	290
	Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 24:1 (2004)
	


	
	Book Reviews
	289



Book Reviews

Holger Weiss ed. Social Welfare in Muslim Societies in Africa. Stockholm: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2002. Pp. 189.

Social Welfare in Muslim Societies in Africa is a timely study in light of recent global developments. The book explores the prospects for a social welfare state founded entirely on the fixed vision of Islam as “a religion, an ideology, and a system of life” (12). The recent resurgence of the concept of an Islamic state under pious leaders emerged from the pervading disillusionment of the masses with the various postcolonial states in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa. Radical Muslim intellectuals, resentful of the Western capitalist and socialist models, have argued that the only way forward for today’s Muslim societies is a return to the strict dogmas of the Caliphate Islam. This view is quite reminiscent of the position held by some postcolonial African intellectuals—notable among them the late President Julius Nyerere of Tanzania—who    contended that the route to Africa’s development resided in a return to the “indigenous” practice of African socialism (Ujamaa). Thus, by focusing on the African continent troubled by a multitude of socioeconomic and political ills, this educative volume takes the reader through an interesting world of logic, theorem, idealism, vis-à-vis the actual challenges of implementing social welfare in African Islamic societies.

The quest for an Islamic welfare state is predicated on two key concepts, “Islamic economics” and “zakat” (or almsgiving). Without necessarily calling for a rejection of modernity, Islamic economics, as envisaged by its proponents, is a midway model between pure liberal capitalism and state-run socialism (15). For the Muslim intellectuals, one of the distinctions between the Western model and the ideal Islamic version is found in Zakat, “a voluntary wealth tax which Muslims pay in recognition of their social responsibilities” (16).

This book is fascinating for its accommodation and integration of a diversity of views into a comprehensible volume. The various case studies in eight chapters provide the reader with insights into a variety of agents and concepts in their appraisal of the scattered patches of social welfare programs in Muslim societies of Africa in particular, and the world in general. The authors contextualized value judgments with empiricism. A review of this nature cannot do justice to all the essays here; only a cursory account is possible. 

In chapter one, Holger Weiss presents a broad theoretical introduction to zakat by assessing its viability as a model of modern economic organization. This is followed by Endre Stiansen’s assessment of Islamic banking in Sudan, which raises the crucial question about the security of non-Muslims in an economic system solely run by Islamic doctrines. In Sudan, as the study reveals, “Muslims and non-Muslims alike have to follow the same laws” demanding conformity “with Islamic norms and regulations” (62). In chapter three, Franz Kogelmann’s treatment of Morocco offers a perspective on the twist and turns that have marked the practice of social welfarism in the ancient African kingdom since the precolonial times. The succeeding makhzans (the Moroccan governments) have been, at various times, challenged by the Qadi (Muslim judges), the imperial French administrators, and the modernizing elite over the control of the pious endowments (71-76). 

In chapter four, Knut Vikor examines Sufism and social welfare in the Bedouin society of the Sahara. He disputes the unhidden skepticism about the practicability of social welfare outside its Western model. In the Bedouin society, as Vikor explains, Sufism provided “spiritual or symbolic capital” and, if you like, the political and civic capitals for power struggles and the general integration of its members “with the surrounding social structure of the desert” (95-96). Similarly, Rudiger Seesemann’s analysis on the role of the Sufi orders in contemporary Sudan corroborates the view that Sufis “are concerned with the spiritual as well as with material needs of the followers” (114). According to Seesemann, only “a better understanding of the zawiya [preparation grounds for jihad] and the khalwa [union of spirit] as arenas in which social interaction takes place would allow us to assess the impact Sufis have on social welfare” in Sudan (115). In chapter six, Roman Loimeier highlights the staunch opposition confronting Quaranic schools in Senegal. Among the adversaries of the marabouts (the established religious scholars) in the West African state are the secular state, global development agencies such as UNICEF, and Islamic reformers (123-25). The succeeding chapter by Sulemana Mumuni surveys the Islamic non-governmental organizations in Accra, Ghana. Principal among them is the Ghana Islamic Development Association (GIDA) whose central role is to support the socio-religious status of Muslims in the country (160). Weiss concludes the volume with the concept of Islamic economy as articulated in Sokoto, Nigeria, in the light of social justice and accountability.  

By and large, the contributors are divided on the viability of an Islamic welfare state. This division apparently emerged from their perceptions of the “Islamic,” the “modern,” and the “other” as alternative frameworks for understanding social welfares. This approach posses some paradigmatic problems. As Frederick Cooper’s seminal essay “Africa’s Pasts and Africa’s Historians,” explicitly affirmed, such narratives of opposed choices often “impose a singular model of progress [and] posit a kaleidoscopic world of disparate and fragmentary communities, whether rigid or fluid.” First, such biporaties ignore “how distance-crossing relationships are structured.” Second, they fail to consider that “the local is not necessarily so ‘local.’” Third, they privilege “the West” and evaluate the history of every other place in terms of “lacks.” Fourth, they tend to surrender the tools “to analyze structures in which power coheres.”
 Similarly, Nancy Rose Hunt et al., in Gendered Colonialisms in African History, have argued that situating history within a bifurcated narrative, as some of the essays in this volume demonstrate, also tends to “flatten the complexity of local conflicts, dilemmas, and meaning-making that were at the core of social action.”

Therefore a perceptive student of comparative cultures may argue that social welfare is a universal culture. It is neither “European,” nor “Islamic,” nor “African,” nor “Asian.” Social welfare can be successfully implemented in any affluent society, especially in the industrialized economies. However, the exceptionality of oil-rich Middle Eastern countries like Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, and the limited successes of the less affluent states like Pakistan and Malaysia, must be duly considered in analyzing African issues. As Weiss has noted, the “picture that the modern adherents of Islamic economics present about the existence of a harmonious and perfectly just society during the times of the Prophet and his four successors” is purely idealistic (11). Such claims of “merrier Islam” wrongly imply that Muslim societies are static, and that a society can simply return to the past, even after nine hundred years. Again, such views tend to ignore the world of individual differences and preferences even among the so-Ummah. Neither Islamic virtues alone nor faith in extreme capitalist practices can satisfy the high costs of modern social welfare systems. Rather, a sustained creation of wealth and visionary leadership holds the key to a successful welfare state.

Overall, this multidisciplinary work is an important contribution to our knowledge of ethnicity and the sociological history of Islam in contemporary Africa. Also, all those interested in the process of modernization and socioeconomic change in the periphery of the global system will find this book a useful companion.

Raphael Chijioke Njoku

Marjane Satrapi. Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood, Trans. Mattias Ripa and Blake Ferris. New York: Pantheon Books, 2003. Pp. 160.

Azar Nafisi. Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books. New York: Random House, 2003. Pp. 384.

Recently there has been a spate of books written by Iranian women living in exile recounting their painful, tortured experiences following the Iranian revolution of 1979. Persepolis and Reading Lolita in Tehran are two such works that have made best-seller lists and been widely acclaimed. Such an accomplishment by two very different Iranian writers is remarkable indeed. What is even more remarkable, however, is that these women have written memoirs at all. For in a culture where a woman’s “modesty” affects not only her own reputation but also that of her extended family, it has long been considered improper for a woman to expose her personal inner life or that of her family to public scrutiny. It is not surprising, therefore, that autobiographical works by Iranian women are rare, that they are a recent phenomenon, and that most such works have been published not in Iran, but in the West.

