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Gender and Anthropology:
Introductory Essay

Sandra Morgen
University of Massachusetts, Amherst

The dramatic development of anthropological research on women and on gender over
the past two decades has profound implications for research and teaching in anthropology.
This research has produced critiques of the ways women have been represented in anthropol-
ogy and has generated a host of new questions and approaches for exploring women’s expe-
riences in their historical and cultural variety. Gender and Anthropology: Critical Reviews for
Research and Teaching is the culmination of a three-year project designed to help bring the
insights of this new research to the teaching of anthropology. Drawing on the work of feminist
anthropologists in all the subfields, this book demonstrates the value of examining gender and
women’s lives in all areas of anthropological inquiry.

Femuinist critiques of anthropology have exposed the pervasiveness of both androcentric
(male bias) and Eurocentric assumptions and representations of women in anthropology. As
early as 1971 Sally (Linton) Slocum argued that most anthropological research and theory
focused primarily on male activities or on male perceptions of female activities, including the
‘‘man-the-hunter’’ theory, which effaced women’s place in human evolution. Since then, oth-
ers have built on her insights, documenting the failure of the field of anthropology to fully
explore human experience because of its neglect of women and of gender as a dimension of
social life. During the past twenty years cultural anthropologists, anthropological linguists,
archaeologists, primatologists and physical anthropologists, equipped with new questions,
frameworks, and a recognition of gender bias in traditional anthropology, have produced a
wealth of new data and theory which encourages us to appreciate and understand gender as a
fundamental aspect of social relations of power, individual and collective identity, and the
fabriec of meaning and value in society.

This book is about both women and gender, and about the particular historical relation-
ship between scholarship on women (i.e., the anthropology of women) and theories about
gender. While there has been some important work on gender which begins from the analysis
of male experience (for example, Herdt 1982; Whitehead 1981; Williams 1986), I would ar-
gue that the search by feminist anthropologists for theoretical frameworks and analytical cat-
egories to understand women’s experiences has been the most significant factor in the elab-
oration of research and theory on gender. Indeed, Henrietta Moore has recently argued that
‘‘feminist anthropology has made its most distinctive contribution through demonstrating why
an understanding of gender relations must remain central to the analysis of key questions in
anthropology and in the social sciences as a whole’’ (1988:195).
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Feminism and Anthropology

In the mid-1970s several publications, Women, Culture and Society (Rosaldo and Lam-
phere 1974), Toward An Anthropology of Women (Reiter 1975) and Women and Men: An An-
thropologist’s View (Freidl 1975) signaled the beginnings of feminist anthropology. While
any number of important works (especially Brown 1970; Freidl 1967; Goodale 1971; Leacock
1972; Slocum 1971) predated the publication of these books (enough in fact to warrant the
publication of Sue Ellen Jacob’s 1971 bibliography Women in Perspective: A Guide for Cross
Cultural Studies), a new era had begun as women became central to the research and theo-
retical agendas of both younger and more established scholars.

Feminist anthropologists of the early to middle 1970s explicitly denied that women’s
roles, status or relationships with men are biologically determined. Each of these books makes
a case for understanding cultural variability in women’s lives and for examining social and
cultural explanations for that variability, particularly as culture mediated the meanings and
constraints of biology on human behavior and social organization. Interestingly enough, the
systematic study of the intersection of biology and culture in the production of gender has not
been a focus of much feminist anthropological research. The fundamental question—What
difference does sex difference make?—is a highly politicized question, one that will not be
well answered until the feminist critique of science (Fausto-Sterling 1985; Hubbard and Lowe
1979; Keller 1985; Sayers 1982) begins to affect the process of scientific research.

These three works (Rosaldo and Lamphere, Reiter, and Freidl) each acknowledge the
pervasiveness of women'’s subordination, although in quite different ways. Rosaldo and Lam-
phere presume the ‘‘universality’’ of women’s subordination or sexual asymmetry. Reiter
finds that ‘‘sexual inequality appears widespread and the institutions in which it is embedded
have a long and complex history’’ (1975:11). And Freidl argues that a degree of male domi-
nance exists in all known societies, but that cultures that rely on different subsistence tech-
nologies display different degrees of male dominance. The question of the pervasiveness of
women’s subordination, particularly the issue of universality, became a major focus of debate
among feminist scholars for much of the decade.

Even more important than these different positions on the question of the universality
of women’s subordination are the divergent approaches to the study of women heralded in
these three texts. The three lead articles in Women, Culture and Society together provided a
framework for examining sexual asymmetry, which defined women’s culturally articulated
role as ‘‘mother’’ as the ultimate source of women’s subordination. Rosaldo argued that de-
spite the variety of cultural interpretations of ‘‘woman’’ and ‘‘mother’’ found in the ethno-
graphic record, women’s childbearing and childrearing roles provide the basis for an oppo-
sition between a ‘‘domestic’’ and a ‘‘public’’ sphere (or orientation) in all human societies,
an opposition that constitutes the basis of hierarchical gender relations (1974). At the level of
cultural analysis, Sherry Ortner examined the interrelationship between three binary opposi-
tions (male:female, culture:nature, public:domestic) elaborating Rosaldo’s model (1974).
Nancy Chodorow examined how all of this is played out and reinforced generationally through
the socialization of children (1974). While acknowledging variation in women’s roles and
status, this framework made central the task of explaining what was presumed to be similar
in women’s condition cross-culturally (i.e., a universal subordination to men). This frame-
work also assumed the centrality of motherhood in women’s lives, in cultural constructions
of gender, and in the organization of families and social structure.

The major alternative approaches in the feminist anthropology of the period were her-
alded in Reiter’s collection, in Freidl’s book, and, as Lamphere recently pointed out (1987),
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in many of the other articles in Woman, Culture and Society. All of these took more seriously
differences in women’s roles and statuses across time and space, and emphasized the analysis
of women’s productive activities and relations. Almost all of the articles in the Reiter anthol-
ogy examine women'’s roles in production, from Sally Slocum’s extremely influential article
on the importance of gathering in the evolution of Homo sapiens; to ethnohistorical studies
such as Judith Brown’s examination of Iroquois women; to the rich case studies from Latin
America, Africa, Oceania, Europe, and China. Many of these articles were clearly influenced
by Marxist perspectives, and even those not explicitly indebted to Marxist theory tended to
acknowledge the importance of a historical understanding of the development of male domi-
nance.

An important theme in the Reiter collection is the proposition that egalitarian gender
relations existed among some foraging peoples before contact with Europeans and coloniza-
tion. The egalitarian hypothesis, as it has come to be known, was proposed by Eleanor Lea-
cock (1972, 1978) building on the work of Friedrich Engels. Taken together the articles pre-
sent a compelling critique of traditional anthropological theory for ignoring women’s roles in
production and/or presuming a natural (and biological) basis for the sexual division of labor.
These twin failings of anthropology—neglect and presumption—have obscured both the con-
ditions under which women have achieved considerable power and autonomy in certain cul-
tures at particular historical moments (Draper, Sacks, and Brown, for example) and the his-
torical dynamics of women’s subordination, most particularly the consequences of the rise
and spread of capitalism.

If Freidl’s book shares with the Reiter collection a focus on women’s labor and women’s
roles in production, it differs substantially both theoretically and methodologically. Freidl
examined differences in male and female roles, status, and power in societies characterized
by foraging and horticultural subsistence technologies. While she was concerned with ex-
ploring the consequences of different subsistence technologies for the sexual division of labor
and of differential allocations of power for relations between men and women, she also noted
variations among foragers and horticulturalists. Freidl concludes that male control over
women is related to men’s extradomestic activities and their prerogatives to exchange valued
goods and services beyond the domestic unit. The development of an evolutionary model to
explain differences in degrees and kinds of women’s subordination is also found in another
influential book from this period, Female of the Species, by Martin and Voorhies (1975).

Throughout most of the 1970s much of the discourse of feminist anthropology focused
on ‘‘women’s subordination,’’ ‘‘women’s status’’ and ‘‘sex (or gender) roles.’’ This period
was marked by two related concerns: the search for an explanation for either the universal or
the historically developed subordination of women, and the development of frameworks to
examine women’s status cross-culturally. Even as many scholars presumed women to be sub-
ordinate to men across time and place, there was a keen awareness that women’s roles, and
their relative power and autonomy, varied considerably in different cultures.

As Lamphere has argued, anthropologists who turned their attention to the study of
women may have had their consciousness raised by the larger women’s movement, but their
methodological and theoretical ‘‘toolkits’” came from their traditional training in anthropol-
ogy (1987:17). Thus, she argues, different theorists chose to examine women from the van-
tage points of social structure, cultural analysis and symbolism, cross-cultural analysis, or
historical materialism, because of their particular training and theoretical allegiances. How-
ever, beyond this, tradition molded early feminist scholarship in even more basic ways. As
groundbreaking as it was to problematize the issue of gender asymmetry, much feminist the-
ory continued a grand old tradition in anthropology, albeit with a progressive twist. The study
of women’s lives and gender was often separated from the analysis of men’s lives, the com-
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plexity of relationships between men and women, and from a larger discussion of social re-
lations of power in culture(s).

