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ABSTRACT Androcentrism of acadermic anthropalogy has
been serutinised by women ethnographers smee 1930z,
women were mbe visible, their role in subsistence was
emphasized and the special siatus sccorded to them in cul-
re was highlighted through the efforis of the latter. This
endeavour, however, was not only limited in scope but was
rubdled with serious theorefical flaws, While cormecting
rmale-bixs, it dangerously came closer to the popular world-
view which entails that women also possess power in their
“gwn” sphere and gender relations present a balanced way
of life where roles and tasks are neliber aniagonistic nor
concurrent. As a conollary, the question of change and “em-
powerment™ was completely blurred in the process.
Realiszing this limitation of their "sisterhood”, the femi-
nist anthropologists arcund 1980 wmed radical, siretching
beyond the narrow fore-walls of merely correcting
androcentrism. What differentiabes this later genre from the
previous one is 8 complete shifk in "focus”. The radicalism
is reflected in both episternologieal as well as practical issues
of "empowerment™ and “change®.

INTRODUCTION

Like other disciplines, feminism has made
inroads into anthropology. This advent, how-
ever, is not sudeen; male-bias in ethnographic
data were questioned since 1930s, This whole
process of questioning (male-bias) crystallized
in the form of what is called "anthropology of
women" around 1970s'. Overriding concern of

these women-ceniric accounis was corfrecting

androcenirism in ethnographic data via locating
women's importance in culture, While in
mainstrean anthropology (interchangeably
malestream), women were either invisible or
painted as beasts of burden, the women anthro-
pologists tired to restore subjectivity and respect
to women by charting out the "special privileges”
accorded to them in cultures. This enthusiastic
surge was, however, not only narrow in scope
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and lacking in terms of political vision of
empowerment but was also riddled with the po-
tential danger of diluting and vitiating women's
cause via romanticising culture. During 1980s,
howerver, realising the limitations of "anothro-
pology of women® genre the ferninist ethnogra-
phers turned radical exhibiting more theoretical
ripour and a clear political vision reflected in
it's action hased approcah (Moore, 1988: 186-
198; Ortener, 1994: 393). The present paper
dwells upon this journey of feminist anthropol-
ogy from remedial to radical and delineates the
way it claims to be radical. The radical agenda
of feminist anthropology is three pronged: call-
ing into question the works of it's own “sister-
hood", developing a critique of "mainstream™
anthropology and umasking the so called post-
modern furm in ethnography. Feminist anthropao-
logists ask as to why mainstream anthropology
has been so recalcitrant in acknowledging that
gender sensitivity makes a difference to ethno-
graphy™ At the same time, they highlight the
limitations of their own "sisterhood” for falling
into the logical trap which would lead to
romanticisation of culture and trivialiszation of
whole issue of women's empowerment.

FEMINIST ANTHROFOLOGY AS SELF
CRITIQUE

This section of the article reflects upon the
difference between the earlier genre called "an-
thropology of women" and the later genre
termed as “ferninist anthropology” and tries to
demonstrate as to how the latter is a march ahead
vig-a-viz the former,

"Anthropology of women” during 1970s
and before was basically involved in counter
arguments (Oakley, 1991: 3-5). While male eth-
aographers viewed Australian abonginal women

as profane, economically insignificant and
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excluded from rituals, the female researchers de-
scribed women’s central role in subsistence.?
While Malinowski has claimed that in Austral-
ian aboriginal society the “relation of husband
to wife in economic aspect i1s that of master to
slave’, the other male anthropologists labelled
them as beasts of burden, and, therefore, unlike
white women (Malinowski, 1940: 268; Oakley,
1991: 5). Release of women from manual labour
and all external production was supposedly, ideal
from western male perspective and this presump-
tion probably led to conceptualise aborigional
women as ‘beast of burden'.* To the contrary,
women anthropologists tried to seize upon these
examples as a counter to the umversalising of
women's physioloagical weakness.

They went on to document women's impor-
tance in culture and production processes e.g.,
their labour in gathering food, child care, do-
mestic production, their participation in few rites
controlled by men and their won separate cer-
emonies etc. (Oakley, ibid). In a more recent
ethnography on aboriginal women, Diane Bell
notes that men's and women's world are subse-
quently independent of each other in economic
and ritual terms and, hence, they are neither
‘beasts of burden’ nor *slaves of their husband’
(Bell, 1983: 23). The pertinent question which
crops up at this juncture is that despite it’s seem-
ingly significant contribution, what made this
genre problematic and why there was a depar-
ture around 1980 from the direction in which it
was moving? The answer lies in the fact that
while trying to fight androcentrism, the *anthro-
pology of women’ slid into the cultural discourse
which maintain the subjugation of women by
certain idealisation, glorification and mystifi-
cation. It reaffirms the popular discourse that
women also possess and exercise power in their
own spheres.” The logical fall out is denial of
any change in existing structure.