First published in France, Persepolis has won a number of prestigious awards. It has been translated into Persian, German, Swedish, and English and has sold 150,000 copies. In this charming, humorous memoir, Marjane Satrapi not only narrates, but illustrates in comic-strip form the political turmoil that marked her early years growing up in Iran in the 1970s and 1980s. The child of educated, Westernized Iranians, she depicts, from a child’s eye view and with a biting wit, the confusion and contradictions of life under an authoritarian regime—whether that of the Shah or of the Islamic Republic. Taking pride in the members of her family who were persecuted and imprisoned for their resistance to the Shah’s authoritarian rule and having witnessed her parents’ participation in anti-Shah demonstrations, she rejoices with them at the eventual overthrow of the monarchical regime. But her joy is short-lived, for before long, a new tyranny rears its ugly head—that of the Islamic Republic.  

A spunky, spirited girl, Marjane demonstrates a reckless courage in sassing her teacher, wearing Nike shoes, sporting a Michael Jackson badge, and joining like-minded friends in dancing to punk rock. During the Iran-Iraq war, as Iraqi bombs begin to fall on Tehran, as news from the front gets worse and worse, as more and more young men are sent to certain death in minefields holding keys that will “guarantee” them entrance to heaven, as repression and arrests increase, Satrapi and her family cover their windows with dark curtains and continue to party, to make and drink alcohol, to play chess, to live one life in public and another in private. But when missiles destroy their next-door neighbor’s house, killing Marjane’s childhood friend and her family, Marjane’s parents decide to send her abroad.

Thus, at the age of fourteen she is torn away from her loving parents, her extended family, and all her closest friends. Her parents send her to live in Vienna where she attends a French school. Four years later she returns to Iran, but eventually departs again, to study illustration in Strasbourg, then to take up residence in Paris. There she has written a sequel to this book as well as writing and illustrating children’s books.

Satrapi is proud of her Iranian cultural heritage and decries the fact that in much of the West all Iranians are branded as “fanatics,” “terrorists,” or worse. She hopes her memoir, in its depiction of middle-class Iranians’ struggles against tyranny, will help to counter such stereotypes and prejudices. 

Reading Lolita in Tehran also deals with survival under an oppressive regime and recounts women’s methods of resistance to the tyranny of the mullahs’ stifling of individualism and freedom of opinion. Azar Nafisi grew up in Iran but left her homeland in the 1970s, first to go to school in England and Switzerland, then to college in the United States.. She returned to Iran just as the Shah’s regime was collapsing. Like many middle-class Iranians, she had opposed the Shah’s repressive dictatorship with its control of political life, its secret police (SAVAK), its stifling of all opposition, its imprisonment and torture of dissidents, but had never expected an even more repressive regime to take its place.

Returning to Tehran to take up a teaching post even as the monarchy was crumbling, Nafisi saw Islamic fundamentalists slowly but surely taking control of the reins of power. She fumed as progressive forces were suppressed in efforts to purge Iran of “decadent” Western culture. She participated in demonstrations that turned violent and bloody, and watched in disbelief as Revolutionary Guards and police took over the grounds of the University of Tehran, leading to the eventual closing of the university. Faculty and staff were required to continue to be at the university and to offer projects to the Committee on the Cultural Revolution. But when veiling became compulsory and the university insisted that Nafisi wear the veil, she refused to do so and resigned her post. Random arrests and executions followed, then the senseless war with Iraq. Nafisi no longer recognized the country she loved and to which she had longed to return.

Unemployed, Nafisi immersed herself in reading and in writing articles and translating poems from English to Persian. She had two children, a daughter and a son. As the initial fervor of the revolution cooled, the government realized it needed the services of its educated elite to teach a growing student body. Several universities including the University of Tehran, invited Nafisi to teach, but she declined to return to her full-time teaching position and only taught a course or two at other universities where classroom discussions of works by Jane Austen and Henry James turned into diatribes against Western “corruption” and sanctimonious extolling of  “Islamic” virtue. 

In the fall of 1995 Nafisi resigned from her last academic post and started a private reading group in her own home, where she met once a week with a select group of seven female students to discuss the works of Austen, Nabokov, Henry James, Mark Twain, and others. She undertook this task in the full belief in the “magical power of literature” to transform lives and ease the anguish of living under repressive circumstances where every sphere of life was controlled by autocratic rule. In her book Nafisi intertwines the personal lives of the students with those of the fictional characters they were studying. She draws a parallel, for example, between the clerical regime’s chokehold on the lives of her students and Nabokov’s Lolita in which, she says, the tragedy at the heart of the story “is not the rape of a twelve-year-old by a dirty old man but the confiscation of one individual’s life by another”(33).

This is a well-written and engrossing book. However, in her passionate devotion to the authors whose works she teaches, Nafisi devotes an inordinate number of pages to literary analysis of the Western works she and her students studied. This fact has already been criticized by others. I will simply add here that a reader unfamiliar with Persian literature will reach the last page of this book without any inkling that there exist many contemporary works written by Iranian women the reading of which could have been an equally subversive act as reading Nabokov. The likes of Forough Farrokhzad, Simin Behbahani, Shahrnoush Parsipour, and Simin Daneshvar are never mentioned, even in passing. Nafisi thus seems to make the reading of Western literature the necessary requisite for redemption and liberation of the mind. 

There is a further irony here. Even as Nafisi taught Jane Austen and other nineteenth-century British and American works of fiction as an “affirmation of life” and a way “to avenge ourselves on those who controlled our lives,” Edward Said, in his Culture and Imperialism, contends that the nineteenth-century English novel unwittingly but systematically helped to gain consent for British imperialist policies, of which Iran had had more than its share—a fact that was, in part, responsible for the virulent anti-Western policies of the Iranian revolutionaries. 

While in Iran Nafisi had a mentor, a former university professor, who became her intellectual friend and advisor. She refers to him as her “magician.” At one point he admonished her to “stop blaming the Islamic Republic for all our problems” (277). I would like here to reiterate that admonition. Nafisi seems to forget that many of the problems her students encountered were products of a deeply traditional, patriarchal society coming abruptly face-to-face with modernity and all that it implies. She tends to overstate the pre-revolutionary status of women as one when women lived “under laws that were among the most progressive in the world regarding women” (27). In fact, family law under the rule of the Shah remained governed by Shari’a (Islamic law), with only slight modifications brought about by the Family Protection Act. Laws governing divorce, alimony, child custody, payment of “blood money,” testimony in a court of law, and other issues were all governed by Shari’a then as they are now, although under the Islamic Republic they have been admittedly carried out in more draconian ways.

Nafisi similarly overlooks the fact that in pre-revolutionary days the women who enjoyed the benefits of pursuing educations and professions were a relatively small number of women, mostly from the elite, upper and middle-classes. One would never guess from reading this book that Iranian women’s educational opportunities have expanded, that they today enjoy an exceptionally high rate of literacy, are the beneficiaries of one of the most successful family planning programs in the world, and constitute sixty-three per cent of university entrants and roughly fifteen per cent of university faculty members. Nor would one guess that Iran has a female vice-president, a female advisor to the president and thirteen female members of parliament, and that women are at the forefront of a nascent, widespread democratic movement in Iran. So little is known in the West about these advances of Iranian women that it is small wonder that Shirin Ebadi’s winning of the Nobel Peace Prize was met by a worldwide “Shirin who?”

Given the stereotyping of Iranian women in the West, especially in the United States, it would have been far more instructive for Western readers if Nafisi had placed her personal story within the much wider and more profound context of the long history of the Iranian people’s struggle for democracy and human rights, a struggle that has reached an unprecedented pitch in face of increasingly repressive governance by the powerful conservative players in Iranian social and political life. As true as Nafisi’s personal story might be, her personal setbacks in no way negate the irreversible progress that the democratic reform movement, led so significantly by women, has made in modern Iranian history.

