis of the standpoint of indi-
viduals in marginalized groups, in order to generate ‘alternative understandings
of the world’. These understandings can bring light to the uneven power struc-
tures and needs/desires of the less-often heard. This in turn may lead to an
emancipation of the subordinated, as an awareness of their concerns could
promote the agency needed to spur social change.

Although the intention in standpoint theory is praiseworthy, it has been subject
to much feminist critique, which McLaughlin summarizes as:

1) Marxist foundations are no longer appropriate for exploring experience
and knowledge.

2) Standpoint theories are ill equipped to deal with difference.
3) Postmodern recognition of multiplicity and deconstruction of experience

and knowledge make standpoint arguments appear old fashioned and
naïve. (p. 58) 

In the chapter on the ethics of care, McLaughlin offers a feminist response to Jean
Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg’s research and theory on moral judgement and
action. In the 1930s, Jean Piaget aimed to understand moral values and reasoning
among children through a study which observed their approach to playing games.
He argued that girls ‘develop through increasing rule recognition, but they never
reach the universal quality of rule cooperation obtained by boys’ (p. 74). Lawrence
Kohlberg conducted a longitudinal study testing the moral judgements of boys
and girls until they reached adulthood. He asked them questions that would spur
a moral dilemma and then rated their response for rationality and successfully
instilled moral principles. He found that women did not reach the higher stages
that men did because ‘they remained centred on irrational values of pleasing
others and immediacy’ (p. 74).

Feminist critics argue that Piaget and Kohlberg’s work is inadequate to evaluate
reason, rationality, moral thinking and judgement. Feminists further charge that
‘structuring moral thought around a hierarchy and prioritizing impartiality is
deeply flawed’ (p. 75). The framework for rating moral judgement came from a
model that ruled out the possibility of women reaching the highest stages of
complexity. The model was therefore not designed to test the entire population,
but rather more effectively to test the reasoning of males.

In the 1970s, Carol Gilligan restructured Kohlberg’s model by taking a different
approach to the understanding of the development of moral thought. Her model
exchanged a focus on the achievement of rational cognitive thinking with ‘the
ability to care’. This offers a more female perspective to the approach, but has
faced subsequent criticisms from feminists who question whether the notion of
‘care’ offers the best framework to analyse women’s lives and values. This touches
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on notions of how women are/were trapped into caring roles, with caring viewed
as a feminine attribute, moulding many women into ‘good mother/woman/
carer’ roles. Furthermore, black feminists have charged Gilligan with basing her
theory on work that largely ignores ‘race, class and sexuality’ (p. 81).

McLaughlin discusses more recent theories on the ethics of care in the welfare
system. One such theory incorporates a politicized ethics of care model that
addresses matters of citizenship, interconnection and state responsibility. This
envisions individuals as ‘interdependent’ with a need for both giving and
receiving care. This theory incorporates demands to make care a larger matter,
relevant to the public sphere rather than the private sphere, thus making a case
for the support women need as interdependent caregivers.

The section titled ‘Moving on from Foucault’ addresses Foucault’s work relating
to power, knowledge, subjectivity and aesthetics. His work on power and
discourse discussed how the modern state has become ‘more local and encom-
passing’, and how it has turned ‘man’ ‘into an object of knowledge and that
knowledge into a mode of control and regulation’ (p. 117). This stemmed from the
1800s, where modes of surveillance arose to monitor individuals’ actions in their
daily lives. ‘New institutions of medicine, law and psychiatry began to classify
and monitor the body in order that its functions and failures could be calculated
and regulated. At the same time, prisons, hospitals and asylums were built to
house those bodies categorized as bad, mad or sick’ (p. 117). Architecture even
catered to this new idea of surveillance through its open construction of hospitals
and prisons, making people aware that they were being watched at all times. This
spurred a sense of self-awareness and self-monitoring, which reinforced the
ability of those in power to sustain control.

Feminist critiques of Foucault charge that his depiction of power over citizens
omits any reference to resistance or to the inequalities marginalized groups face,
which impedes them from acting powerfully. Furthermore, Foucault fails to
‘specify the role of male sexuality in the overall exploitation and social position of
women’ (p. 122).