Henrietta Moore while acknowledging the
significant contribution of ‘anthropology of
women' genre brands it as remedial and makes
a distinction between it and feminist anthropol-
ogy which she calls radical.® *To Moore, femi-
nist anthropology is not about adding women
into discipline but about confronting the con-
ceptual and analytical inadequacies of discipli-
nary theory. The implicit assumption in “anthro-
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pology of women® genre 1s that the men and
women have separate, specific but equal power
basis. And, in more accurate terms this separate-
ness and difference do not necessarily have to
imply inferiority and subordination. Kaberry,
in her monograph on Australian aboriginal
women argued that they were not subservient;
their labour in child care, in gathering food and
domestic production are seen indispensable; they
have rights in land, they participate in few rites
controlled by men and have their own ceremo-
nies (Kaberry, 1933: 142-3,277). Kaberry’s ac-
count seems to be the classic example of anthro-
pology of women genre which is held problem-
atic in the succeeding ethnography on Austral-
ian aboriginal women. Judith Oakley in her smdy
has developed a thorough critique of Kaberry's
monograph on Australian aboriginal women
(Oakley, 1991: 3-11). To Oakley, aboriginal
ethnography also contains many references to
male-female relations which are hard to fit in
the picture of separate sphere and ‘comple-
mentarity’. She feels the need to re-examine abo-
riginal women's potential control of society’s
surplus and total demands on their labour vis-a-
vis the menfolk. Some of the points which
Oakley raises in her thought-provoking article
are worthy of mention:

“First, the food from gathering {women’s
job) was invariably consumed within the domes-
tic unit. By contrast, meat was distributed as
prestigious surplus by men beyond the domes-
tic unit and thus created and strengthened the
political power.”

“Secondly, the gender division of labour
wag asymmetrical; women had to do a double
shift. Along with gathering women were respon-
sible for major task of domestic production,
fetching wood and water, tending the hearth,
cooking and child rearing. Without the duties of
domestic labour, men were freed for the time
and flexibility required for extradomestic politi-
cal activities.”

“Thridly, Kaberry’s defensive argument that
men's hunting was more physically strenuous is
vitiated by the fact that gathering demanded sus-
tained effort and, together with domestic pro-
duction was more time consuming. Kaberry
unwittingly draws on the stereotypes and
rocentric view that short bursts of physical
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strength are more valuable than sustained physi-
cal siamina, Where as women's ceremonies docu-
mented by Kaberry are preoccupied with influ-
encing specific male, the major ceremonies for
men concerned a gencralized identity, their mas-
culinity and entry as adults into society at large.
Males are initiated into ribal laws and partici-
pate in inter-tribal gathering. By contrast, women
are excluded from these ceremonies and knowl-
edge imparted. Here there is an asymmetry.”

Cakley finds a veiled irony in Kaberry's
observation that mourning ceremonies held when
awomen dies are one of the few occasions when
a women albeit a dead one, is the object for an
inter-tribal meeting (Qakley, ibid: 6) Ann
Whitehead contends that whatever the nature of
economic sysiem described in terms of nature of
its production and exchange relations, women's
capacity to act as fully acting subjects in relation
to ohjects or aspect of person which may be treated
as dbjects (rights in people) is always more cir-
cumscribed than that of men (Whitehead, 1984,
180). It is her further contention that is any gen-
eral sense it is kinship or family system which
serves 1o construct women as less able to act as
subjects than male subjects do.’

FEMINISM AND THE MAINSTREAM
ANTHROFPOLOGY

Feminist anthropology has many things to
share with mainstream anthropology. A rethink-
ing has occurred in the (core) discipline and the
culture - its key subject has been problemetized
against the backdrop of new understanding of
power and history with the influx of Fouca-
uldian notion of “discourse” and Gramseian no-
tion of “hegemony” (Ortener, 1994: 373; Ahmed
and Shore,1995; 52). Earlier, culture was con-
cepiualised as shared, now it (shared) has been
replaced by the term constitutive; the emphasis
is to gauge the degree to which culture is
grounded in unequal relation and differently re-
lated to people and groups in different social
positions (Ortener, ibid). Feminist anthropology
has always been appreciative of these signifi-
cant advances made in the anthropology but it
has also developed in response to many insuffi-
ciencies and absence in disciplinary theorzing
and practice (Moore, 1983 19; Strathern, 1987:

276). Mainstream anthropology does take into
consideration  the differences in human social
life based on-gender, class, race, culture and
history-but fails to perceive the inter-relations
between them. To the contrary, feminist anthro-
pology concepmualise the differences based on -
gender, class, race, culture and history- in a more
holistic fashion. Moore writes:

“If we establish the apriori dominance or
significance of one particular from of difference
in our theoretical framewaorks, then we automati-
cally run the risk of ignoring others. T do not
think that we can necessarily establish the pri-
macy of one form of difference over others. ...
If we take the example of gender, then logically,
there can be no way of experiencing gender dif-
ference in some moment prior to the experience
of other forms of differences. To be a black
woman means to be woman and a black, but the
experience of these forms of differences s si-
multaneous and not sequential or consequential™
(1988: 196).

So, the richness of feminist anthropology
lies in inter-relating the issues of gender, class,
race, history and providing a more balanced
understanding of reality.

Post-Modern Turn and the Fernints Apprehensions

The more recent ethnograpies which apply
gender - sensitive approach get the theoretical
boost from the present day feminist discourse;
the discourse { feminist) of present day is marked
by its dismantling practices both of self and other
parallel discourses, cultural, academic or other-
wise which intends 1o put a gloss over hierar-
chies and power (Bhasin and Khan; 1987: 2-3).
In an article published in Signs, the feminist jour-
nal, entitled “The Fost-modern Turmn in Anthro-
pology: Cautions from a Feminist Perspective™
the authors Mascia Lees eL al., have reacied
sharply apainst the suthors of Writing Culture®
{Less et al,, 1989:.7-387. They not only develop
a radical eritique of Writing Culture’s claim of
selfireflexivicy but also repudiate the politics
which underlies this post-modemist discourse,
The thrust of their argument lies on the post-
modem focus in “style and from”™, which directs
our attention away from the fact that ethnogra-
phy is more than “writing it up”. There may be
a considerable overlap between post-modemism
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and feminism eg. both are sceptical about the
belief concemning truth, knowledge, power, self
and language, but feminist theory differs from
post-modernism in the sense that it acknowl-
edges it grounding in politics (ibid: B).

Marilyn Strathern ( 1986) compares and con-
trasts the Post-modemist ethnographic style with
that of Feminist anthropology. She observes :

“Much feminist discourse is constructed in
a plural way, arguments are juxtaposed, many
voices solicited —, There are no central texts,
no definitive techniques. Unlike post modern
writings, however, which makes its structuring
oppositions under a myth of jumble, feminist
scholarship has a special set of interest: femi-
nists argue with one another in many voices but
they also know themselves as an interest group”™
{Strathern, 1986: 268).

Political scientist Nancy Hartsock finds cu-
rious the post-modern elaim that verbal con-
structs do not correspond to reality.” She argues
that, it has arisen precisely when women and
non-western people have begun to speak for
themselves and indeed to speak about global
system of power-differentials.'" Similarly,
Sandra Harding claims that “historically relativ-
ism appears as an intellectual possibility and a
probliem only for dominating groups at the point
where hegemony (the universality) of their
views, is being challenged"; (Relativism) is fun-
damentally a sexist response that attempis to
preserve the legitimacy of androcentric claims
in the face of contrary evidence”."" She expresses
the fear that the new ethnography may help to
preserve the dominant colonial and nee-colonial
relations from which anthropology and
particularly the new ethnography is frying to
extricate itself.

The new ethnography draws on post-mod-
em epistemology to accomplish its political ends,
but much feminism derieves its theory from prac-
tice based on material conditions of human life
{Lees ctal,, 1989: 23). Action approach provides
backdrop against which culture has been
problematized by feminist anthropologists with
a complete new sets of questions and agendas."
The element of materiality is the touchstone for
this approach; material conditions, resources,
possible means of producing and their distribu-
tion are basic premises which inform most of
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the feminist enguiry. The more ‘culturally® ori-
ented approach termed as emic view which has
informed the mainstream anthropology (particu-
larly in the context of gender) has become re-
dundant and the etic view which concemns the
material production and reproduction and the
idealogy that further it has been embraced by
femninizis, in order o overcome the separation
between “cultural” and “political” (Clark, 1993;

7). A genre of feminist ethnography has also
come up in India. One can gauge this phenom-
enon in the works of Leela Dube, Rajni Palri-
wala, Bima Agrawal, Tiplut Mongbri, Urshula
Sharma and a host of others."™ But there is need
for complementing ethnographic studies based
on these insights and their translation into
practice/action. Another question which can be
posed in the end is that why only women do a
gender - sensitive ethnography? Male ethnogra-
phers can also make use of these insights poured
in, by feminist ethnographers and produce a bal-
anced understanding of the social realities.