Nesta Ramazani

Eva E. Rosander. Transforming Female Identities: Women’s Organizational Forms in West Africa.  Uppsala:  Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 1997. Pp.  229.

Transforming Female Identities: Women’s Organizational Forms in West Africa is an analysis of women’s organizational forms outside the domestic space in West Africa. At the heart of this study is the premise that African women, especially West African women, are subjugated to male power and authority which stifle and dominate women’s political, economic, religious, and social spheres. These women are thus relegated to the realms of marriage, motherhood, and domesticity. Consequently, the authors are of the opinion that African women can only rise out of the ashes of male domination if women’s associations really serve the needs of all women. Through these organizations, the authors argue, marginalized and neglected women can achieve empowerment, unity of purpose, and ultimately attain political power in their communities. The collection raises important issues about the contribution of women’s associations to the development of female identity and enlarged space for women in a predominantly patriarchal society. 

The book is divided into four sections. The first section deals with the contributions of formal associations such as factory workers’ unions in urban Nigeria and women’s organizations in rural Ghana. Prudence Woodford-Berger examines collective identities and political ideology in Ghana. She contends that despite the importance and status of women in the matrilineal Akan society in various capacities, such as queen mothers, and traders, Akan women, and indeed Ghanaian women at large, are still under the yoke of male oppression and relegated to the doldrums of political institutions. Woodford-Berger chastises the 31 December Women’s Movement as an organization that sought to amass support for the ruling government rather than cater to the specific problems of women. She also negates the monumental role that the 31 December Movement played in ensuring legislative changes affecting women’s rights in marriage and inheritance. Woodford-Berger also poses a major question: whether sex-related or gender-ascribed similarities or difference are or could be converted into a more or less conscious and motivating unity of purpose for women to bring about strategic change in the feminist sense (48). 

In the subsequent articles, Hussaina Abdullah and Gunilla Andrae reply to Woodford-Berger. Although Abdullah compares unionized and non-unionized factory workers in Kano and Andrae focuses on a female factory worker who is an active feminist in Lagos, both authors point out that women exhibit multiple identities according to their current priorities and the specific problem that confronts them. Consequently, the issue of gender mobilization as a common platform for women to fight for social equality is unrealistic. The role of other variables such as class, martial status, age, and religion must be taken into account.

The second section deals with the material and immaterial resources that women’s informal associations can provide their members. Anastasie Mekounde gives an account of the establishment of a women’s group (Nsaw Mboum) in Cameroon. Mekounde argues that Nsaw Mboum has benefited Ngaoundere women by enlarging their physical space beyond the confines of their homes and teaching them some income-generating activities. The importance of reaching outside the home is also stressed in Ndeye Coumba’s comparative study of women in the Diourbel region of Senegal and female fishmongers in Dakar. She observes that women fish sellers who spend more time working outside the home are independent and able to earn more money than rural women who remain inconspicuous inside their homes. Nevertheless, these enterprising fishmongers face a huge obstacle to total empowerment namely, illiteracy. Thus, Ndeye’s case studies highlight the impossibilities of generalizing about female conditions and gender relations. Ndeye’s work is buttressed by Jasmine Jessen’s case study in Mali, where the intervention of urban healthcare authorities has resulted in changes in female ideas about themselves as midwives and mothers-to-be.

The third section concentrates on women’s religious associations in Nigeria and Senegal. Sister Esther Shebi and Ulrika Erlandsson focus on the Fatima Sisters, who live a life of celibacy, devoting their time and energy to the spiritual and social needs of their community. The Fatima Sisters face a major obstacle: their celibacy. In a society where women are viewed as mothers and child bearers, the renouncement of motherhood by this association is interpreted as their subtle means of declaring that they do not need men. Yet, Sister Shebi also states that the nuns have chosen Jesus (a man) as their master. Why? Does this choice make women in this community feel any better? The other side of the religious spectrum is examined in the works of Penda Mbow and Eva Rosander. Both authors deliberate on women’s participation in Sufi associations. Although these organizations provide a platform for women’s social and spiritual activities, they also perpetuate the subjugation of women by excluding them from rituals, such as singing of religious songs and the pronunciation of the vow of obedience to the marabout. Nonetheless, Mbow still advocates female participation in religious associations. She believes that these organizations could serve as a possible forum for the development of other political and religious activities which could ultimately lead to the transformation of female identities from the domestic space to a wider arena.

The perspectives of Akosua Adomako Ampofo, Lisbet Holtedahl, and Mamoudou Djingui conclude this book. Ampofo investigates how young girls in Ghana find complementary ways to provide for themselves and solve their economic problems. These young women become mistresses of men who pay for their services in cash, food, or clothes. Through this study, the author draws attention to the irresponsibility, idleness, and dominance of Ghanaian men.  Holtedahl expands on the issue of male domination in Cameroon. The young women described in Holtedahl’s article do not commercialize sexuality, rather they try to find new fields of income-generating activities and new female spaces which will enable them reach outside their local female community. This miracle is to be made possible through western education. Mamoudou Djingui’s contribution ends this book. He concentrates on how the organization of new economic, social, and religious spaces among the Islamic Fulbe people of north Cameroon have resulted in the restriction of women’s mobility, as their daily life is confined to the home. Consequently, they have to abstain from their earlier economic activities. Each of these authors grapples with the strategies that some women choose as individuals, outside the collective framework of women’s associations. Ultimately, these authors realize that women’s informal and formal associations are not spaces for change but reflect the power structure of the society. In a bid to rectify this situation, it is advocated that women find courage and strength in the self-willing of a changing identity as depicted in Holtedahl’s account of Muslim and Christian girls in Cameroon.

This collection raises important issues including the centrality of women’s organizations to the creation of female identity and women’s solidarity. At the same time, there are contradictions. The reader is left wondering whether women’s associations are there to sharpen the antagonistic attitude of women toward men or to assist women to realize their potential irrespective of their political, social, religious, or economic circumstances.

Cyrelene Amoah-Boampong

Ellen L. Fleischmann. The Nation and its “New” Women: The Palestinian Women’s Movement 1920-1948. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003. Pp. 335.

Ellen Fleischmann’s book, based on her dissertation, is an excellent and timely addition to the growing field of Palestinian social history. Fleischmann’s study of the women’s movement in Palestine aims to fill a gap in the existing literature on the mandate period in Palestine, from which women are almost completely absent. The surprised response wherever Fleischmann presented her work—that there was a Palestinian women’s movement and that women were active in the national struggle—indicates just how necessary and relevant this book is (220, note 3). 

Focusing on 1920-1948, Fleischmann aims to “bring the women back in,” while analyzing their role in the social, economic, national, and cultural transformation that Palestinian society as a whole underwent during this crucial period. She views gender as constituting an integral part of both nation-building and the anti-colonial struggle, and claims that women, by forming an independent and dynamic movement, engendered major transformations and debates, and contested issues such as the place of women, gender roles, and the “woman question” in Palestinian society (4).

The book is divided into two parts, and consists of seven chapters. The first part examines the background of the Palestinian women’s movement, while analyzing the various social, economic, and cultural factors that influenced its formation, as well as the debate over gender and the “woman question” in the Palestinian Arab press. Most interestingly, in the second chapter Fleischmann analyzes the process of how, because of new education and employment opportunities, a small group of “new,” “modern” women emerged, who would form the core of the women’s movement. While touching upon attitudes towards women and gender in British policy and colonial tradition, she discusses the growing importance of education at this time, and deals with the question of what it means “to be an educated woman”(46). Here, Fleischmann enriches our knowledge not only of the situation of women, but also of education in Palestine, and specifically of women’s education—topics that have also been largely neglected in the past, but that have been receiving growing scholarly attention lately. 