At the risk of oversimplification, let me suggest three main ‘‘streams’” of feminist schol-
arship that followed from this work, and that had matured into significant bodies of scholar-
ship by the early 1980s:

1. Following primarily from the theoretical framework in Rosaldo and Lamphere, a
body of scholarship has developed that focuses on the social or cultural construction of gender
as primarily shaped by and expressed in the roles and meanings of motherhood, kinship, and
marriage. Two of the main collections of this work are Nature, Culture and Gender by Carol
MacCormack and Marilyn Strathern (1980) and Sexual Meanings by Sherry Ortner and Har-
riet Whitehead (1981). Henrietta Moore argues that this work tended to examine gender as a
symbolic construction, and she identifies its creative force as emerging from the dilemma of
how to account for both the variability in cultural understandings of gender and the univer-
sality of women’s subordination (1988:13). As this research developed in the mid- to late
1980s, some theorists focused primarily on the social construction of gender, emphasizing the
analysis of social structure (for example, Collier 1987), while others, examining the cultural
construction of gender, relied more heavily on the analysis of culture and symbol, following
from the frameworks developed by Ortner and Whitehead.

2. Following from the theoretical perspective in Reiter, and the work of historical ma-
terialists such as Eleanor Leacock, scholarship developed that focuses on gender as it is his-
torically constructed and as it relates to class (and in the work of some scholars, to race and
ethnicity) in the constitution of social relations of power and changes in the mode of produc-
tion. As Moore has noted, this research tends either to reject or problematize the thesis of
universal gender asymmetry (1988:30). Two of the most influential works in this tradition are
Karen Sacks’ Sisters and Wives (1979) and the collection Women and Colonization by Mona
Etienne and Eleanor Leacock (1980). The emphasis on unraveling the historical processes that
have shaped gendered experience and meaning has centered on the impact of colonialism and
global capitalism on indigenous societies, particularly as these forces changed relations of
production and precolonial, precapitalist social and political formations.

3. Like Freidl, some feminist scholars used the comparative method to analyze different
variables that explain differences in women’s status, role, authority and/or power cross-cul-
turally. In this work there is less theoretical concern with the concept of gender and more with
the refinement of concepts such as women’s status and the development of models that cor-
relate gender-related activities, characteristics, or roles with measures of economic, social,
and political power. Within this literature there are some, like Freidl (1975) and Martin and
Voorhies (1975) who work with a relatively small number of cases, moving from the intensive
comparison of these cases to their cross-cultural hypotheses. Others draw on large numbers
of cases, sometimes using data from the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF), applying so-
phisticated statistical methodology in their search for cross-cultural generalization. Two rep-
resentative books in this tradition are Alice Schlegel’s Sexual Stratification (1977) and Peggy
Sanday’s Female Power and Male Dominance (1981).

By the early 1980s each of these streams of feminist anthropology had produced at least
two major theoretical volumes that articulated the developing perspectives in the field. In ad-
dition, there were a number of important collections about women in different culture areas
(Beck and Keddie 1978; Hafkin and Bay 1976; Nash and Safa 1976; Oppong 1983; Wolf and
Witke 1975) and a proliferation of important ethnographies focusing on women and gender,
among the most widely read being Carol Stack’s All Our Kin (1974); Margery Wolf’s study
of Taiwanese women (1972); Marilyn Strathern’s study of Mt. Hagen women (1972); Annette
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Weiner’s restudy of the Trobriand Islanders (1976); and Marjorie Shostak’s study of the
'Kung (1981).

During the last two decades feminist perspectives have also been developing in prima-
tology (Altmann 1980; Fedigan 1982; Hrdy 1981; Lancaster 1975, 1976, 1978; Rowell 1974,
1984; Small 1984); the study of human evolution (Dahlberg 1981; Slocum 1971; Tanner 1981;
Tanner and Zihlman 1976; Zihlman 1978); the study and critique of social biology and socio-
biology (Hrdy 1981; Leacock 1981; Leibowitz 1978); and anthropological linguistics (Borker
1980; Gal 1978; Harding 1975; Philips 1980; Philips et al. 1987). Although there has been a
sharing of feminist research and theoretical development across the subfields, the debates and
historical development of scholarship are quite different from archaeology, physical anthro-
pology, and linguistics than what I have briefly discussed above for cultural anthropology.

The anthropological study of gender and language owes much of its theoretical center
to the work of sociolinguists on sex differences in language (see especially Lakoff 1975). In
both Susan Philips’s article in the 1980 Annual Review of Anthropology and the chapter by
Borker and Maltz in this collection it becomes clear that much of this work tries to develop a
cross-cultural perspective (e.g., Abrahams 1975; Gal 1978; Harding 1975; Lederman 1980;
Schieffelin 1987) and a theoretically more sophisticated understanding of paradigms of power
and dominance (Borker 1980; O’Barr and Atkins 1980; Warren and Bourque 1985) than is
often found in the literature on gender and language. The work in this field examines both the
ways in which gender is encoded and given particular meaning in language and how gender
differentiates speech behavior. Borker and Maltz (this volume) argue that this research is im-
portant not only for what it can contribute to the anthropological study of language and cul-
ture, but because it focuses attention on ‘‘cultural repertoires, choices, strategies and con-
straints, and the power of the cultural code itself,”’ topics of more general interest to cultural
anthropologists.

A major focus of much of the scholarship on women and gender by feminist archaeol-
ogists and physical anthropologists has been the articulation and development of the challenge
to the ‘*‘man-the-hunter’’ version of human evolution. As Zihlman details in her chapter, the
earliest critiques of man-the-hunter centered on the ways that women had been denied an
active role in human evolution by the focus on hunting and the neglect of gathering; and by
androcentric assumptions about pair bonding, sexual behavior, and nonhuman primate and
hominid social organization. Over the past fifteen years feminist primatologists, human bi-
ologists, and students of human evolution have moved from this initial critique to new re-
search that radically revises our understandings of dominance and bonding among primates;
the importance of female activities (especially foraging and parenting) and female choice (sex-
ual selection) in human evolution; and our reconstructions of human prehistory.

In recent years feminist critiques of archaeology and the study of human prehistory have
escalated (Conkey and Spector 1984; Gero 1985; Gibbs 1987), but as Spector and Whelan
argue (this volume), a feminist archaeology is a vision for the future. According to Spector
and Whelan, two important areas of research structuring an archaeology of gender are the
analysis of the evolutionary development of gender differentiation and the formation of gen-
der-based hierarchies. Even the raising of these questions poses a challenge to the ways pre-
history is generally constructed by anthropologists, who tend rather uncritically to read di-
rectly from biological sex differences to a presumed gendered division of labor and power
throughout human existence. Meanwhile, exciting new ethnohistorical work on the rise of the
State (Gailey 1987; Silverblatt 1987, 1988) makes important empirical and theoretical con-
tributions to this larger effort of gendering reconstructions of prehistory and historicizing the
development of gender hierarchy and social stratification.
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Development of the Anthropology of Women and Gender

The developments in feminist anthropology discussed above were influenced by a num-
ber of factors, among the most important being (1) reflection and debate among its practition-
ers; (2) debates in anthropology as a whole; and (3) critique and theoretical elaboration in the
interdisciplinary field of Women’s Studies. I will briefly discuss each of these factors. I have
chosen to discuss reflection and debate among feminist anthropologists by examining review
articles that both mark and have stimulated major developments in anthropological scholar-
ship on women and gender. The explosion of anthropological work on women and gender
since 1975 has warranted major review articles in Signs, a major feminist interdisciplinary
j9umal (Atkinson 1982; Lamphere 1977; Rapp 1979; Stack et al. 1975), in the Annual Re-
views in Anthropology (Mukhopadhyay and Higgins 1988; Quinn 1977); and elsewhere (Rog-
ers 1978). These reviews have served the field by reviewing the wealth of new literature and
by posing important questions and critiques of major directions in the literature.

In 1977 Naomi Quinn was questioning the advisability of searching for one ‘‘key var-
iable’’ to explain women’s status in society, recommending that future studies ‘‘treat wom-
en’s status as a composite of many different variables, often causally independent from one
another’’ (1977:183). Challenges to the Rosaldo/Ortner/Chodorow framework had multiplied
so that Quinn (1977), Lamphere (1977) and Rogers (1978) could reflect on the meaning of
ethnographic counterexamples and on the epistemological concern that the framework itself
was shaped by the gender ideology of modern Western Europe and the United States. It is
clear from all the reviews through 1980 that the most contested issues were the debate over
the egalitarian hypothesis (Leacock) and over the applicability and limitations of Rosaldo’s
‘“‘domestic/public’’ framework.