MOTES

I. The most outstanding compilation of this
genre 15 Rayna B Reiter’s, *"Towards an An-
thropology of women®. See Reiter 1975,

2. How gender-sensitivity makes a difference o
ethnography has been described very lucidly
by James R. Gregory. In the beginning para-
graphs Gregory notes that his ficld work in
Southern Belize has primanily focused on male
roles. But once he got the opportunity to teach
a course on “Sex-role and culture”. A self re-
alisation came to him about gender - blindness
in his ethnographic data. This, as Gregory
claims led him to see many nfﬂtm
things as crucial. See Gregory, 1994: 316-327.

3. Rohrilich Leaviti et. al. have analysed the dif-
ferent interpretations given by male and fe-
miale ethnographers about the position of Aus-
tralian aboriginal women. See, Rohrilich
Leavitt et al., 1975: 110-26.

4, Parallel ideclogy has been prevalent in the
context of caste in India. Beteille's essay on
“Race, Caste and Gender™ provides an inter-
esting reading where he draws a parallel be-
tween race and caste in nelation to gender. See,
Beteille, 1991: 1-14.

5. Thishas been brought out in a very articulative
eszay by Michelle Perrot. See, Perrot, 1988,

6. ToMoore, “anthropology of women" was the
precursor to “feminist anthropology™. It was
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very sucoessful in bringing women ‘back into
view" in the discipline. But in doing so it was
more remedial than radical. She reiterates that
just as many feminists found that goals of
women's movement could nol be fulfilled by
“add women and stir method™. So women
studies scholars discovered that academic field
could not be cured from sexism simply by ac-
cretion, See, Moore, 1986 6.

7. Whitehead illusirates this fact by her study of
Kusasi of North East Ghana, who are seden-
tary hoe agriculturist with a formerly
leaderless organisation. Agriculture is largely
unmachanised. The characteristics of these
societies are such that both women and men
have an impaortant productive role but the
rights wo communal property are rarely if ever
the same, often because the way i which the
outcomes of critical options at marriage {resi-
dence, ritual status, group membership) has
to affect men and women differently. Hence,
Whitchead challenged the notion of equiva-
lence between genders in technologically sim-
ple societies by empirical observations. The
meaning of land use nght (property owner-
ship) has 1o be interpreted carefully in a tech-
nologically poor developed agriculiure in
which hurman labor is the most imponant trans-
forming inputl. Right to land is more or less
meaningless without the labor power 1o work
o it. In course of farming cyvele Kusasi farm-
ers makes exiensive use of the work of house-
hold members and they exchange labor par-
ties within the community, Whitehead's study
of sixty houscholds showed that use of ex-
change labor was particularly unequal. In
terms of gender, the net effect is that it is dif-
ficult for a Kusasi woman to command the
labor of social superiors, cither within imme-
diate polygamous family unit or within a set
of neighbouring agnatically related
households. They rely on very junior men,
often boys. Equally significant is the way
Kusasi conceptualise the land ownership.
According to Kusasi conceptualisation, land
ownership is equivalent to the ownership of
crop produced on it But, due to gender
idenlogy in-built inte Kusasi culture, women
grow groundnuts “for children to chop (eat),
men grow groundnuts for cash™ (Whitehead,
1984: | 80-85).

£, “Writing Culture” by Clifford and Marcuse 1s
claimed by its authors as a departure from the
conventional ethnographic style and supposed
to be a major breakthrough in the ethnographic
exercise where the authors talk about a *new™
ethnography which would be based on mult-
ple authorship of anthropological texts, and

which would represent the inierlocutory proc-
ess of field work, and the collaboration be-
tween anthropologists and informanis on
which the practice of anthropelogy will be
based. The book has been written n a post-
modernist framework emphasizing relativism
and natives” participation in writing culture
(see, Clifford and Marcuse, 1986, introduc-
tion of the book),

9. Hartsock, quoted in Less et al., 1989: 15

10, Thid

1. Sandra Harding, quoted in, Less etal., 1989:18

12. Most praciice anthropologists to date take the
individual actors eg. Marjari Shostak’s Nisa,
or units of various fypes eg. “women™, “com-
moners”, “workers”, “junior siblings”, ete.
The analyst take these people and their do-
ings as the reference point for understanding
particular unfolding of events, and processes
in reproduction or change in some structural
features. See, Ortener, 1994: 372,

13. See, Dube, 1986, 1996, Agrawal, 1994,
Mongbri, 1994; Palriwala, 1996; Sharma,
1980, 19846,
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