Evaluate Ortner’s argument that women are to men as nature is to culture.

Sherry Ortner is an American cultural anthropologist born in 1941. “Is female to male as Nature is to culture” was her first published work in 1974. In this work she suggests that in every culture on earth, women are identified with nature because they are seen as being closer to it than men. After all, they do bring children into the world, and menstruating is often attributed to nature. She also says that men, who are seen as being more of culture than nature, cannot help but to treat women as subordinate, because nature is often seen as being less than culture. Ortner is quick to assure however that women are not seen as nature, but as simply being closer to it than men. Therefore ‘culture’ realises that women are actively participating in its production and continued operation but sees them as having “direct affinity with nature”. However, in my opinion it doesn’t seem that her argument has much to do with nature or culture at all, but that they are seemingly just examples for her to emphasise “The Universality of Female Subordination.” (Ortner, 1972:69).
Ortner believed that “each and every culture, in its own way and on its own terms” (Ortner, 1972:69) sees women as inferior to men. She says that there are three types of evidence through which her hypothesis can be proven: “(1) elements of cultural ideology and informants’ statements that explicitly devalue women, according them, their roles, their tasks, their products, and their social milieux less prestige than are accorded men and the male correlates; (2) symbolic devices, such as the attribution of defilement, which may be interpreted as implicitly making a statement of inferior valuation; and (3) social-structural arrangements that exclude women from participation in or contact with some realm in which the highest powers of the society are felt to reside.” (Ortner, 1972:69). Ortner continues to say that if even one of these three things are present then that culture views women as inferior to men, and that at least one of these is present in every known society across the world.
Ortner also (Ortner, 1972:68) says that in the Taoist ideology, yin and yang, which symbolise female and male, are given perfectly balanced, and therefore equal, weight. However, the social structure within China disagrees with this statement as it puts weight on the importance of sons and the father’s overarching authority. In 2014, according to Government statistics, China had 33 million more men than women. The government also emphasised the selective abortion and abandonment baby girls that may have led to this staggering statistic. (Radio Free Asia, 2015) There are other worldwide examples of women being treated as inferior to men that may lend weight to Ortner’s idea that female subordination is universal. In Papua New Guinea, the Sambia see women as inferior, and also as a “Man’s sexual property” (Herdt 1987:27). On the Brazil-Venezuela border, the Yanomami believe that “Men are more valuable than women … boys are more valuable than girls” and husbands are allowed to beat, maim and even kill their wives (Chagnon, 2013:124). Similarly, Rachel, a woman previously from a Samburu tribe who set up Umoja – a village with no men – said that “As a Samburu woman, you have no rights. If the husband wants to kill you he has a right to kill you at any time, because you are like property.” (Broadly, 2015;4:22-4:26)Rashida Manjoo, a United Nations human Rights expert, reported that Britain is the most sexist country in the world, and that sexual bullying and harassment is almost routine across Britain. (Sanghani, 2014) I recently visited Skanda Vale, a multi-faith community in West Wales where women are not allowed within certain Temples when they are menstruating, nor are they allowed to lead the pujas (rituals held within the temples) at any time, though these beliefs began with the Guru Sri Subramanium who was born in Sri-Lanka. Previous President of the United States, Barack Obama, also agrees that sexism is prevalent across the world, which he highlights in his speech in Kenya in July 2015, saying “around the world, there is a tradition of oppressing women” he goes on to comment on domestic abuse issues, girls not being allowed an education, female genital mutilation, and young girls being forced into marriages with older men. (Obama, 2015) These examples from all over the world surely bring further believability to Ortner’s argument that women truly are seen as inferior in every culture across the world.
[bookmark: _Hlk508037534]One of the biggest critics of Ortner’s theory is Carol MacCormack, who published a book in 1980 called Nature, Culture and Gender, with the first chapter being a critique of Ortner’s assessment of gender. MacCormack highlights key parts of Ortner’s argument and then provides a counter argument or picks it apart; for example, Ortner states in her work that men are more active in politics and use this to unify themselves within the group and to unify with those outsde, but MacCormack says that those who “Unify through politics also divide and destroy through war.”  (MacCormack 2001:16). Ortner also says that men create culture, and things within culture that could last forever, while women simply make ‘perishables’, or human lives that will not last forever. MacCormack however believes that “Houses rot, villages are moved, empires fall, but the great faith is that lineage, including the ‘real’ company of ancestors, will endure forever.” (MacCormack 2001:16). This would mean that women create the only thing that has hope of lasting forever, while everything men create is short lived. Society is always changing, the rules of society are always changing, even culture is always changing as new things are learnt; for example, some Christians in recent years have begun to accept that God may not have created the world in seven days, but instead created the ‘big bang’ and set evolution in motion. MacCormack also has a problem with Ortner’s assessment that a woman’s body is doomed to be within nature and outside of culture because of her body’s ability to create life, while men are forced to be within culture because they do not share that same connection with nature. MacCormack says that “Both men and women procreate, eat, defecate and satisfy other survival needs” (MacCormack 2001:16-17).  so they would both have the same connection to nature, and that culture dictates when, where, and how each of these acts should be carried out and whether or not they’re appropriate at all. MacCormack also points out that in most cultures it is accepted that men are just as important to conception as women are. MacCormack also emphasises that Ortner does not specify who it is that oppresses these women; is it men? Other women? Or is it just an unconscious aspect of society that is present from when a person is born so they never question it? MacCormack also says that she worked with people who would say that Ortner is correct, women are inferior to men, but only in some aspects, and the exact same could be said in reverse, that men are inferior to women in some aspects (MacCormack 2001:17-18).   For example; men may have more control in politics and therefore in law, and outside relations, but women control the home, and the domestic sphere, they are usually in control of raising the next generation. MaCormack also says that women aren’t as subordinated universally as Ortner believes, but that European anthropologists see men as the “authoritative spokesmen” and therefore can’t get the information that women have, or simply aren’t interested in getting it, and then, either intentionally or through ignorance mis-represent the women and therefore the culture they are studying. (MacCormack 2001:19).