But by the 1980s the center of the debates had begun to shift; Rapp’s 1979 review fore-
casts these important changes. Rapp argues that feminist anthropology was moving away from
‘‘a unitary discussion of gender as either egalitarian or hierarchical . . . realizing the need for
more subtle understandings of the variety of female experiences both within and between cul-
tures’’ (1979:500). She identified a number of other exciting tendencies in the field, including
studies of ‘‘changing political and economic relations in traditional societies’” (1979:504),
Marxist-feminist attempts to understand relations of reproduction as well as relations of pro-
duction, and studies of ‘‘female traditions and activities inside the sexually segregated do-
mains’’ (1979:511).

In 1980 Rosaldo published an article that included a self-critical reflection on the eth-
nocentrism of her formulation of the ‘‘domestic-political’’ opposition, and by the following
year she and Jane Collier had published an influential article that proposed a new framework
for analyzing gender in small-scale societies (1981). Collier and Rosaldo’s model focuses on
brideservice societies and examines how social relations, including male dominance, are
structured by marriage. This article, like most of the others in the collection Sexual Meanings
(Ortner and Whitehead 1981) argues that cultural constructions of gender are not simply or
primarily shaped by the dynamics of political economy, the argument so eloquently argued
in Sack’s influential book Sisters and Wives (1979).

By this point the theoretical models of both feminist political economists and those em-
ploying cultural analysis had benefited from the debates within feminist anthropology. More
feminist cultural anthropologists now took seriously both relations of production and (what
Marxist-feminists called) ‘‘relations of reproduction,’” or (what the cultural analysts exam-
ined as) the politics of kinship and marriage. Differences among women within particular
cultures were more carefully addressed, and in some cases were central to the analysis of the
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dynamics of gender (e.g., Sacks’s 1979 distinction between sisters’ and wives’ relations to
the means of production and Collier’s 1987 distinction between brideservice and equal and
unequal bridewealth societies). But the distance between the explanations and assumptions of
those doing cultural analysis and those doing political economy only seemed to widen with
the elaboration of each body of theory.

Jane Atkinson’s 1982 review of feminist anthropology noted that these two camps had
each contributed different but important legacies: Marxist-feminists leading the way in his-
torical analysis, with the ‘‘non-Marxist camp’’ displaying a ‘‘strong commitment to compar-
ative study’’ (1982:246). The historical analysis of Marxist feminists tended to focus on a
rigorous analysis of the impact of capitalism and the rise of the State on gender relations. This
literature emphasized change in gender roles, relations, and ideology within a society as a
result of changes in production and contradictions between the forces and relations of pro-
duction. Cultural analysts, on the other hand, while attending to the detailed investigation of
the cultural construction of gender in particular societies, developed comparative frameworks
to understand gender in its symbolic and ideological manifestations cross-culturally, one of
the most important of these being Ortner and Whitehead’s model of ‘‘prestige structures’’
(1981).

The debate between political economists and cultural analysts was not restricted to fem-
inist anthropology, but was mirrored in the field of sociocultural anthropology as well. Far
from being a field unto itself, feminist anthropology was influenced by and contributed to the
emerging trends and the theoretical debates within the field (Tsing 1987). For example, while
neo-Marxists were calling into question economic reductionism and the applicability of tra-
ditional class analysis, feminist political economists were demonstrating the gender specificity
of class experience (e.g., in the process of proletarianization) and the intersection of gender-
and class-based stratification and inequality. On another front, feminists, inspired by both
developments in the study of kinship and the study of gender, mounted a challenge to tradi-
tional kinship studies (Collier, Rosaldo and Yanagisako 1982; Rapp 1982; Tsing and Yana-
gisako 1983). In arecent book, Gender and Kinship, based on a 1982 international conference
in Bellagio, Collier and Yanagiasko argue that ‘‘gender and kinship are mutually constructed.
Neither can be treated as analytically prior to the other’’ (1987:7).

If feminist anthropology has been both influenced by and a major ‘‘player’’ in some of
the most significant theoretical rethinking and debate in the field, this is rarely recognized.
Nowhere in cultural anthropology has the tendency to marginalize this scholarship, denying
its central contribution to the ‘‘cutting edge’’ of anthropological thought been more apparent
than in the current reflexive movement in anthropology. In 1986 Marcus and Fischer pub-
lished Anthropology as Cultural Critique, a book that was pivotal in calling attention to what
they call a ““crisis of representation’’ in anthropology and the other human sciences. Marcus
and Fischer argue that the central issue for contemporary anthropology is the self-conscious
reflection on the writing of ethnography toward the end of developing a ‘‘historically and
politically sensitive interpretive anthropology [that] . . . reconstructs fieldwork, the cultural
other, and the concept of culture itself as the framing points for the field of ethnographic
representation’’ (1986:166). While there are a number of references to gender in the book,
and the index claims two references to ‘‘feminism,’’ at no time do the authors credit feminist
anthropology for its pioneering work on the issue of representation (primarily the represen-
tation of women); its well-documented concern with both male bias and other forms of gender
bias (Scheper-Hughes 1983) as these have constructed notions of otherness; its tradition of
self-reflexivity (e.g., Rosaldo 1980); or the efforts of some of its practitioners in writing eth-
nographies that give voice to subjects and that reveal multiple versions of realities within a
cultural context.
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Each of these contributions were also overlooked by Clifford and Marcus in their ex-
planation of their failure to include any feminist anthropologists in either the conference or
volume based on the conference at the School of American Research held in 1984. Clifford
and Marcus asserted that ‘‘|fleminism had not contributed much to the theoretical analysis of
ethnographies as texts’’ (1986:20). The *‘partial truth’’ of this statement speaks more to the
narrowness of their vision of what is important in assessing the ‘‘politics of ethnography’’—
they explicitly defend a focus on *‘the rhetorical and contextual theory we wanted to bring to
bear on ethnography’’ (1986:20)—than on the actual or potential value of feminist insights
on this issue.

This is not the only example of how the dominant tradition within the field has obscured,
or sometimes co-opted, the work of feminists. Adrienne Zihlman’s chapter on human evo-
lution in this volume speaks passionately about the continued failure of major figures in the
field to credit the research of feminists for changes in models of human evolution that domi-
nate the field today, particularly the work on the importance of foraging and mother-child
units in human evolution.

If it has been difficult to summarize the scholarship of feminist anthropologists during
the 1970s, the task of assessing the burgeoning feminist anthropology of the 1980s is even
more s0. I leave much of this to the excellent chapters that follow in this book, which, because
they take on more discrete portions of the literature, can examine trends and arguments in
greater detail. One can also turn to Henrietta Moore’s new book Feminism and Anthropology
(1988). There are, however, several important themes that characterize this scholarship that
I will address here, which will also demonstrate some of the ways that contemporary feminist
anthropology has been influenced by theoretical developments in the interdisciplinary schol-
arship in Women’s Studies.

Moore argues that the ‘‘anthropology of women’’ was the precursor to today’s feminist
anthropology, which she defines as *‘the study of gender, of the interrelation between women
and men, and of the role of gender in structuring human societies, their histories, ideologies,
economic systems, and political structures’’ (1988:6). It is noteworthy that Louise Lam-
phere’s recent review of feminism and anthropology is subtitled ‘‘The Struggle to Reshape
Our Thinking about Gender’’ (1987). Moore and Lamphere are not arguing that women are
no longer the center of most feminist research; rather, they believe that the central theoretical
agenda concerns gender as both cultural construction and social relation. If the anthropology
of women demonstrated that ethnographic description and theory was woefully incomplete
without understanding women and women’s lives, contemporary feminist anthropology goes
further, revealing the centrality of gender as an analytic concept in understanding human cul-
ture and society. '

But here is the catch. One of the most significant and yet elusive aspects of current
research on women and on gender is this: even as we are calling for and demonstrating the
value of examining gender as an analytic category—which, like race, ethnicity, class or caste,
tends to be crucial in the construction of both group identity and structures of power in soci-
ety—we simultaneously recognize the need to deconstruct the category ‘‘gender.’’ In other
words, we need to understand how history, culture, politics, and economic factors coalesce
in the construction of gender in specific historical/cultural contexts. Contemporary feminist
anthropology has forcefully shown that gender is a profoundly important analytical concept
and that what gender is or means in any particular culture at a specific historical moment must
be explored and not presumed.

