Is Female to Male as Nature is to culture?
This is an article review of Sherry Ortner’s 1974 piece in Rosaldo, M.Z. and Lamphere, L.’s Woman, culture and society, Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA, pp.68-87.

In her article “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?” the American anthropologist Sherry Ortner uses the nature/culture dichotomy to explain the relationship between male and female in our society. She claims that females are seen as closer to nature and, therefore, subordinate to males who are immersed in culture. There have been many studies looking at gender relations within specific groups but Ortner was looking for a universal position on the matter. 

The article starts by explaining that anthropology intends to look at both “human universals” and “cultural particulars” she believes that “The secondary status of women in society is one of the true universals” (Ortner, 1974, P.67) and gives the cultural example of Chinese ideology, which would seem to see female as equal to male through its philosophies of yin and yang, the two male and female qualities that balance the world. However, the writer makes clear that she thinks women Chinese society are actually subordinate in the social structure whatever the ideology might lead us to believe. This is similar to Elizabeth Dodd’s argument in her article “The Mamas and the Papas: Goddess Worship, The Kogi Indians and Ecofeminism” In which she argues that although the Kogi’s deity is female (the mother/earth) and their ideology seems to teach respect for women their women are still oppressed. “Though the earth remains honoured in daily life the mothers do not.” (Dodd, 1997, P.85). Ortner goes on to explain the reasons she sees for this perpetuated oppression. 

Sherry Ortner feels that this is a situation with many different factors, but that the main issue is that women are considered to be closer to nature. She argues that this is because their bodies are more involved with “natural procreative functions” and so the physiological demands on men are less which “frees him more completely to take up the projects of culture” (Ortner, 1974, P.73).  Due to this, women more often take on roles with a lower social standing such as housework which fits in better with the raising of children. For the author, this is an example of a “social-structural arrangement” (Ortner, 1974, P.69) that excludes women from power because these roles prevent them from participating in cultural activities which allow people to gain power. Ortner even argues that, due to the difference in social roles and the difference in socialisation, women develop a different psyche to men, concerned more with “concrete feelings, things, and people, rather than with abstract entities” (Ortner, 1974, P.81). If their psyche is more concerned with the concrete this would also make women seem less involved in culture. On the whole, this argument makes it seem that women are subordinate almost universally. 

However, Ortner does not see women as totally natural, she argues rather that they are “situated between two realms” (Ortner, 1974, P.80), explaining that some roles assigned to women are clearly cultural, such as, cooking or socialising children. Here women are seen to triumph over nature, but it still seems like a small contribution compared to those of men. To the author this makes women a mediator between nature and culture, which, might “account in part for the cultural tendency not merely to devalue woman but to circumscribe and restrict her functions, since culture must maintain control over its (pragmatic and symbolic) mechanisms for the conversion of nature into culture” (Ortner, 1974, P.87) In her conclusion, Ortner explains, that for women’s position to change, “men and women can and must be equally involved in projects of creativity and transcendence” (Ortner, 1974, P.80). 

I can see support for these claims in the works of many anthropologists. In Creed’s (1984) analysis of homosexual rituals in Papua New Guinea, he made it clear that he thought that the ritual acts of homosexuality practised among tribes there, such as the Sambia, are ways of maintaining a social hierarchy in which women and the young occupy the bottom rungs. He argues that their cosmology (which dictates that women were originally born out of homosexual acts between males) and continued practice of these rituals “denies the need for women in the area where women are most powerful- sexuality” (Creed, 1984, P.166). The women and children are also kept ignorant of what occurs in these masculinisation rites which is another method of keeping control over them.

On the other hand, Strathern (1988) argues that the problem is more about the way we identify with gender roles. She argues that gender is part of “the classification of behaviour” (Strathern, 1988, P.61) and that we bring it into our identities. Strathern writes that differentiating men from women serves the purpose “of making men into men” (Strathern, 1988, P.63). In summary, her belief is that these classificatory terms and our use of them in constructing identity is what has caused the dichotomy and issues in relationships between men and women and not the relation of women to nature. 

Other case studies seem to show that female subordination is not the universal that Ortner believes. The Trobriand women live in a matrilineal descent where power, prestige and material possessions are passed on through females. The women’s brothers are their main breadwinners and cultivate a garden to keep the women and their children fed.These brothers do not control their sisters but the two “must continuously negotiate their relationship to gain support” (Weiner, 1979, P.333). Marriage is also seen as a way for a woman “to demonstrate the strength of her dala” (her line of descent)” her own power as an individual” (Weiner, 1979, P.33). So for Trobrianders, the relationships between men and women are negotiated very differently. 

Another contradiction to Ortner’s arguments about women and nature is the fact that some groups view nature very differently. In many cases, nature is seen as personified, with the group dwelling (Ingold, 2000) within it rather than upon it. The Mbuti, for example, view their relationship with the forest in which they live as an interdependence and refer to it with kinship terms (Ingold, 2000, P.43). For them it is not an entity to be controlled but one that provides for them and which they are a part of. If this is the way in which they view nature, then, even if women were deemed as closer to it they would not be seen as subordinate but as equals who share in the group’s life.

Looking at these points, I can see why we might consider women closer to nature, but I do not see this as an explanation for their oppression. I would argue that all humans are what Ortner calls “mediators” between culture and nature and that we frequently reconstruct and negotiate these realms. For me, it seems that if we wish to change our hierarchical relationships it is not only our view of women that ought to change but also our view of the environment and the place we take up in it. 
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