The second part of the book analyzes the development of the Palestinian women’s movement chronologically, starting from the first stages of its formation in charity organizations during the late Ottoman period (chapter four) and moving to the first women’s congress in 1929, as well as to women’s participation in the 1936-39 revolt (chapter five). 

Chapter six provides the reader with a rich and illuminating discussion of the tensions between feminism and nationalism within the movement’s agenda, and a discussion of what a “new,” nationally defined Arab woman really is (140). Fleischmann analyzes the social profile of the movement, composed of a small minority of elite Palestinian women, and the way these women developed their own indigenous feminism. This feminism criticized both the internal patriarchal structures of Palestinian Arab society and external (British) patriarchal structures. While tracking the divisions that accrued within the movement towards the end of the revolt in 1939, and the split within the movement into two separate organizations (Arab Women’s Association and Arab Women Union), Fleischmann examines the relations and the influences between the male-led Palestinian national movement and the women’s movement. Another interesting aspect of this chapter is the analysis of the relations between the women’s movement and the British colonial regime in Palestine. Here, Fleischmann is engaged in discourse analysis of the writings and publications of the movement, and demonstrates the tension between two opposed characteristics: deference and defiance. On the one hand, the women emphasized their role and responsibility as citizens engaged in state-building within the sphere of official politics, but, on the other hand, they used the language of protest and rebellion in their writings. This discussion illuminates the complex and tense relationship between the movement and the British administration in Palestine, and adds yet another dimension to our understanding of the colonizing-colonized relations in Palestine at this period. The last chapter of the book (chapter seven) locates the Palestinian women’s movement within a broader context of the pan-Arab feminist movement of the 1940s, and traces the changes within the organizations and activities of the movement in the late 1930s and 1940s. From the early charity-style activity that formed its original basis, the movement shifted its focus to promote greater participation of Arab women in new spheres of social, political, cultural, and economic life.  

There are several themes that run through the book. The first and main one has to do with the tensions among nationalism, colonialism, and feminism in the Palestinian case. Caught in the struggle against British colonialism, Zionism, and patriarchal, male-dominated Palestinian Arab society, the women’s movement faced many challenges during its twenty years of existence. In order to analyze these tensions, Fleischmann locates the Palestinian women’s movement within the framework of Third-World feminist movements. Palestinian women, she claims, created their own indigenous, nationalist feminism while under the influence of their class and nationalist affiliations and their perception of the articulation of power among themselves, Palestinian men, and British colonial authority (11). Only later in the introduction does Fleischmann discuss the difficulty of using the term “Third-World women.” She recognizes the diversity and multiplicity of voices, identities, and historical experiences of “Third-World women,” and hence uses the term very carefully. However, the question that arises is whether this is indeed a good tool for analyzing this specific case. Fleischmann admits (16) that she uses the term despite the fact that it does not reflect the consciousness of the women under study. Still, she decides on “imposing the category of analysis in order to help readers to see the universal aspects as well as the broader political context of the Palestinian women’s movement” (16). 

Fleischmann indeed draws links between the experience of Palestinian women and that of women in other colonial settings such as Indian women’s struggle against British colonialism, though at times one feels she could draw the parallels even more strongly. Such is the case, for example, in her discussion on the relations between gender struggle and the struggle against the colonizer (chapter 6).  While I very much appreciate her use of post-colonial literature, such as that of the Subaltern Studies school, and her incorporation of it into the (sometimes too narrow) field of Palestinian history, Fleischmann would have done better to provide more connections to women’s movements and experiences in other Middle Eastern contexts. Still, the similarities drawn with other women’s experiences add to the book’s sophistication and rich analysis.

Another theme that runs through the book is that of the complexity of relations with both the male-led Palestinian Arab national movement and the British colonial administration.  Fleischmann describes the audience of the women’s movement as composed of three parts: Palestinian society, the male-led nationalist movement, and the British colonial administration. Women consciously played with and manipulated sexual, religious, and class prejudices for their own political purposes. Fleischmann briefly touches upon the close relationship between some elements of the Palestinian Arab population and the British administration in Palestine, a topic that should be further developed in the research (173).

One of the achievements that ought to be praised in this study is Fleischmann’s use of oral sources.  Fleischmann conducted approximately seventy interviews for this study in order to fill the silences in the written records. Her discussion on the limits, difficulties, and benefits of oral sources (18-21) will prove valuable to any historian who uses this method. She especially emphasizes the importance of hearing women’s narratives in order to give them agency and to enrich political narratives with more personal, often silenced, ones. In addition to oral history, Fleischmann uses the Arabic press and British government documents, as well as autobiographies, memoirs, and publications of the women’s movement itself. As she puts it, there are three distinct voices in this study: Palestinian women’s memories, Palestinian men’s perception as it appeared in the press (though, as demonstrated in chapter three, women are present in the press debate as well), and British (mostly male) colonial voices. What is missing from the discussion are the Jewish voices (Fleischmann does not know Hebrew, and uses Arabic, English, and European sources). It would have been interesting to include in this discussion the relations (if such relations existed) with the Jewish/Zionist women’s movement, as well as to broaden the analysis of Palestinian women’s perceptions of the Zionist movement.

In the last pages of the book, in an attempt to assess the women’s movement, Fleischmann returns again to the question of indigenous feminism. She claims that the Palestinian women’s movement challenged culture, tradition, and religion, while embracing the characteristics of the “new,” modern woman, but without completely rejecting the “old” woman who represented the national culture. The women’s movement’s actions demonstrate its members’ feminist awareness, and show how “gender and nation rub up against each other” (208). These women’s most feminist act, according to Fleischmann, was their ability to develop and sustain their own independent movement, which provided the opportunity for women to enter public life, including feminist and nationalist politics.

Fleischmann’s book complements the recent study of Elizabeth Thompson on Syria and Lebanon during the French mandate, Colonial Citizens: Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege and Gender in French Syria and Lebanon. Thompson, while focusing on the construction of colonial civic order in Syria and Lebanon, uses gender as a lens through which she views politics in the mandate period, and reveals how it served as a primary site of conflict and compromise between the French and the Syrian and Lebanese citizens. Although dealing with the British mandate and not the French one, Fleischmann, in her discussion about feminism and colonialism, touches upon many of the issues that Thompson engages. It is interesting to read these two studies together and think about the role gender plays in a broader Middle Eastern context.

This book is a very important contribution to Palestinian social history in general, to women’s studies specifically, as well as to discussions about education in Palestine and the British colonial administration in the country. Its strength, in general, lies in the links it draws between the Palestinian case and other, mainly colonial, situations, as well as with other Middle Eastern countries. Another strength is Fleischmann’s careful use of oral sources to fill gaps in the existing written sources. It will prove valuable for those who are interested in the mandate period and the history of women in Palestine, but is also an important book for those studying the relations between feminism, colonialism, and nationalism more generally. 

Abigail Jacobson

Mai Palmberg, ed.  Encounter Images in the Meetings between Africa and Europe. Uppsala, Sweden: The Nordic Africa Institute, 2001.  Pp. 278.

Through a variety of critical and disciplinary approaches, the contributors to this book examine precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial occidental representations of African cultures in music, show business, law, art, literary texts, popular literature, missionary letters and reports, historical documents, and development brochures. The articles focus mostly on northern European encounters with Sub-Saharan Africa.