Thus, one of the most significant characteristics of current feminist research is its rig-
orous attention to the cultural and historical specificity of gender, a trend that has led away
from global theorizing about ‘‘women’’ and toward more attention to individual cases and
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comparisons that are more attuned to particular historical, regional, and cultural contexts.
Some of the most important new thinking on gender has come from the various efforts of
scholars to deconstruct the meaning of ‘‘woman’’/*‘womanhood’’ (for example, Collier and
Yanagisako 1987) and to examine women’s multiple roles, statuses, and positions within the
power structures of societies, particularly as those are shaped by age, kinship, marital status,
race, ethnicity, and class (for example, Bookman and Morgen 1988; Cole 1986; Nash and
Fernandez Kelly 1983; Ong 1987; Robertson and Berger 1986; Sacks 1988; Sudarkasa 1986;
Zavella 1987). This is increasingly accomplished by giving greater voice to women as subjects
who speak through oral history, life history, texts such as their poetry and other creative
expression, and through some of the experimental ‘‘new’’ ethnography (for example, Abu-
Lughod 1987).

One of the most important influences on the redirection of feminist theory in general,
and feminist anthropology in particular, to explore differences among women (rather than
privileging male-female difference as the most important matrix for understanding gender)
has come from the theoretical work of women of color. (This is an extensive literature, but
see for example Carby 1982; hooks 1984,1989; Hull et al. 1982). While Marxist-feminist
anthropology has examined the interrelationships between gender and class, and feminist an-
thropologists in general have painted a portrait of rich diversity in women’s lives cross-cul-
turally, much feminist theory, including much feminist anthropological theory, has hung on
to assumptions about commonalities among women that feminists of color have revealed to
be ethnocentric, racist, and neo-imperialistic. In the face of this criticism, which is even more
true of mainstream anthropological theory, feminist anthropology is engaged in the exciting
process of critical reexamination of its assumptions, its methodologies, and its theories. And
as each of the chapters in this book makes clear, this scholarship is a rich source for material
on a wide variety of important anthropological subjects.

Women and Gender in Anthropology:
Past, Present, and Future

Before the 1970s, discussion of women and women’s lives in ethnography was most
commonly found in chapters on personality or sex roles, and on marriage, family, and kin-
ship. There were not many studies that focused primarily on women, although those that were
continue to be regarded as important (especially the work of Phyllis Kaberry 1939, 1952;
Margaret Mead 1935, 1950; and Ruth Landes 1938). Anthropological theory tended to neglect
gender as an analytical category, and women appeared mainly as the pawns of men’s ex-
changes in kinship theory (where at least they were mentioned!). Moreover, despite the high
status of a few women in the field (notably Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict) and the relative
openness (for a social science) of anthropology to women, the story of the history of anthro-
pology and anthropological theory is most often told with only limited reference to women
practitioners; Gacs, Khan, Mclntyre, and Weinberg 1988 make this point and offer resources
to correct this in Women Anthropologists: A Biographical Dictionary (1988).

Anthropology textbooks well into the 1970s restricted their attention to women and/or
gender to two main areas—in discussions of ‘‘sex roles and personality’’ or in discussions of
kinship and family. Why did the field restrict its examination of women or gender to those
two areas? Two related explanations must be considered, one having to do with intellectual
history and the other with Western patriarchal notions about gender.

One of the first anthropologists to focus her research on women, and in particular on
the cultural construction of gender and cultural variability in sex roles, was Margaret Mead
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(1935, 1950). Mead was very clear about her focus in Sex and Temperament in Three Primi-
tive Societies:

This study is not concerned with whether there are or not actual and universal differences
between the sexes, either quantitative or qualitative. It is not concerned with whether women
are more variable than men, which was claimed before the doctrine of variability exalted
variability, or less variable, which was claimed afterwards. It is not a treatise on the rights
of women, nor an inquiry into the basis of feminism. It is, very simply, an account of how
three primitive societies have grouped their social attitudes towards temperament about the
very obvious facts of sex difference. [1935:viii-ix]

Mead’s work established the role of culture in conditioning male and female roles and per-
sonalities, and she interpreted the importance of that work as the insight it offered ‘‘into what
elements are social constructs, originally irrelevant to the biological facts of sex-gender’’
(1935:1x). As the above statement indicates, Mead understood long before contemporary fem-
inism that women tend to ‘‘lose out’’ in their portrayals in social and biological theory.

Even today Mead’s work is very likely to be used to discuss women and the cultural
construction of gender in textbooks and courses in introductory anthropology. Because
Mead’s theoretical work was largely in the field of culture and personality, when her work is
used to discuss women it tends to be framed in the conceptual language she used—which has
to do with sex roles, gender and personality, and psychology. So we see, in contemporary
anthropology, the survival of a *‘sex roles’’ and personality approach to the study of women,
particularly in general anthropology, long after ‘‘culture and personality’’ ceased to be a dom-
inant theoretical framework in the field.

In mid-20th-century North American anthropology, research or theoretical concerns
about women were encompassed by the ascendent theoretical frameworks of structural func-
tionalism and structuralism. During this period, women entered anthropological theory
mainly through studies of family and kinship. While women remained visible in anthropolog-
ical theory, they did so largely as pawns rather than as social actors, and it was rare that
women’s voices informed or were central to ethnographic description or theory.

However, intellectual history is only part of the story. The most compelling reasons why
anthropologists think and teach about women primarily in relation to personality, kinship, and
family is because they share unexamined Western assumptions about gender. A central theme
of Western cultures is the importance of distinguishing differences (usually oppositions) be-
tween men and women and presuming that those differences manifest themselves in psycho-
logical differences that shape sex roles and relationships between men and women. Moreover,
that women and gender must be considered when (and often only when) thinking about the
family and about kinship also reflects patriarchal ideas about the place of women in culture
and society. [ will not dwell any further on how powerful our own cultural constructions of
gender have been in shaping our “‘scientific’’ study of human nature and evolution and of
culture, except to suggest that despite two decades of the feminist unraveling of Western epis-
temology, many gender-biased notions remain to be dethroned (see recent discussions by Col-
lier and Yanigasako 1987; Errington and Gewertz 1987; Strathern 1988).

Dominant anthropological understandings of gender are revealed not only by where an-
thropology textbooks and theory do discuss women and/or gender, but also by where those
discussions are conspicuously absent. Two of the most striking examples of this absence are
in our teaching of human evolution and of stratification, power, and political economy. As
Adrienne Zihlman argues so eloquently in her essay (this volume), the challenge to the ‘‘man-
the-hunter’’ version of human evolution was one of the first feminist arguments about andro-
centrism in anthropological theory. Despite the extensive development of the gathering hy-
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pothesis and revisionist work on hominid diet, dentition, and tool use, according to Fedigan
(1986) and Zihlman (1985) theories of human evolution have failed to fully grasp the impor-
tance of the feminist challenges and reconstructions. Zihlman argues that for the most part
feminist work has been dismissed, ignored, or co-opted. Even when textbooks present a re-
construction of our human past that acknowledges that women gathered and sometimes
hunted, hunting (and male activity and adaptation) remains at the center of the story of human
evolution, whether it is focused on hominidization or the rest of the pre-agricultural past.

In light of the wealth of feminist work that examines gender asymmetry as a fundamen-
tal component of social structure and/or political economy, it is also striking that most text-
books discuss stratification and political economy without discussing gender. Even textbook
authors who have made an effort to incorporate the new research on women and gender in
their books tend to separate, or ‘‘ghettoize,’’ these discussions from their general analysis of
power and politics in society. For example, in each of the last three editions of Culture, Peo-
ple, Nature Marvin Harris has justified his exclusion of the study of ‘‘sex hierarchies’’ from
the chapter on stratification (which is to examine the ‘‘principal varieties of stratified groups
found in state level societies’”) with the following explanation:

Sex hierarchies are conventionally distinguished from class hierarchies. We will do the same
and postpone the discussion of sex hierarchies to Chapter 20 (Gender Roles and Human Sex-
uality). This distinction rests on the fact that class hierarchies include both sexes, whereas
sex hierarchies refer to the domination of one sex by another within and across classes. More-
over, unlike class hierarchies, sex hierarchies occur in bands, villages, and chiefdoms as well
as in states. [1988:397]

This ‘‘convention,’’ to use Harris’s word, is highly problematic, and the exclusion of
gender from discussions of stratification and social relations of power is commonplace in most
anthropology textbooks, and in most anthropological theory. Harris presumes that stratifica-
tion by sex is significantly different from class-, race-, caste-, or ethnic-based forms of strat-
ification, in part because *‘class hierarchies include both sexes,”” whereas sex hierarchies are
found within and across classes. While this is indisputably true, race, ethnic, and probably
caste hierarchies are also found within and across classes.

Even more important, by separating the exploration of gender, race, ethnicity, caste,
and class—this approach makes impossible the realization of what I would argue is one of the
most important insights of feminist anthropology—that to understand stratification, domina-
tion, or political economy we have to investigate the constitution of social relations of power
within a culture without presuming the primacy or unimportance of different principles that
structure inequality or define group identity or categorical membership (Morgen 1987). In
other words, gender, race, ethnicity, caste, and class are best analyzed as they intersect in
creating social relations of power, and as different historical, cultural, and political-economic
processes shape the configuration of power within a society.