MacCormack also quotes Ardner’s report on the women of the Bakweri, that says that women accept their connection to both nature and culture, whereas men try to cut themselves off from nature entirely. Could this be the case universally? Could it be what Ortner was trying to highlight? MacCormack also references Ardner’s observation that “’some features of women’ do not fit within the boundaries of human society as men define it.”  (MacCormack 2001:19).
There are also more general critiques of Ortner’s argument; many anthropologists shy away from using terms such as ‘universality’ and ‘in every known culture’. It is almost impossible to lump all the different cultures/societies of the world into one category. For example, we could consider the Mbuti, where all roles and jobs are shared equally amongst men and women; parenting is shared after the child starts eating food and doesn’t need breast milk any more, and men and women participate equally in the hunting and gathering of foods – they have different roles, and play to their biological strengths, but they still do it together. Women also contribute equally to decision making and politics. (Turnbull, 1965) Also amongst the new towns popping up through the Samburu region of Kenya women control all the politics and decision making that goes on within their borders; they create the culture. According to the UN, the number of women in national parliaments doubled from 11.3 to 22.8 between the years of 1995 and 2016, and in October 2017, 11 women were Heads of State, and 12 were Heads of Government. (UN Women, 2018) Which means that worldwide, or at least across the countries included in the UN, women are stepping more into politics, and therefore have a voice in law making and culture, and surely that means they are sharing the ‘culture’ that is associated with men in Ortner’s writing.  Another general critique of Ortner’s theory is that nature and culture is reputably hard to define, and has been staggering anthropologists for decades, where is the line drawn? Are animals nature? If so how much different are humans to animals? Are we different at all? In which case is culture part of nature? Nature and culture are difficult to define as two separate entities, so it makes it even more difficult to separate genders into one or the other. Ortner’s theory also leaves no space for differing gender roles and doesn’t mention anything about the third gender that is present and accepted in many cultures worldwide. It also doesn’t fit in with the beliefs of many people in 2018 that sex does not equal gender, and that while there are two (or three) physical sexes there are almost 100’s of genders being coined and accepted with many of the younger people in cultures dominated with social media – where does someone who identifies as being non-binary, or without a gender, stand with Ortner’s theory? Ortner’s theory also doesn’t address barren women or transgender women, if a woman is assumed to be part of nature for her ability to give life, where does a woman who does not possess this ability stand? Does she become a part of ‘culture’ with the men?  Would a situation like what takes place with the Nuer of South Sudan who believe that a barren woman “counts in some respects as a man” (Evans-Pritchard, 1951:108-109) and is expected to marry a woman and take up the role of men within the home. She is given an inheritance of cows, the same as a man would be given as they reach adulthood.
In conclusion, I think Sherry Ortner’s argument that women are to men as nature is to culture is poorly thought out and even more poorly written. Ortner herself says that woman is “endowed with human consciousness, just as man is.” She also previously defines culture as being human consciousness and all it produces, which would mean that if women have the same amount of human consciousness as men do, surely, they are as much a part of ‘culture’ as men are. Reading her argument is difficult because it seems to be several half-thought through arguments put together, and it is sometimes difficult to separate the separate arguments and to decipher what she means. I feel like a quote from MacCormack’s book truly sums up my attitude towards Ortner’s argument itself – “might we then conclude that both men and women are nature and culture, and that there is no logic compelling us to believe that at an unconscious level women, because of their naturalness, are opposed and subordinate to men?” (MacCormack 2001:17).  Although it was interesting to read someone’s take on why women are more often than not seen as inferior to men in many societies across the world today, and throughout history, this particular argument doesn’t make complete sense to me and has many flaws and holes.
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