The foreword by Lennart Wohlgemuth informs the reader that the book tries to “encourage alternatives to stereotypes and generalizations, which portrayed Africans as helpless victims, but also to try to understand how and why, and to what extent these images have developed” (5).  In the introduction, Mai Palmberg summarizes the theoretical methods used in analyzing the texts, and posits that the binary and racialized ideas of “we” and “they” be re-examined and continuously discussed as the “constant reproduction of images and stereotypes, and also stereotypes about images” (19) flood the western media.

In “Questioning the Origins of the Negative Image of Africa in Medieval Europe,” Annemette Kirkegaard explores the influence of “African peoples in the cultural history of the medieval world” (20) and “the contribution of musicological research on the images of Africa as it must have appeared in medieval Europe” (20).  She shows that there are definite connections and common threads among the music of the Muslim, Christian, and African worlds.  

Selena Axelrod Winsnes’s “An Eye-Witness, Hearsay, Hands-On Report from the Gold Coast: Ludewig F. Rømer’s Tilforladelig Efterretning om Kysten Guinea” [translated as A Reliable Account about the Guinea Coast], Copenhagen, 1760, treats the experience of a Danish slave-trader for Denmark-Norway.  She shows how three types of reports (eye-witness, hearsay and hands-on) about close contacts with Africans “contributed to the construction of an African image” in the minds of Rømer’s readers; however, Rømer represented some of the Africans “as equals in friendship and business,” (51) which was a step outside the stereotype of that time that presented Africans as “lazy, thieving and inhuman” (51).

Bernth Lindfors, in “Hottentot, Bushman, Kaffir: The Making of Racist Stereotypes in nineteenth-century Britain” examines visual images (including information about stage performances) of the “Hottentot Venus,” the “Bushmen,” the “Earthmen,” and the “Zulu Kaffirs” in the context of the history of racism.  Of these groups, only the Earthmen “escaped a kind of inexorable reductionism” (73) and “were treated so humanely and given a far friendlier reception than any of the other African people in the British Isles in the nineteenth century” (73).  Lindfors stipulates that “their ability to speak directly to their audiences in English” (73) set them apart from the other performers, thus concluding that at the time language might have held the key to a better understanding of the colonized.  

Zine Magubane, in “Labor Laws and Stereotypes: Images of the Khoikhoi in the Cape in the Age of Abolition” (i.e., between 1880-1850), states that the abolition of the slave trade and emancipation worsened the labor shortage in the Cape colony.  Labor legislation (the Caledon Code of 1809) forced the Khoikhoi “into service of the colonists” (78); however, in 1828, Ordinance 50 granted freedom and protection to all British subjects, including the Khoikhoi.  The Dutch and British settlers of the time described and represented the Khoikhoi as “hopelessly idle, drunken, and addicted to thieving” (81); in contrast, the missionaries’ “greatest hope was to transform the Khoikhoi into cheerful and obedient wage laborers” (84). The missionaries considered their move to the Cape as upwardly mobile; but for the settlers, it was the opposite. However, “the discourse surrounding the Khoikoi was not so very different from the discourse that had surrounded white labor for centuries” (87).  The Khoikoi refused to remain into the stereotypical representations by Europeans and “seized on the extant narratives as vehicles for their self-representation” (94). 

Mai Palmberg, in “‘A Gentleman Went to Zanzibar’: Racism and Humanism Revisited,” examines the letters of Guss Mattson, a Swedish-speaking Finn who was a humanist, natural scientist, chemist, and musician of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. He traveled to Africa for health reasons and made copious commentaries on his travels. She concludes that he “was influenced by the ideas of the time that people could be divided into races, and that the races could be judged in terms of superior to inferior.  But there is no proof that he was an advocate of violence or the extermination of the ‘lower races’” (113).  She also expounds on racism as a theory, and states that “it is the society not the individual which needs racism, but it is through individuals that it is verbally expressed” (113).

Yvone Vera, in “A Voyeur’s Paradise… Images of Africa,” reflects on essentialist images of Africa in the works of Karen Blixen, Joseph Conrad, Doris Lessing, and in the film “The Bridges of Madison County,” where Africa is used as a way for Clint Eastwood’s character to seduce Meryl Streeps’ character as he whispers that “Africa is a voyeur’s paradise” (116).  She concludes that “Africa must restore its symbols and identity” (120), away from the colonial voyeur’s paradise.

Björn Lundgren, in “Representing the Past in the Present: Memory-texts and Ndebele Identity” examines the linguistic categorization of the Ndebele, who were “writing against the colonial library” (126).  The conflicting memory-texts (a term coined by V. Y. Mudimbe) of Ndebele and European representations of historical events suggest that Ndbele identity can be constructed or deconstructed, strengthened or weakened. As Pathisa Nyathi claims, Ndebeles struggle “to present themselves to the world” (133).

I. Bolarinwa Udegbe, in “Gender Dimensions in the Images of Africans in Commercial Works of Art” conducted a study of approximately 600 contemporary commercial works of African art from West Africa (mainly wood carvings and paintings from Nigeria, Benin, Ghana and Mali). Using tables, she summarizes the general themes and images and ranks their representations by gender and percentage. “The findings revealed that the three most dominant themes in all the works studied were traditional occupations, domestic activities, and animals” (142).  And “while females were predominantly presented as symbols of fertility, beauty and subservience, men were depicted as symbols of power, strength and industry” (143).  It seems that stereotypical representations of African women are clear in this art.  This analysis documents “trends in the “distribution and relative importance of the themes and images portrayed in contemporary works” (145) and contributes to an area where little research has been done.

Johannes Brusila, in “Jungle Drums Striking the World Beat: Africa as an Image Factor in Popular Music” examines how African and Afro-American musical influences were (and still are) deemed exotic, primitive, spontaneous, and as “something sexual, corporeal and ecstatic” (249).  According to Brusila, these viewpoints have no analytical basis. They posit these influences as “Other” to keep them in the background, and as an antithesis to the “Western intellectual and controlled world” (146) pushed by “European folklorist ideals” (159).  Unfortunately, the invention of the “world music” label has “greatly helped in spreading this image” and “has not changed the situation” (159).  

Karina Hestad Skeie, in “Beyond Black and White: Reinterpreting the ‘Norwegian Missionary Image of the Malagasy’” examines two types of published material: the Norwegian Mission Magazine 1866-1895, and books by missionary author Johannes Einrem.  Although images of darkness and light are present, there is not a one-dimensional representation of the natives that can be found in these texts.  Instead of “merely confirming existing stereotypical images in Europe,” the missionaries’ accounts succeed in “moving beyond black and white” (181).  

Hanna Mellemsether, in “Gendered Images of Africa? The Writings of Male and Female Missionaries” concentrates on the writings of Martha Sanne, one of the “few Norwegian missionaries in Africa at the time [1889-1923], and one of the rare female voices in the public discourse on missionary work” (184).  Although her private writings (letters and journals) “contain specific female markers of marginality, subordination and compassion” (184), and she relates exclusively to white people, “we find representation of or interaction with Africans” (184) in her public texts, where she shows “more solidarity and compassion with the Africans” (189), and the lack of gender markers is clearly evident.  Texts by missionary men seem “ungendered” “when found looking at ideological aspects of the mission discourse” (191).  There is a certain language of equality, and again, as Skeie claims, there is not one image of the Africans that can be singled out.  Representations of Africans as spiritually equal brothers and sisters are at the forefront of missionary narratives, while other types of equality (political, economic, and cultural) seem to be left out.