This brief discussion of evolution and stratification exemplifies my main point—that
the new research on women and on gender has the potential to transform the ways we think
and teach about a wide range of topics beyond sex roles and personality, kinship, and the
family. The authors in this volume cover many of the topics we teach about in introductory
anthropology—human evolution, principles of archaeology, language and culture, the inter-
section of biology and culture in shaping human life, ritual, politics, the economy, coloniali-
zation, ‘‘development,’’ contemporary social issues and other topics that are illuminated by
examining women’s lives and theorizing about gender. Not only does this breadth of coverage
provide the teacher of introductory anthropology with a great deal of material to incorporate
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throughout his/her course, but it demonstrates how fundamentally feminist scholarship ques-
tions prevailing ‘‘truths’’ in the field and points in new directions for teaching and research.

Using Gender and Anthropology: Critical Reviews for Research and
Teaching as a Curriculum Guide

This guide has been developed to help teachers of undergraduate anthropology incor-
porate the new scholarship on women and gender into their courses, particularly introductory
courses. There exists within many sectors of the academy a deep chasm between research and
teaching. Both of these endeavors are as likely to be indicted by college faculty for stealing
time away from the other as they are to be seen as guiding or reinforcing the other. In the
same vein, it is rare to find the newest and the most exciting research findings immediately
translated into introductory courses. These courses tend to be regarded as forums for incul-
cating the ‘‘basics’’ of a discipline.

This guide is intended to help bridge the gap between new research scholarship and
undergraduate teaching in anthropology by bringing the insights and findings of recent an-
thropological research on women and gender to bear on curricular questions. Under the aus-
pices of the American Anthropological Association, the Project on Gender and the Curriculum
commissioned anthropologists with expertise in one of ten culture regions or eight subfields
or special topics to write the chapters that make up the core of this guide. Each chapter con-
tains (1) a conceptual essay that analyzes the important themes, debates, literature, and back-
ground information that contextualize (2) two specific curricular suggestions and (3) resources
offered by the author for inclusion in introductory courses. This guide, taken as a whole,
makes a powerful case for permitting the insights of this scholarship on women and gender to
inform teaching (and research agendas) that are not strictly ‘‘about women’’ but that to rec-
ognize women as full, visible actors in society and culture. Each of the chapters of this guide
demonstrates how the new scholarship on women can lead to changes in the stories we tell
our undergraduates about human evolution, human nature, culture, and cultural diversity. The
extraordinary developments in feminist scholarship over the past two decades provide us with
insightful critiques of some prevailing anthropological paradigms, offer new ways of thinking
and teaching about old questions, and raise some exciting new questions for our field as a
whole. :

We have organized this curriculum guide to provide resources for faculty to mainstream
the new research on women and gender into introductory anthropology. By ‘‘mainstreaming’’
we mean incorporating material on women’s lives and considering gender as a fundamental
category of identity and social structure throughout courses. This differs substantially from
an approach that reserves discussion of these topics to one particular book chapter, ethno-
graphic example, or course topic/section. By encouraging ‘‘mainstreaming’’ we do not mean
to suggest that course sections or entire courses on women and gender are not important. Quite
the reverse—because issues about the changing roles of women are of great interest to many
of our students, organizing courses so they include the topic is important. Our point is that if
this is the only strategy taken by an instructor or a textbook author, then students may learn
that information about women is marginal and that women themselves can be regarded as
peripheral or secondary.

The specific organizations of this guide—by culture region and selected subfields—
emerged from a recognition that the issues, the debates, and the pace of research on women
and gender varied across the subfields of anthropology, and, within sociocultural anthropol-
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ogy, by culture regions. Because feminist anthropologists today emphasize the historical and
cultural specificity of women’s experience, and because many anthropologists tend to use
ethnographic material from cultures and culture regions they know the most about, we decided
to use a culture area rather than an institutional or topical approach to organizing much of the
sociocultural material. Financial limitations precluded our ability to cover all culture regions
in the guide. Although we do not have chapters on Europe, the Soviet Union, Canada, the
Arctic or most of Oceania (there is a chapter on Aboriginal Australia), there are some excellent
overview and bibliographic references available on these areas available elsewhere (e.g.,
Maltz 1988; Sinclair 1986).

This project was funded by the U.S. Department of Education, with the primary man-
date being to foster change in introductory anthropology courses in U.S. colleges and uni-
versities. A major concern in selecting authors of individual chapters was to ensure their fa-
miliarity with the introductory anthropology course as taught in these institutions. The major
drawback of this approach is the tendency for the chapters to reflect American anthropological
scholarship on women and gender. We are the inheritors of a strong Eurocentric bias, and this
book only just begins to crack this. While some of the chapters draw on the work of indigenous
anthropologists, on the whole the guide reflects the fact that U.S. feminist anthropology still
remains rather firmly rooted in a Eurocentric grounding.

Taken as a whole, this guide does cover most of the important topics and issues taught
in introductory anthropology. The chapters by Zihlman, Fedigan and Fedigan, Spector and
Whelan, and Lancaster examine important issues in human evolution and the reconstruction
of early hominid life and prehistory. Major paradigms in physical anthropology are challenged
and alternative frameworks are presented in the chapters on human evolution, for example in
Zihlman’s discussion of debates about the importance of women and foraging in models of
evolution. Fedigan and Fedigan explain how new pictures of primate life have followed from
recognition of the importance of lifelong female bonds among primates and from the different
views of primate female sexuality and intra-group patterns of dominance. Lancaster examines
the intersection of biology and culture in her discussions of fertility and infertility; she poses
disturbing questions about trends in human female fertility and in cultural and psychological
response to reproductive risks in the context of the global differentials in resources within and
between cultures. A number of these chapters reveal how androcentric assumptions undergird
major assumptions and theories about our human past and anthropology’s strategies for de-
scribing that past. Spector and Whalen propose heightening the awareness of students about
androcentrism through a critical reading of textbooks and creative exercises that engage stu-
dents in the process of decoding gender as it might be expressed in material culture.

“The issues of ethnocentrism, and the intertwining of Western racial and gender biases
in descriptions and analysis of non-European cultures comes up in a number of the chapters.
Hale’s discussion of the literature on the Middle East makes a powertul case for the centrality
of gender bias in the ethnography of that region. She exemplifies her point in discussion of
dominant anthropological frameworks for understanding Islam, sexuality, and intepretations
of veiling. In a similar vein, Bolles and D’ Amico-Samuels credit gender and Eurocentric bias
in the literature on the Caribbean for its failure to understand the reasons for or the meaning
of the prevalence of matrifocality in that region.

Each of the major domains of social life or institutions of culture are examined in several
of the chapters focused on specific culture areas. The most extensive discussions of family
and Kkinship can be found in the chapters on the Caribbean, China, Southeast Asia, Africa,
India and the United States. Religion. ritual, and ceremony are most fully explored in the
chapters on China, Aboriginal Australia, and India. Women's involvement in politics is a
major focus of chapters on the Middle East. Latin America, India and the United States.
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Women’s roles in production and the changing nature of women’s work are highlighted in the
chapters on Africa, Latin America, Southeast Asia, Aboriginal Australia, Native North Amer-
ica and the United States, and in the chapter on development. The chapter on China considers
the politics of fertility control, and issues concerning women and health care in the United
States are central in Mulling’s chapter on gender and social policy. While the article by Jacobs
and Roberts provides the most detailed examination of women’s sexuality and the relationship
between the cultural construction of gender and of sexuality, there are additional discussions
in the chapters on American Indians, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Middle East. Finally,
Borker and Maltz examine the ways that gender identity, gender roles and the experience of
gender are reflected in and reinforced by language.

Two topics are so frequently addressed throughout the guide that they deserve particular
discussion here—the cultural construction of gender and socioeconomic transformation, par-
ticularly the impact of colonialism and capitalism on women’s lives. While these two lines of
inquiry are sometimes examined together, they also represent the two most significant, and
often divergent, theoretical approaches in contemporary feminist anthropology. The discus-
sion of the cultural construction of gender in anthropology is as old as Margaret Mead’s New
Guinea—-based work on sex roles, personality formation, and the construction of the self. What
any individual chapter in this guide shows and what the guide as a whole makes indisputable
is the tremendous variability and complexity of the cultural construction of gender.

Some of the chapters focus on ritual as an arena in which gender comes to have mean-
ings that are created and sometimes contested (for example, chapters by Anagnost, Burbank
and Fruzzetti). Ong shows how the competing discourses of multinational corporations, Is-
lamic religious ideology, and local culture shape cultural constructions of ‘‘woman’’ in the
fast-changing societies of Southeast Asia. A number of the chapters reveal the ways race,
ethnicity, and class specify the experience and the meaning of gender in particular historical
contexts (Bolles and D’ Amico-Samuels, Nash, Susser, Mullings).

