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THIS ESSAY attempts to draw together and advance the theoretical
contribution that feminist rethinking of gender has made to ourun-
derstanding of both gender and kinship.* Our answer to the ques-
tion of what a feminist perspective has to offer the study of gender
and kinship is that, above all, it can generate new puzzles and,
thereby, make possible new answers. o |
A productive first step in rethinking any subject is to make wl}at
once seemed apparent cry out for explanation. Arllthropologmts in-
spired by the women’s movement in the late 1960 s took such a step
when they questioned whether male dominance was a cross-
cultural universal and, if so, why (Rosaldo and Lamphere 1974;
Reiter 1975; Friedl 1975). By asking what explained sexual inequal—
ity, they rejected it as an unchangeable, natural fgct .and redefined
it as a social fact.t A second step entailed questioning the homo-
geneity of the categories “male” and “female” the_mselves aqd in-
vestigating their diverse social meanings among different societies
(Rosaldo and Atkinson 1975; Ortner and Whltehea.d 1981; Str.ath-
ern 1981a). Once we recognized that these categories are defined
in different ways in specific societies, we no longer took them as
a priori, universal categories upon which particular relations of

*Thi er was written after the 1982 conference on Feminism and Kinship The-
ory giﬁ?ﬁopology. We wish to thank Jane Atkinson, Donald I_)onharrcll, }Slher’r};
Ortner, Roger Rouse, David Schneider, ]ud1t.h‘ Shaplro, _Anna TS{ng, an .ban'qe
Whitehead for their helpful comments and criticisms. This paper is a contri utlor;
to the ongoing debate within feminist anthropology. The views we exprelss illre n?
necessarily shared by the colleagues whose comments and criticisms helped us to

T arguments. ) )
Sh%rrgletﬁc(‘);lgh v%e recognize that some anthropologists quesfciongd the uruv/ersahty
of Western concepts of gender before the late 1960’s, we begin with the 1960’s wom-
en’s movement because it inspired the arguments we discuss in this paper.
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gender hierarchy are constructed. Instead, the social and cultural
processes by which these categories are constituted came to be seen
as one and the same as those creating inequality between men and
womern.

In this essay, we suggest that the next puzzle we must generate
and then solve is the difference between men and women. Rather
than taking for granted that “male” and “female” are two natural
categories of human beings whose relations are everywhere struc-
tured by their difference, we ask whether this is indeed the case in
each society we study and, if so, what specific social and cultural
processes cause men and women to appear different from each
other. Although we do not deny that biological differences exist be-
tween men and women (just as they do among men and among
women), our analytic strategy is to question whether these differ-
ences are the universal basis for the cultural categories “male” and
“female.” In other words, we argue against the notion that cross-
cultural variations in gender categories and inequalities are merely
diverse elaborations and extensions of the same natural fact.

We begin our essay with a critical review of a number of analytical
dichotomies that have guided much of the literature on gender in
anthropology and related disciplines for the past decade, and we
conclude that they assume that gender is everywhere rooted in the
same difference. Our point is that, in doing so, these dichotomies
take for granted what they should explain. In the second section of
this essay, we discuss commonalities between the assumptions un-
derlying these dichotomies and the assumptions that have domi-
nated kinship studies in anthropology since their beginnings in the
nineteenth century. We argue that gender and kinship have been
defined as fields of study by our folk conception of the same thing,
namely, the biological facts of sexual reproduction. Consequently,
what have been conceptualized as two discrete fields of study con-
stitute a single field that has not succeeded in freeing itself from no-
tions about natural differences between people. In the final section
of the essay, we propose a multifaceted strategy for transcending
the analytical categories and dichotomies that have dominated past
studies of kinship and gender. Because the analytical program we
suggest requires study of culturally constructed social inequalities,
we begin with a critique of the concept of “egalitarian society.” We
then suggest an analytical program that entails explicating the dy-
namic cultural systems of meanings through which different kinds
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of historically specific systems of inequality are realized and trans-
formed.