Bartky and Bordo are feminist theorists who have tried to give Foucault’s work
on discipline and surveillance a gendered perspective through analysing the body.
They argue that the ‘feminine body is a product of disciplinary power’ (p. 125).
The media produces images deemed as the ideal female figure, which, like the
shape of the Barbie doll, is unattainable. When women struggle to attain it, it is
regarded as a sign of ‘their frivolous nature’ (p. 125). Therefore, women are criti-
cized for focusing too much on their looks, when, in western societies, women’s
looks are deemed monumentally important. Women however continue exces-
sively to diet, overexercise and develop eating disorders in order to meet this
unrealistic expectation. They are thus players in their own subjectification. As
Foucault suggests, patriarchy at the societal level produces a mode of self-
discipline at the individual level.

This is one example of Foucault’s various contributions to feminist thought. As
McLaughlin concludes, for feminists, Foucault’s work has been a useful bridge
into gender theory and understanding of power structures. Yet his work can only
be a bridge as in itself it lacks the gender-based lens that defines true feminist
theory.

Foucault directs feminism towards what it already does, and that is to dispute
the frameworks within which freedom and rights are discussed. His ideas can be
used to identify the intricacies of contemporary patriarchal power relations but
incorporating these ideas into feminism does have to respond to two difficulties.
The first is the slight treatment Foucault himself gave gender and feminism; the

Book Reviews 113



second is his treatment of power, which leaves his work at times overly deter-
ministic, and at others overly optimistic (p. 135)

In conclusion, Janice McLaughlin’s review of feminist social and political theory
provides a solid base from which students can gain a broad understanding of
feminist scholarship. The book is well structured and presented, offering readers
a clear and concise background to a wide range of arguments. I highly recommend
it for students seeking insight into current feminist theory.

Rebecca Gooch
London School of Economics and Political Science

THEORIZING IRANIAN WOMEN: FEMINISM, ISLAM AND CRITICAL
SCHOLARSHIP

Hammed Shahidian
Women in Iran: Gender Politics in the Islamic Republic
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002, ix + 304 pp., ISBN 0–313–31476–4

Hammed Shahidian
Women in Iran: Emerging Voices in the Women’s Movement
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002, vii + 213 pp., ISBN 0–313–32345–3

These two publications discuss gender relations and women’s movements in Iran.
Gender Politics in the Islamic Republic provides the historical background with a
discussion of gender relations in Iran from the 1960s onwards. Emerging Voices in
the Women’s Movement further details women’s strategies for resistance in response
to the gender policies of the Islamic Republic following the Revolution of
1979. The books are subsequently referred to here as (2002a) and (2002b), respec-
tively.

Shahidian begins his discussion of gender relations in Iran with the Shah’s
‘White Revolution’ (1962 onwards), which included the enfranchisement of women
(1963), as well as educational, labour and legal reforms. Women’s increased access
to education and paid work and their ‘token’ presence in politics did not include a
radical shift in gender roles however, and women remained responsible for
household chores, often working a ‘double-shift’ (2002a: 50). The Family Protection
Law of 1967, modified in 1975, restricted polygyny and reformed divorce and
custody laws. It also increased the role of civil courts, thereby contributing to the
marginalization of the clergy from the legislative system.

Shahidian argues that these measures ‘brought family relations more under the
control of the state’ and that women were thereby subjected to ‘new forms of patri-
archal control’ (2002a: 36; emphasis in original). He draws here on Walby’s theory
of private vs public patriarchy.

In private patriarchy, women are primarily confined to domestic production
and controlled by specific men. Women’s seclusion in the private sphere is
replaced by their segregation in certain fields and levels of social activity in a
public patriarchy. Male control over women is exerted not only through indi-
vidual men, but, more importantly, through such public channels as the state or
the media (2002a: 30).

Furthermore, only women’s organizations sanctioned by the government were
allowed, preventing the formation of ‘genuine, grassroots women’s organizations’
(2002a: 44). Shahidian argues that the Pahlavi era’s women-friendly reforms never
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