The importance of analyzing gender as an integral aspect of structures of power and
domination in societies is a theme that echoes in most of the discussions of socioeconomic
change throughout this volume. For example, the chapters on the Caribbean and on Latin
America show both the gender-differentiated impact of colonialism and slavery on indigenous
peoples and the ways gender intersected with race and class in the ruling ideologies that but-
tressed post-conquest social and political formations. Anagnost’s discussion of the politics of
gender in revolutionary Chinese society underscores the complexity of analyzing social
change by pointing to both the disjunctures between revolutionary ideology and practice and
the material and ideological constraints that shape the political construction of gender. Fi-
nally, a number of the chapters explicitly address women’s active involvement in revolution-
ary and grassroots political movements (especially the chapters on the Middle East and the
United States). ‘

Just as we have tried to provide the widest possible coverage of culture areas and sub-
disciplinary specialization in this guide, we have also made an effort to represent the diversity
of theoretical perspectives most current in feminist anthropology. While many of the authors
of chapters include either some reference to or a discussion of research on women in the cul-
ture area, subfield, or topic from theoretical perspectives other than hers/his, that diversity is
probably best represented by our choices of authors themselves. Thus, some of the authors
focus more on political economy; others privilege cultural, symbolic, sociobiological, or
other explanatory frameworks.

We consider this theoretical diversity a strength of the project, and hope that it helps
underscore the important recognition that feminist anthropology is really feminist anthropol-
ogies. Nevertheless, though authors of different chapters in this guide would be likely to dis-
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agree with each other over approach, explanation, and/or the political implications of their
scholarship, they do share a fundamental desire to see women and gender more central in
anthropological research and teaching. To the extent that this book helps to achieve this in-
corporation it will have succeeded in its primary goals—strengthening the ability of anthro-
pology to be a science of humankind and to address important issues affecting the diverse
peoples of the world.
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Woman the Gatherer:
The Role of Women in Early Hominid

Evolution

Adrienne L. Zihlman
University of California, Santa Cruz

Orientation

The purpose of this module is to provide guidance for incorporating women and their
activities into discussions of hominid evolution and early hominid life. ‘“Woman the gath-
erer’’ developed as a countertheme to ‘‘man the hunter’’ in order to generate an image of
women as active and autonomous participants in the evolutionary process and in early hominid
society. It is a view consistent with evolutionary principles and takes into account a wide range
of information. Complementary information can be found in chapters by Fedigan and Fedi-
gan, Lancaster, and Spector and Whelan.

An Approach to Studying the Past

This module focuses on the early stage of human evolution some 2 to 4 million years
ago. For this period of time there is minimal direct information to assist us. Consequently,
reconstructions of the human past often rely on assumptions based upon cultural values and
stereotypes or individual experience. However, there is available ‘‘indirect’” information
about the evolutionary process, about our close relatives, and about contemporary people who
live a nomadic way of life. '

Because this module presents an evolutionary perspective, several kinds of information
are relevant: time, fossil record, living species and the evolutionary process.

1. Time establishes when events happened in the past and makes it possible to determine
their sequence and duration (for example, when human physical characters appear during pre-

21



22 Gender and Anthropology

history). But other events also are of interest: Did food sharing come before or after gathering?
Did a sexual division of labor appear in the earlier stages of human evolution or perhaps much
later, when more permanent settlements emerged? The time chart (Table 1) provides a general
sequence of events for orientation and discussion.

2. Fossil Record. The direct evidence for events some 2—4 million years ago consists
of fossil bones and teeth, and later, stone artifacts, uncovered in eastern and southern Africa.
From teeth and bones we identify the fossils as hominid (in the human family) and can mea-
sure brain and tooth size, limb length, and proportions. Within general parameters, this evi-
dence offers possibilities for inferring diet and development from the teeth, locomotion from
the pelvic and foot bones, brain size from the skull, and body size from joints and limb bones.
The early fossils record that a human form of bipedal locomotion emerged much earlier in
time than did a large brain.

3. Living Species. Fossils cannot speak with a distinct voice. Therefore the past (direct)
evidence must be integrated with present (indirect) evidence of living species in order to ex-
plain human prehistory. For example, genetically chimpanzees are the closest living relatives
to humans. Thus, it is not surprising that early hominids resemble chimpanzees in many fea-
tures of brain size, dental development, and joint and bone structure. Chimpanzee behavior
cannot be identical to that of early hominids; nonetheless, it provides a basis for speculating
about some aspects of early hominid behavior, such as object manipulation, communication,
and social bonds.

Modern gathering-hunting societies illustrate the interrelationships of several aspects of
behavior—for example, how food is obtained and processed, by whom and with what kinds
of tools; and how subsistence intersects with other activities such as food sharing, care of
children and women’s work. An approach to the past that combines the fossil and archeolog-
ical record with the behavior of living chimpanzees and foraging peoples offers ways to look
at women’s activities and to place hunting and male activities into perspective.

4. Evolutionary Process. Evolution by natural selection means three things: individuals
in a population survive to adulthood, they mate and produce offspring, and they rear their
offspring to reproductive age. Given mammalian, and specifically primate, reproduction, fe-
males are central in producing and rearing offspring and are a limiting resource in population
expansion. Therefore an evolutionary perspective of past human societies must consider the
female life cycle and reproductive effort.

To ensure that women are included in the human species, I avoid the use of the generic
man and adopt the term humans. Language shapes our perspective and can structure our think-
ing. Phrases like ‘‘the evolution of man,’’ ‘‘the social life of early man,”” or ‘‘mysteries of
mankind’’ are cases in point.

The Evolution of Social Life: Contrasting Hypotheses

Behavior does not fossilize, yet it is behavior rather than bones and teeth alone that
interests us about human evolution. Reconstructions of human behavior that developed during
the 1960s (and are still very much in evidence) can be summarized as ‘‘man the hunter.’’ This
view of human evolution is known for its emphasis on meat eating and hunting and on the
activities of males. According to this view, distinguishing features of the human way of life
encompass a diet in which meat is a main item, in contrast to the presumed vegetarian apes;
hunting by males as a means to obtain it, and consequently an early division of labor by sex;
pair bonding so males would share meat with their mates and offspring and ensure social



Table 1.
Time Chart: Major Events in Human Evolution
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Time Scale
(Years before present) Events Possible Interpretation of Way of Life
10,000 Domestication of plants and Major changes in family and gender relationships?
animals in the Old World Food sources concentrated; Permanent settlements
100,000 Spread of Homo sapiens
throughout Old World Gathering-hunting well developed
500,000 Origin of Homo sapiens in Africa Expanding resource base
Humans in Europe and northern Asia Beginning of single hunting in temperate regions?
1,000,000 Human populations expand Gathering successful in habitats outside Africa
to Southeast Asia
2,000,000 Bone tools, evidence of digging Effective procurement of plant foods (digging)
Stone tools; some in association Occasional butchering of large animals for meat
with animal bones; some Predation continues
bones with cutmarks Expanding home range size
3,000,000 Hominid fossils in East Collecting and sharing wide range of plant foods;
and South Africa—?2 species? predation on small animals
3,500,000 Fossil hominid footprints at Early hominids adapting to savanna
Laetoli; hominid jaws and teeth collecting dispersed foods bipedally
Australopithecus with organic tools
5,000,000 Divergence of humans and chimpanzees (molecular evidence)
6-8,000,000 Savanna mosaic habitat becomes widespread in Africa
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stability within the group; and the loss of estrus and acquisition of continual sexual receptivity
of females to attract males.

The gathering hypothesis or ‘‘woman the gatherer’” was developed as a corrective to
the omission of women and women’s activities in traditional reconstructions; this perspective
is useful for keeping gender in human evolution. When first proposed, this view emphasized
both the importance of plant foods in the diet and gathering as a method for obtaining plants
and small animals for food and as an impetus in the development of the human way of life
(Linton 1971; Tanner and Zihlman 1976; Zihlman and Tanner 1978).

In the hunting hypothesis, early hominid behavior is interpreted as a result of men’s
hunting activities: bipedal locomotion, tool using and making, food sharing, formation of pair
bonds, and the sexual division of labor. In contrast, the gathering hypothesis stresses that
obtaining plant foods with tools, especially by women, was the basis for the human way of
life, and that plants were major food items, a focus for technological innovation and for
changes in social behavior. Behaviors once thought to be exclusive to a hunting way of life
are equally if not more important to a gathering one: upright posture, bipedal locomotion, and
the ability to walk long distances and carry; sharing food, making and using tools; having
knowledge and communicating about the environment. Women as well as men were devel-
oping these skills.