Questioning Analytical Dichotomies in the Study of Gender

In questioning analytical dichotomies, we firsfc examine those of
“nature/culture” (Ortner 1974), “domestic/public” (Rosaldo 1974),
and “reproduction/production” (see Harris and Young 1981). Each
of these has been said to structure relations betwgen men and
women in all societies and, therefore, to offer a gnlversal expl'a—
nation of sexual inequality. Whereas the dichotomies of domestlc/
public and nature/culture are more in line wijch structuralist per-
spectives, the distinction between rep.roduchon a-nd production
has emerged from a functionalist-Marxist perspective. , :

Second, we examine implicit dichotomies between women's apd
men’s consciousnesses. Scholars (for example, Rohrhch—Leamtt,
Sykes, and Weatherford 1975; Weiner 1976) seeking to cprrect the
androcentric bias in ethnographic accounts by.ad..voc'atmg atten-
tion to “women’s point of view” have posited a d'1stmc‘gon betwe?en
men’s and women’s perspectives of social relatlonshlp:@. Argumg
that most anthropological monographs reflected men s views of
how their system worked, they suggested we correct thls blas ‘t?y
including women’s accounts of social and cultural institutions in

our ethnographies. In contrast, Sherry Ortner and Harriet Wh1.te~
head (1981) have more recently proposed a focus on male prestige
systems, not as a way of correcting male bias, but as a way of un-
derstanding the cultural construction of gender. These latter au-
. thors, however, share with the former the notion that men»and
women—as unitary and opposed categories—have different views

of how their mutual system works.

Domestic/ Public and Nature/Culture

Ortner and Whitehead propose that the na_ture./culture and do-
mestic/public oppositions, along with the distinction between self-
interest and the social good identified by Mafﬂyn Strathern
(1981b), derive from the same sociological inmght: “that the sphere
of social activity predominantly associated W1th males encompas-
ses the sphere predominantly associated with females and is, for
that reason, culturally accorded higher value” (1981: 7- 8). The em-
phasis placed on any one of these specific contrasts, they suggest,
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depends upon the theoretical interests of the analyst and the em-
pirically observed “idiom” of a particular culture; however, “all
could be present without inconsistency; all are in a sense transfor-
mations of one another” (1981: 8).

Since these dichotomies were first presented a little over ten
years ago as explanations of universal sexual asymmetry, both the
domestic/public dichotomy proposed by Michelle Rosaldo (1974)
and the nature/culture opposition proposed by Sherry Ortner
(1974) have come under considerable criticism. Ortner’s hypothe-
sis that the symbolic association of alesser valued “nature” with fe-
males and of a more highly valued, transcendent “culture” with
males is the basis for the universal devaluation of females has been
most persuasively and thoroughly criticized in Carol MacCormack
and Marilyn Strathern’s volume Nature, Culture, and Gender (1980).
In their introduction to this collection of essays, MacCormack and
Strathern pose the crucial question, When can we usefully trans-
late a symbolic opposition found in another culture into one found
inours? Together the case studies in their volume argue that our na-
ture/culture opposition does not do justice to the range of symbolic
configurations of gender meanings found in other societies.

Strathern (1980), for one, builds a convincing case that the Hagen

opposition between “mbo” and “remi” is not homologous to the
nature/culture opposition in our culture, but has both different
symbolic meaning and social consequences. The strength of Strath-
ern’s argument rests as much on her explication of our conception
of the nature/culture dichotomy as on Hagen conceptions. This
kind of effort has been too often slighted in discussions about the
universality of cultural features—whether the disputed features
are symbolic oppositions or social institutions such as “marriage”
or “incest.” In other words, in many instances our erroneous as-
sumptions about the concepts of other people are coupled with
erroneous assumptions about the simplicity or homogeneity of
our own cultural concepts. As Maurice and Jean Bloch point out,
we cannot assume that the terms we use in our own cultural dis-
course provide a straightforward, unambiguous analytical focus
(1980: 125).

Bloch and Bloch’s historical analysis of the changing usage of
“nature” as a category for challenging the prevailing cultural order
in eighteenth-century France (1980) reveals a particularly crucial di-
mension that is missed by the claim for a universal nature/culture
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opposition—a synchronic dimension that permits change. Like all
universal structural oppositions, this one necessarily flattens dy-
namic transformations of meanings into static structural sameness.
Consequently, it tends to impede the elucidation of the historical
processes through which systems of meanings change.