Raisa Simola, in “Encounter Images in the Meetings between Finland and South-West Africa/Namibia” examines a strip-cartoon booklet about Finnish missionaries at the beginning of the twentieth century, Kotimaata kohden, written by Martti Pentti and published by the Finnish Missionary Society in 1993.  Simola examines the overtly Manichean aspects of the work and compares them to Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, a much more complex work dealing with European missionaries and Africans.

Nicolas Margin-Granel, in Monkey Business in the Congo, analyzes the persistence of what he calls the “monkey syndrome” in contemporary popular literature, such as Au Congo jusqu’au cou, by Patrice Franceschi, Congo by Michael Crichton, and Brazzaville Beach by William Boyd.  These novels present anthropomorphic apes as symbolic representations of racism and contribute to popular discourses about “desperate and de-civilised westerners in the ‘heart of darkness’” (219).  

Hanne Løngreen, in “The Development Gaze: Visual Representation of Development in Information Material from Danida,” examines visual representations of a Zambian village as they are reproduced in pamphlets from the Danish national development agency (Danida).  Drawing on John Urry’s theories from The Tourist Gaze (1990), Løngreen concludes that the people and places are homogenized, without specific names, and represented as living in a collective, pre-modern society – in contrast with the intended reader of the pamphlet, who supposedly lives in a Western, individualistic society.  

Anna Wieslander, in “I Often Tell People I Have Been to Africa… Swedish-African Encounters through the Aid Relationship,” interviewed Africans from Tunisia, Tanzania, Zambia and Ethiopia in 1990 regarding Swedish aid.  In 1981, she interviewed Swedes working with aid agencies in Mozambique, Tanzania, Zambia, and Ethiopia “about their work, motives and attitudes” (233).  She poses the question “Is true exchange possible?” (244), and concludes that these North-South encounters are “a means to change attitudes and prejudice” (246).

The last two texts are interviews by Mai Palmberg with Valentin Y. Mudimbe and Terence Ranger.  In the Mudimbe interview, Palmberg asks questions about the “invention of Africa” and about regression towards more primitive images of Africa in Western representations. Mudimbe states that “new consciousness of belonging to a continent was directly [and indirectly] created” (251); however, the question remains, “to which invention are they [both Africans and Europeans] referring; to the tradition, the culture to which they belong?” (251).  In the interview with Ranger, Palmberg discusses his research on “deconstructing African and European images of Africa and African history” (252), although he did not originally “set out to deconstruct” (252).  While there is no index, a sixteen-page selected bibliography annotated by Petra Smitmanis along with information about the authors is included.   

The fifteen articles, two interviews, and bibliography can be useful to scholars in a wide variety of fields, such as history, political science, art, music, literature, and philosophy.  They could also be helpful and thought-provoking to readers outside academe, who might want to re-think the way they portray Africans in their discourse and images, and question Africa as it is presented to them in various media. Aside from a dozen typos that appear throughout the book, the articles maintain the reader’s interest.  Encounter Images is a strong contribution to multi-disciplinary, multi-faceted approaches to postcolonial analyses of the way Western consciousness represents Africans and Africa, and as the foreword so aptly states, “This book gives a topical input to the debate through the questions it raises and the simplifications it rejects” (5).

Mary McCullough

Mahnaz Kousha. Voices from Iran: The Changing Lives of Iranian Women. Syracuse, N. Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2002. Pp. x, 244. 

Voices from Iran presents remarkable close-up pictures of fifteen Iranian women. Clearly a remarkable woman herself with a fascinating personal history, Mahnaz Kousha was among the masses of Iranian students to travel abroad for undergraduate and graduate study in the 1970s. She left Iran several months before the dramatic marches, demonstrations, and strikes leading to the 1978-1979 Iranian Revolution and the subsequent Islamic Republic of Iran. Not until fourteen years after her departure was she able to return to Iran. Because of such a long stay in the U.S., Kousha had lost touch with many Iranian friends and acquaintances and had also become a different person herself. She brought back to Iran the viewpoint of an outsider in some ways, her training in American/European sociology, and comparative knowledge of American women and gender dynamics based on experience and reading. Kousha’s book benefits from her years, in effect, of participant observation in an Iranian family and society until her graduation from an Iranian university. After that, her close communication with family and relatives in Iran and interaction with other Iranians and Iranian Americans in the U. S. continued to provide knowledge and insight. 

To interview Iranian women, Kousha sought the assistance of her sisters still living in Iran. They found women willing to allow their conversations with the author to be taped during her visits to Iran in 1995 and 1997.  Although of Iranian background, she was a stranger coming from America who had not previously, and would not again, meet with the interviewee. Because of this, Kousha believes, the women felt more at ease with her and were willing to reveal personal attitudes and experiences they might not want to share with people with whom they had ongoing relationships.

Clearly, Kousha has pondered a problem familiar to anthropologists: how does one convey cultural patterns without over-generalizing? How does a scholar discuss a culture or society without losing sight of the individuals who transmit, construct, contest, and reconstruct cultural and social patterns? How do we investigate social and cultural dynamics and trends while still attending to the people who act out the dynamics—making them discernible—and who both promote and resist the trends? Although, as she points out, most studies of Iran have taken a macro approach, Kousha has chosen to begin at the micro level: the level of individual women and their lives and words. One of the trends in social science is to focus on individuals and case studies, formulating an explication of patterns and dynamics from on-the-ground data rather than fitting data to a pre-formed model or theory. This approach has the further benefit of revealing to a greater degree the actual data the scholar is using in analysis, thus allowing examination of the fit between data and conclusions. 

In her introductory discussion, Kousha foregrounds concerns additional to these methodological issues. Aware of the Western tendency to see women of Muslim societies through one “lens” only, “that of passivity and subjugation at the hands of men,” (21) the author wants to introduce the variations in Iranian women’s experiences. While Kousha acknowledges the emergence of patterns from her data, she also points out that the difference and complexity of women’s particular experiences “renders facile generalizations meaningless,” (21). Her work shows the fluidity and change over time of these Iranian women’s attitudes and situations. Her research questions Iranians’ own assumptions about their family relationships (22, 23). Kousha is careful to caution about the limits of her research; she is not speaking about all Iranian women but drawing her data from fifteen main cases of women living in Tehran. One small point, however, confused me: the back cover text describes the fifteen interviewees as having come “from cities and towns throughout Iran.” In the book, however, nothing indicates that the women had immigrated from other settlements to Tehran.

Kousha draws attention to her own situation as both insider and outsider. Like all scholars, even “native” social scientists, the author must realize and negotiate her own position regarding her research. Although now a woman who bridges two countries, she grew up pondering the same questions she raises in her book.  She does not claim “objectivity.” Rather, the women’s stories, she reports, stayed with her for days after the interviews. In studies where the author focuses on a limited number of individuals in order to glean understanding about certain areas or issues, how to organize and structure case studies with commentary and analysis is also a challenge. Kousha decided to provide introductions to each woman in an early chapter, summarizing personal data, life histories, personalities, attitudes, and coping tactics. In subsequent chapters, she pulls the words and perspectives of the fifteen women together to investigate issues of marriage, family relations, work, and gender. 

In the chapters on “Ties That Bind” and “Cherished Bonds,” the author looks at problematic, constraining mother-daughter relations as well as relations that are supportive and nurturing. Typically, Iranian mothers are depicted as self-sacrificing and devoted to their children. In turn, Iranians, both female and male, remain close and devoted to their mothers, it is popularly assumed. But Kousha reveals the darker side of some mother-daughter relationships. The women, eager to discuss these relationships, depicted their “complex and emotionally charged” natures (22). As primary care-takers, mothers pass on their roles, consciously and unconsciously, to daughters, often recreating practices and relationships which may be detrimental in some ways to their daughters’ lives. Sometimes, the very isolation and powerlessness which mothers experience in their marital relationship pushes them to seek out companionship and support from children, often the oldest daughters, Kousha found. When mothers confide in daughters about their misery and complain about husbands, the daughters’ childhood ends abruptly, and they are torn between conflicting loyalties to father and mother. This sharing of mothers’ experiences with marital powerlessness may result in daughters’ negative attitudes towards fathers, marriage, and men in general. 