The gathering hypothesis has been seen in opposition to hunting and as exclusively
about women. But a more central issue is timing: when did hunting emerge in human evolu-
tion and what preceded it? It is likely that innovations around plant foods developed in the
earliest stages of human evolution and that hunting came later in time. There is a great deal
of information from the fossil record, studies of the behavior of chimpanzees, and the role of
women in contemporary gathering-hunting societies to support the gathering hypothesis. Evi-
dence for utilizing meat from large animals by early hominids appears in the archeological
record almost 2 million years after the first appearance of hominids. Unequivocal evidence
for hunting is much later in time.

The Fossil Record and Its Interpretation

Direct evidence from the australopithecine fossils dated from between 2 and 3 million
years ago provide information on diet and development from dentition, locomotion from pel-
vic and foot bones, hand function from hand bones and body proportions from skeletal re-
mains.

Dentition

All early hominids have large, well worn, thickly enameled molar and premolar teeth.
Relative to estimated body size, these teeth are larger than they are in any contemporary ape
or human. The corresponding muscles of mastication—the temporalis and masseter—have
left well-developed markings on the skull and jaws. These features are associated with a dental
mechanism effective for grinding foods that are tough or foods from the ground that are gritty
and wear down the teeth (Wallace 1975). The dental mechanism of early hominids is conver-
gent with that of bears and pigs. Thickly enameled posterior teeth are also found among pri-
mates, such as orangutans and cebid monkeys, which dentally process fruits with tough outer
coverings.
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The dental evidence is consistent with an omnivorous diet that probably included var-
ious kinds of fruits, seeds and nuts, fibrous vegetation, as well as roots and tubers from un-
derground. Early hominids were very likely eating some animal protein, and their dentition
does not rule this out. But features of the chewing apparatus point to a diet that contained
many items that required dental preparation. At this early stage in evolution, tool use for ex-
tensive preparation of food, such as pounding or cooking, was probably not well developed.

Recent studies on rate of tooth formation and eruption have changed our ideas about the
developmental pattern and chronological age of individual fossil hominids (Beynon and Dean
1988). Previously it was supposed that australopithecine maturation was prolonged, as in
modern humans, and was a departure from the faster developmental rate in apes (Mann 1975).
These new studies now indicate that dental formation is similar to that of chimpanzees, and
that growth and development were on a faster rather than a slower track.

Canine teeth in early hominids are small, about the size of the incisors, and show little
variation. In contrast, canine teeth of male monkeys and apes are usually notably larger than
those of females and are associated with male-male competition or defense against predators.
The small canine teeth in hominids indicate little difference in function between females and
males but suggest changes in social interaction, especially between males, and in antipredator
strategies.

Locomotor Anatomy

Bipedal locomotion is a defining characteristic of the human family, the Hominidae,
and its hallmark is endurance rather than speed (Zihlman and Brunker 1979). There is evi-
dence for this form of locomotion by 3.5 mya based on hominid footprints from Laetoli, Tan-
zania, although the fossil hominid pelvis, lower limbs and foot bones retain a number of chim-
panzee-like features (Leakey & Hay 1979; Stern and Susman 1983). A new first metatarsal
almost 2 million years old resembles that of humans more than apes, but its joint surface

suggests that the characteristic toe-off mechanism of human gait was absent (Susman and
Brain 1988).

Brain and Body Proportions

More recently discovered fossils indicate that the cranial capacity of hominids between
2 and 3 million years ago is well within the range of chimpanzees (Falk 1987). Brain reor-
ganization as deduced from preserved surfaces of fossil brains may have been minimal and
more similar to an ape than to a human pattern. A partial skeleton almost 3 million years old
(AL 288, called ‘‘Lucy’’) preserves arm and thigh bones and suggests the body proportions
were intermediate between chimpanzee and humans. Compared to chimpanzees, early hom-
inids probably had a lower center of gravity, which would have increased stability in an up-
right position. Because the fossils are rarely complete or even nearly so (the famous Lucy has
40% of the entire skeleton), it is difficult to establish body size and its range in the population.
Some of the fossils, like Lucy, are very small; other individual bones, such as the thigh or
foot bones, are quite large. At this time it is not clear how many species of hominids these
bones represent and what size range might have existed within each species. This information
is important for establishing how much bigger in body size males might have been than fe-
males.
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Hand Bones

Modern human hands have short straight finger bones, well-developed thumb bones and
associated muscles, and a mobile palm. In contrast, ape hands have long, curved robust fin-
gers, relatively small thumb bones and associated muscles, and limited mobility in the palm.
Fossil hand bones of 3 million years ago are still quite curved and bear resemblance to those
of African apes (Susman et al. 1984). However, the palm region indicates greater mobility
than that of apes and the potential to grip objects and strongly manipulate them (Marzke
1983). At these hominid sites (Hadar, Ethiopia) no objects are preserved that can be inter-
preted as hominid tools.

But at a fossil site about 2 million years of age (Swartkrans) newly discovered hominid
hand bones and tools are preserved together. The thumb bone suggests well-developed mus-
cles and an ability to firmly grasp tools (Susman 1988). The associated stone and bone artifacts
show signs of having been used for digging.

Animal Bones and Stone Tools

For many years the animal bones that had accumulated in South African caves along
with the hominids were thought to be the result of hominid activities. Subsequent research on
these and other sites demonstrates that bones may accumulate and be modified by natural
processes, such as weathering, sorting and transporting by water, trampling by animals, and
collecting, breaking, and destruction by carnivore predators and scavengers.

Some of this early research involved comparing the bone collecting behavior and con-
sumption patterns of several species of carnivore, including hyena, cheetah, leopard, porcu-
pine, and owl, with human food remains from Middle and Late Stone Age archeological sites
(Brain 1981). This analysis provides a compelling argument that the bone accumulations in
the caves were the result of hunting behavior of carnivores (primarily leopards) and that the -
early hominid bones at the same sites were remains of the hunted and not the hunters.

Stones (and a few bones) with unmistakable signs of wear or workmanship show up in
the archeological record between 2 and 2.5 million years ago. These implements consist of
flakes, choppers, and unmodified pieces that show wear or are of foreign materials transported
from another area. The function of stone tools is not always obvious. But now microscopic
study of wear patterns on some stone implements suggest that they were used for cutting soft
plant materials, for scraping and sawing wood and for cutting animal tissue (Keeley 1977;
Keeley and Toth 1981). Flake tools and choppers could have been used to clean, cut up, and
pound plant foods, for preparing effective wooden implements or for bashing open marrow
cavities of long bones for marrow. New bone tools from Swartkrans found with hand bones
and mentioned above show a polish similar to that produced experimentally on bones used for
digging in hard ground.

The association of animal bones, stone tools, and hominid remains from East African
sites led to the conclusion that the bones were the debris accumulated by hominids at home
bases (Isaac 1978). More recent studies indicate that bone breakage and concentration may
be due primarily to carnivore activities and make it unlikely that these areas are campsites or
home bases as once thought (Potts 1984, 1988).

At a few sites between 1 and 2 million years ago, cutmarks on animal bones may have
been made by stone tools and suggest that the hominids were butchering large animals (Bunn
1981; Potts and Shipman 1981). But there is no evidence that the animals butchered were
killed by human actions, and it is difficult to establish with any certainty how early people
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obtained meat prior to 130,000 years ago (Klein 1987). Animal bone and stone tool associa-
tions may reflect a mixture of hominid and carnivore activities (Potts 1988).

Supporting Information from Chimpanzees and Foraging Peoples

The fossil and archeological record of 2—3 million years ago give insight about diet,
development, locomotion, and manipulative skills of early hominids. Animal bone accumu-
lations, stone and bone implements'and associations with bones help sort out hominid from
carnivore activity. Information about chimpanzee behavior offers suggestions about the kinds
of behavior that might have been present in the ancestral ape population, and contemporary
gathering-hunting societies illuminate the nature of women’s roles in a nomadic way of life.

Molecular Data

During the 1960s new techniques to study the genetic material of living species revealed
that chimpanzees and gorillas were the closest living relatives to humans and the two groups
may have separated some 5 million years ago, rather than 20 or 30 mya, as previously thought
(Sarich and Wilson 1967). Recent techniques comparing DNA indicate that chimpanzees and
humans are more closely related to each other than either is to the gorilla (Sibley and Ahlquist
1984; Williams and Goodman 1989). This close genetic relationship between chimpanzees
and humans suggests that the common ancestor to both groups may have resembled chimpan-
zees more than any other primates. Behaviors observed in chimpanzees may have been present
in the common ancestor and early hominids.

- Chimpanzee Behavior

Chimpanzees in their natural habitat are more similar to humans in a number of behav-
iors than previously recognized or appreciated. For example, chimpanzees, like humans and
most other primates, are best described as omnivorous because they eat a variety of both plant
and animal foods; they are not strictly vegetarian (Harding and Teleki 1981). Their diverse
diet includes a preponderance of fruits, supplemented by insects and small animals. It is likely
that the early hominids, even if relying primarily on plant foods, also preyed upon small an-
imals for food.