This absence of a historical dynamic is closely tied to another
problem inherent in the claim for a universal symbolic opposition.
This is the problem of conceptualizing symbolic systems as if they
exist apart from social action. Only if we construed symbolic sys-
tems as having a structure independent of social action could we
claim that a symbolic opposition of gender categories is universal
without claiming that a system of gender relations is universal.
Such a view is the result of too dichotomized a vision of ideas and
action. Thus, the issue is not whether the Hagen concept of “mbo”
stands in relation to the Hagen concept of “rémi” as our concept of
“culture” stands in relation to our concept of “nature,” but, rather,
whether mbo/rémi constitutes the same system of social relations
in Hagen society as nature/culture does in ours. Put another way,
the question we should ask is, What do these oppositions do for so-
cial relations and, conversely, how do people encounter these op-
positions in their practice of social relations?

Whereas the nature/culture opposition draws on a Lévi-
Straussian symbolic-structuralist perspective, the domestic/public
opposition is more in line with a structural-functionalist perspec-
tive of the sort that has prevailed in the field of kinship studies.
Michelle Rosaldo first construed the domestic/public opposition as
the “basis of a structural framework” necessary to explain the gen-
eral identification of women with domestic life and men with pub-
lic life and the consequent universal, cross-cultural asymmetry in
the evaluation of the sexes. At the core of this identification of
women with domestic life lay their role as mothers: “Women be-
come absorbed primarily in domestic activities because of their role
as mothers. Their economic and political activities are constrained
by the responsibilities of childcare and the focus of their emotions
and attentions is particularistic and directed toward children and
the home” (Rosaldo 1974: 24).

Although she did not initially draw a link between the domestic/
public opposition and the distinction between the domestic do-
main and the politico-jural domain, which had long been em-
ployed in kinship studies (Fortes 1958, 1969), Rosaldo later (1980)
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acknowledged that link and its problematic theoretical implica-
tions (Yanagisako 1979). She came to share Rayna Reiter’s (1975)
view of the domestic/public opposition as an ideological product of
our society and a legacy of our Victorian heritage that “cast the
sexes in dichotomous and contrastive terms” (Rosaldo 1980: 404).
As John Comaroff notes in this volume, such a dichotomous vision
of society is logically entailed in a “universal asymmetry” thesis
that relies upon an orthodox image of the form and content of the
two domains. Conversely, arguments against the universality of
sexual asymmetry and inequality have necessarily engaged in a
critical reexamination of this image. As Rapp (1979) and Comaroff
(this volume) point out, however, these latter efforts have encom-
passed a range of feminist theoretical perspectives.

Attempts to salvage the domestic/public opposition—which
continue to accept the two categories as a valid description of a uni-
versal reality even though varying widely in their specific content
and interpenetration—cannot escape the self-defeating circularity
inherent in its initial formulation (Comaroff this volume). As Yan-
agisako points out in this collection, the claim that women become
absorbed in domestic activities because of their role as mothers is
tautological given the definition of “domestic” as “those minimal
institutions and modes of activity that are organized immedi-
ately around one or more mothers and their children” (Rosaldo
1974:23).

The a priori definition of the domestic domain by the mother-
child relation is inextricably linked with the troubling analytical
problems arising from its claim for universality. These are shared
by the nature/culture opposition. As Karen Sacks (1976, 1979),
Eleanor Leacock (1978), and Alice Schlegel (1977) have argued con-
vincingly, those writers who assert the universality of sexual asym-
metry encourage the search for biological causes, even though such
writers explicitly emphasize social processes. In their contributions
to Woman, Culture, and Society, Rosaldo and Ortner both proposed
social causes for universal sexual asymmetry, as did Nancy Cho-
dorow in her contribution to the 1974 book, but each author fo-
cused on the social construction of a biological “fact”: women’s ca-
pacity to bear and nurse infants. The obvious conclusion is that
biological motherhood “explains” the universal devaluation of
women. As Rosaldo herself later noted, a focus on universals
makes us “victims of a conceptual tradition that discovers ‘essence’