The interviewees’ mothers were born between the early 1920s and the late 1930s and their marriages were arranged by parents. “The mothers typically married at a young age, moved to a new house that they most often shared with the husband’s relatives, were considerably younger than their husbands, and were expected to abide by cultural perceptions about appropriate gender roles. These factors led to unequal life-long marital relationships” (51). Often these mothers felt overwhelmed. Two interviewees talked about how they had supported their mothers, even helping with strategies to deal with the father. They became like parents to their mothers, they said. When mothers share marital difficulties with children, it may alienate children from their fathers, strengthening the mother’s role as intermediary and communication gate-keeper. Such a relationship gave the mothers, otherwise relatively powerless, some power in dealing with their husbands. Mothers and then their daughters may learn to blame men for all family problems.  

Two interviewees felt stifled by socially and emotionally dependent mothers. Their mothers’ great expectations prevented them from achieving the privacy and personal lives they desired. Several daughters struggled to attain independence in the face of their mothers’ desires for continued enmeshment. Kousha understands her informants’ mothers: “As long as good mothers are defined as being those who see their own lives as entirely secondary to those of their children, women continue to see and experience their lives through their children... After a lifelong investment in one’s own children, it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to expect women to step back, to let the child grow away and establish a separate sense of identity” (75).

Whereas several informants felt controlled by mothers, other women appreciated their mothers’ sustained support and close interaction. Several felt strengthened by their parents’ happy marital relationships or by the respect the father had gained for the mother over years of marriage.

Kousha also explores a variety of father-daughter relationships. The interviewees report that some fathers supported their daughters and loved them even more than sons. Other fathers, devoting themselves to their own work, relegated responsibility for children entirely to the mother, or even left psychological scars on their daughters. Some of the women saw their fathers as controlling their every action, as a negative or even destructive force against which they had to struggle. Several, seeing the example of a mother afraid to assert herself against the father, became introverted and unable to negotiate for rights in their own marriages. 

Some fathers, concerned about the plight of divorced female relatives, encouraged their daughters to pursue an education. Interestingly, although fathers wanted different worlds for their daughters, hoping for their careers, economic independence, and positive marital relationships, they did not extend such aspirations to their own wives. “Most of the daughters saw their fathers as supreme authority figures at home, never seeing their mothers daring to challenge them...they [the men] expected their wives to be accepting and accommodating, ever catering to their needs”(95). Likewise, it seems to emerge from Kousha’s interviews, women were sometimes better able to understand and empathize with their fathers’ gendered vantage points than those of their husbands’. Some daughters later began to realize the social pressures on both of their parents, and to understand how both, mother and father, were victimized by cultural attitudes and social conditions. Zhaleh, for example, “saw the loneliness the fathers may experience in their socially constructed tyrannical towers...[My father] ‘could tell us about his unfulfilled dreams or my mother’s shortcomings. But he never did,’”(70). Although some women could see the impact of patriarchy on their parents’ lives, others, not able to apply this perspective, continued to be traumatized by their parents’ or their own marital relationships. 

Even a positive parental marital relationship and father-daughter relationship did not guarantee women a happy marriage of their own. A woman might be surprised to find that a husband did not live up to her father’s example of a thoughtful and supportive male. Often the women married because of parental pressure or the desire to break away from families of origin to start an independent life. None of the women—or their husbands—had the opportunity to really get to know the future spouse before marriage. In most cases, the bride had not been thinking about or wishing to become married. Some of the women agreed to a proposal for no particular reason, or to satisfy parental choice. One of the women reneged on her resignation to her mother’s choice, a relative, when her mother discovered him to be a drug addict. Because he had given his word, however, her father ruled that the marriage should proceed. Mariam paid dearly for her refusal to marry this man. Family and relatives accused her of shaming her family and neighborhood. Her father pulled her out of high school; she was never able to earn her diploma. The father blamed the mother for everything. He kicked Mariam, her mother, and the other seven children out of the house until an uncle reconciled them. 

Although, for good reasons, the women generally did not think of divorcing husbands, several said they appreciated the periods when their husbands were away. Only two of the women said they would marry the same man if they had it to do over again. The author concludes, “In the end, from the women’s stories about their lives, their marriages, and their families, it is the sense of loss that emerges most powerfully–losses inherent in marriage and missed opportunities—unfulfilled dreams, unattainable love, and frustrations and failures associated with marriage” (141-142).” Perhaps one informant’s words voice the feelings of the others, Kousha suggests. For Minoo, “an ideal marriage was a relationship between equal partners... Discussing the notion of hierarchy and dominance in all human relationships, Minoo called into question the dominant mode of interaction between men and women, between husbands and wives” (142). Some Iranian women, Kousha’s findings indicate, have examined their lives and been dissatisfied. They want something different.   

In her final chapter, “Women’s Words: ‘I Want to Be Me’,” Kousha looks at women’s specific problems and how they handle them. Through their gendered experiences, these women had come to examine the different worth which society, religion, law, and family accorded to a woman versus that accorded to a man. As a result, whether they kept silent, blamed men or women, or rebelled against dominant values, these women became critical. According to Kousha, women’s critical stance has become a “flood” inundating all areas of Iranian society and she  conveys their exciting push to attain greater public and personal satisfaction. As Tara said, “‘[W]omen and their concerns have gained tremendous significance. It is like a flood. The flood is roaring; its pace is horrendous. Nothing can stop this tide...[W]omen have started to demand their rights and they will get them’”(227). Several of the women saw the younger generation as agents of change. Tara further stated, “‘This generation has seen women playing an active role and has accepted that. Women of this generation believe that if they want something they have to struggle for it. The real energy and power is in the hands of this generation... I see success in tomorrow’s children and today’s youth. My eighteen-year-old daughter feels she has nothing less than the species called male’”(228-9).  

My own observations during two recent trips to Iran corroborate Kousha’s picture of women’s emerging power. Iranian women are fighting for improved rights and opportunities on many fronts: parliament, laws, sports, dress code, election politics, Islamic education and organizations, reinterpretation of religious sources, relations with family members and spouses, education, careers, and business, to mention a few. Sometimes seeing males as less clever and industrious, some young women are finding their own enterprising ways of earning money. Now females are postponing marriage and deciding on fewer children. 

When extended family and sex-segregated life styles decline and the nuclear family and marital relationship gain social, economic, and emotional significance, women may come to question their position as enablers in the marriage relationship. However, during social transformation, women do not automatically gain the new rights and opportunities that would be possible under new structures. They have to struggle for them and Kousha has brought us a gripping story of Iranian women’s struggles. Many readers, I suspect, of whatever cultural background, will appreciate Kousha’s informed discussion about gender dynamics. Located as she is, between the U. S. and Iran, Kousha is a pathfinder for investigating some common marriage and family relation patterns cross-culturally as well as understanding cultural, regional, class, time period, life phase, and individual variations. 

Unfortunately, women’s studies texts tend to attract mainly a female audience. For males, Iranian or otherwise, Kousha’s book should be required reading. The volume will provide them with the opportunity to better understand women’s situations in marriage, family, and society. Kousha poignantly conveys the painful isolation of those women whose husbands see them as a means to their own comfort and fulfillment, rather than as individuals with their own needs and aspirations–who would appreciate receiving the same considerations which they give their husbands. 

Heretofore, in-depth qualitative material about Iranian women’s everyday lives in the home, family relationships, marriage, and work has been scarce.  Mahnaz Kousha has made significant strides to address this gap. This publication proclaims her to be an insightful and mature scholar. As an Iranian American, Kousha enjoys a background rich in Iranian cultural and social understanding. The study also gains from her native language ability and understanding of Iranian history and gender dynamics. The author’s highly accessible writing style makes for a good read. Her personal and conversational tone will appeal to students and the reading public. 

Mary Elaine Hegland
Souleymane Bachir Diagne, Amina Mama, Henning Melber, and Francis B. Nyamnjoh, Identity and Beyond: Rethinking Africanity. Upsala, Sweden: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2001. Pp. 33. 

This slim volume brings together the three plenary sessions presented at the Nordic Africa Days 2001; they are briefly introduced by Henning Melber, Research Director of the Nordic Africa Institute. The speakers were Amina Mama (Gender Studies, University of Cape Town), Souleymane Bachir Diagne (Philosophy, Cheikh Anta Diop University, Senegal), and Francis B. Nyamnjoh, (Sociology, University of Botswana). The conference organizers invited participants to “devise new approaches for inter-disciplinary debate on power and ideology, culture and meaning, poverty and prosperity” (5).  Under the general theme “Beyond Identities–Rethinking Power in Africa,” the speakers specified that their interest was in identity politics in order to “highlight questions of power in arguments, which often present themselves as revolving around ‘natural’ modes of identification,” with the goal of “steer[ing] Africanist scholarship away from a debilitating focus on identities … through enhanced sensitivity to complex African life-worlds and to the ever-shifting disguises of power in them” (5). In Bodies that Matter, Judith Butler warns:  

When the articulation of coherent identity becomes its own policy, then the policing of identity takes the place of a politics in which identity works dynamically in the service of a broader cultural struggle toward the rearticulation and empowerment of groups that seeks to overcome the dynamic of repudiation and exclusion by which “coherent subjects” are constituted.
 

That the organizers’ directives to move away from this debilitating kind of focus on identities remain difficult to heed is perhaps already announced in the title of this discussion paper, published as Identity and Beyond: Rethinking Africanity, with the notable omission of the word “power” that figured in the conference title.

Melber’s introduction also signals that “discussion paper” may be a misnomer. He keeps reiterating that the papers represent “a wide range of views and convictions,” “differing views,” and very “different elaborations” of the concepts of both identity and Africanity rather than entering into direct discussion with one another (6).  One might have expected Nyamnjoh to offer a more synthetic response to the two previous papers, not in order to reduce the complexity of the issues raised, but rather to outline possible points of dialogue between disciplines or, on the contrary, to comment on points of resistance inhibiting dialogue between disciplines. Henning also does not attempt to find ways of articulating the papers of Mama and Diagne but instead enters a plea for a humanistic ethics of relation to the other. Despite the caveats expressed here at the outset, the papers do offer the reader much to contemplate when revisiting the concept of identity both in general and in the African context.  

In “Challenging Subjects: Gender and Power in African Contexts,” Mama displays an ambivalent attitude towards the idea of thinking “beyond” identity. She sees African peoples on a quest for an ever-elusive sense of an identity that they have not yet managed to secure while also dealing with colonial efforts to tell Africans who they were (9).  Although she acknowledges the multiplicity of identities that intersect in each of us, Mama quickly moves the debate to other terms: integrity and security. She suggests that what we group under the rubric of “identity politics” is actually “about popular struggles for material redistribution and justice,” and that we therefore do need to take matters of identity very seriously, “not just as some kind of psychological artefact or cultural consumable, but as a matter of profound political, economic and military strategy and counter-strategy” (13).  Mama concludes that “[W]e need to profoundly rethink identity if we are to begin to comprehend the meaning of power” (13). Mama also demonstrates the centrality of gender as a category of analysis while pointing out important occlusions of this category in the influential works of scholars such as Fanon, Bhabha, Appiah, Mamdani, and others.  Her examples range from the centrality of gender dynamics to nationalist and racist projects and the gendered implementation of civil and customary legal systems to the feminization of poverty and the gendered nature of global economic strategies, e.g., the establishment of “national machinery for women” all over Africa in the 1980s on the assumption that these projects would attract donor funds (16).  Pointing out the difficulties that analysts have articulating the production of individual versus communal identities, Mama highlights the value of feminist thought that has long integrated the politicization of personal experience into its theoretical apparatus. 

Souleymane Bachir Diagne’s “Africanity as an Open Question” examines the expression of Africanity via three modes: the poetical (Sartre and Senghor), the theatrical (Ngugi), and the philosophical (Wiredu), in an attempt to question the categories of “ontology and becoming through writing by revisiting the issue of the expression of Africanity through African versus European languages” (19).  Sartre states that in order to “seize one’s subjectivity authentically,” one needs to install the presence of the other inside oneself (19). According to Diagne, it is African writers’ appropriation of French which enables the creation of what he calls “the poetical experience called Negritude,” “Africanity as an invention,” i.e., the writing into being of something that does not have “a reality outside the language in which it is expressed” (21).  In the section “Performing Africanity,” he shows that Ngugi’s shift to writing in Kikuyu transforms “the literary act into sociocultural and, ultimately, political action” (23).  Ngugi’s plays provide villages with a vehicle for developing solidarity and revealing the possibilities open to action, and lead to his arrest.  For Diagne then, using African languages emphasizes “the notion of interaction with an audience in order to perform Africanity” (23).  In a final, untitled section he focuses on Wiredu’s notion of untranslatability. What if the formulation of a philosophical question in German or English is nonsensical for an Akan speaker?  Going back and forth between languages teaches us “about the logic of the two languages and also the very nature and implications of the philosophical problem” (24) being examined.  Although he doesn’t offer a conclusion, presumably his point is that because of their history, Africans are always already in the process of negotiating between languages, re-inventing Africanity and living in the interstices between cultural and linguistic phenomena.  

As I have mentioned, Nyamnjoh’s concluding reflections, “Rethinking Power in Africa,” constitute, rather than a direct engagement and development of the ideas put forth in the previous papers, a series of remarks on related topics. He discusses identity as process, métissage, strategic alliances, interconnectedness, and conviviality, and offers Tiger Woods as the epitome of “the ideal marriage of identities” (31).  Nyamnjoh considers the new American census form, which now allows one to pick multiple categories as opposed to one, to be a positive development, which it undoubtedly is on one front. But he does not pursue the question:  how do we address politically the fact that the distribution of resources is based on demographic information and that the figures may now be negatively affected for certain groups, which will in turn weaken their ability to lobby for minority rights and privileges?  

Juxtaposing different disciplinary perspectives on the question of identity makes for thought-provoking reading. If it is difficult to articulate points of encounter between approaches, it is no doubt attributable to the multiplicity of variables that come to bear on each instance analyzed as much as it is to the way in which the plenary sessions and the subsequent publication were structured. In support of this volume, we can again quote Butler, who emphasizes that “it is less often individual authors or works that succeed in this kind of complex work, but rather volumes which promote the consideration of different perspectives in a dynamic relationship to one other.”
  Nordiska Afrikainstitutet’s Discussion Paper 12 deserves attention.  It highlights the challenges still posed by a concept that often gets bandied about as if its meaning is self-evident and it defies the reader to enter into the fray of identity politics.

Karen Bouwer
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