Chimpanzees also prepare and use tools, occasionally walk bipedally and communicate
social and environmental information (Goodall 1986). Both females and males modify and
use materials in a variety of ways—Ileaves as sponges, twigs as probes to obtain termites,
rocks and sticks as hammers to crack open nuts and as missiles. Female chimps spend more
time than males fishing for termites and in cracking open nuts more efficiently (Boesch and
Boesch 1984; Goodall 1986). The most significant variable related to the sex difference in
frequency and efficiency in nut cracking may be social. Adult males prefer to maintain visual
contact with other group members and often stop the activity in order to engage in social
interactions. Adult females in contrast, continue cracking nuts even if there is a conflict or if
the group moves on.

Sharing food among chimpanzees was first reported in the context of predation and eat-
ing meat, with adult males sharing more frequently (Goodall 1968; Teleki 1973). As more
data were collected, it became apparent that plants are widely shared, and over half the in-
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stances occur between mother and offspring pairs. Most of the food shared is plant material
and most sharing (in 86% of instances) is between related individuals (McGrew 1975; Silk
1978).

Among pygmy chimpanzees (Pan paniscus) food sharing seems to occur more fre-
quently than is the case for Pan troglodytes (Kano 1982; Kuroda 1984). Juvenile animals are
the most frequent recipients, and adult females are donors four times more often than are adult
males.

Long-term studies on several species of free-ranging primates demonstrate that chim-
panzees, like other primates, form relationships between mothers and offspring and among
siblings that endure throughout life. These small family groups form the social core in most
primate species. Primatologists discovered that rank and status in the group passes from moth-
ers to their offspring, a contrast to previous assumptions that dominance rank is something
earned simply by the fighting abilities of big and strong males (Sade 1972; see Fedigan and
Fedigan module).

Chimpanzee social organization is flexible (fission-fusion type) and suited to ranging
over many square miles in search of food. Groups change in size and composition and are not
headed by a leader male. Friendships and kin ties influence the day to day associations of
animals. An extensive communicative repertoire of postures, gestures, vocalizations and fa-
cial expressions permits varied and complex responses to different social situations.

Like group composition, sexual activity is variable with several patterns: opportunistic
or noncompetitive mating where a female in estrus may mate with several different males
during a single cycle; or a short-term exclusive relationship where a male prevents other males
from mating with his temporary mate; or a consortship where a male and female leave the
group for a week or more and remain away from other chimpanzees (Tutin 1979). No single
mating pattern accurately describes this highly social species.

Female chimpanzees spend most of their adult life pregnant and lactating and invest
more time and energy in rearing offspring than do males. Adult males in chimpanzee groups
are generally protective of all infants and young; and through patrolling territorial boundaries
maintain the home range of the chimpanzee community from neighboring males.

In their omnivorous diet, object manipulation, social development, flexibility in sexual
activity, and fission-fusion social organization, chimpanzees may resemble the early hominids
and illustrate the active role females play in this range of activities. There is a tendency to
emphasize the differences between chimpanzees and ourselves. But for this early period of
human evolution it is instructive to emphasize our similarities with chimpanzees and the con-
tinuity between the ape ancestor and the earliest hominids.

Gathering-Hunting Peoples

A nomadic, gathering-hunting way of life persisted in some form from the time of hu-
man origins 5 million years or so ago. Only after about 10,000 years ago did human popula-
tions begin to settle down in some parts of the world, to cultivate plants and domesticate
animals. Therefore, modern-day nomadic peoples provide a more realistic model for helping
to conceptualize early hominid societies than do Western industrialized ones.

The significance of gathering first became apparent at the same conference on * ‘hunting-
gathering’” peoples, where Washburn and Lancaster and Laughlin presented their ideas on
hunting (Lee and DeVore 1968). Several studies reported that the majority of tropical hunter-
gatherer groups in Africa, Asia, Australia, and North America subsists mainly on plant foods
gathered by women, or on fish, and much less by hunting per se. In actuality most such groups
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are ‘‘gatherer-hunters,’”” which led Lee and DeVore (1968) to conclude that vegetable foods
were probably always available and that early hominid women likely played an active role in
subsistence—collecting food, making and using tools, as well as caring for infants.

The savanna mosaic environment illustrated by the bushveldt and woodlands of the Ka-
lahari in southern Africa contains many species of plants that are used for food, medicine,
and materials for making many kinds of tools. One population, for example, utilizes 80 plant
species as food, 11 of which are staple items in the diet. These include various types of melon,
beans, roots, tubers, leaves and gum; they are tasty, nutritious, abundant, predictable and
accessible. These people also hunt or gather some 50 kinds of animals, though their role in
overall diet varies seasonally (Tanaka 1980). The heavy reliance on plant foods of tropical
savanna gatherer-hunters contrasts with earlier assumptions that the main food items in a sa-
vanna environment would necessarily be meat.

The task of gathering food falls primarily to women. They go out collecting, often with
other women, carrying their nursing infants, their digging implements and sharpening stone;
the kaross, a garment made of animal skin, serves as a baby sling, as well as a container for
gathered food (Lee 1968, 1969). The work effort of women is considerable, and they fre-
quently walk long distances and carry heavy loads. It is not unusual for a woman to return
home after a journey of several miles, carrying the equivalent of 75% of her body weight in
food, firewood and baby (Lee 1979; Peacock 1985). Among the Kalahari San, women carry
their babies continually for the first two years, an estimated 2400 km, which decreases to 1800
km in the third year and 1200 by age four (Lee 1979). Children of this age weigh from about
6 to 15 kg, which is added to the food and goods a woman might carry. After children are
weaned they remain in camp with other adults and children while the mother again goes out
gathering. Women are responsible for about 90% of child care (Lee 1979).

Women also contribute protein to the diet. Killing birds and small mammals with a club
or collecting tortoises and insects can be considered a form of gathering. Women may report
back to camp on the animals and tracks observed while gathering, and this information may
be used later by men during hunting. Men also gather food, but this may consist of picking
and eating plants while hunting, though occasionally men return from hunting with plants,
birds’ eggs, or firewood. Women among the Kalahari San do not hunt by bow and arrow, but
in some cultures they do (Estioko-Griffin and Griffin 1981).

Overall, the picture of women we now have from gathering-hunting societies is one of
active, mobile individuals, who walk long distances, carry heavy loads, and contribute a ma-
jor source of food to their families. They prepare food, use tools, and at the same time become
pregnant, lactate, and care for children.

Early Hominid Behavior from a Woman’s Perspective

Locomotion and Travel

Bipedal locomotion is a terrestrial, savanna adaptation for covering long distances while
carrying food and water, digging sticks, objects for defense, and offspring. A large home
range 1s necessary for obtaining the widely dispersed resources on the savanna, especially of
plant foods. The evidence suggests that both women and men engaged in these activities.

For women there are social aspects of bipedal locomotion. A hominid mother probably
carried and nursed her baby almost continually for three years, as do chimpanzees and women
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in foraging societies. Without a grasping foot like that of chimpanzees to cling to their moth-
er’s hair, hominid babies could not hold on to their mothers as well. Consequently the mother
had to take a more active role in carrying the infant. A sling for support might have been an
early hominid ‘‘tool’’ that would have freed the mother’s arms and hands for other activities.

Tool Making and Using

Stone tools persist better through time than food plants or implements made from or-
ganic materials, but both were probably important in early hominid subsistence (Lee 1968).
Given the importance of organic tools among gatherer-hunters and the facility of chimpanzees
with grass stems and twigs and wooden hammers, many implements used by early hominids
were probably made of organic material and used for digging. This type of implement may
represent a straightforward transition from chimpanzee termiting sticks to the simple, multi-
purpose digging tools of modern gatherer-hunters (see Spector and Whelan, this volume).
Similarly, the stones used by chimpanzees for cracking open nutshells would not be readily
recognized as tools in the archeological record.

-

Development and Learning

If the hominid way of life depended upon bipedal locomotion and making and using
tools, then from a child’s point of view, the gathering way of life required extended time to
acquire motor and cognitive skills. In turn, it required a long dependence on adults (Zihlman
1983). An early hominid child could not be physically independent until it was weaned and
could walk long distances. For chimpanzees this occurs about age 5, but a contemporary child
does not develop the stamina to walk long distances until about age 8.

A young chimpanzee does not master the art of termiting with tools until about age 5,
and skills for cracking open nuts with stone and wooden hammers are not developed until
adolescence. Presumably it would have taken an early hominid child at least 5 years to learn
motor and cognitive sKills for using tools effectively. Learning these, as well as social skills,
would have taken place within the protective social environment of the mother and group, and
so equipped the young to survive, reproduce and rear offspring.

Mating Patterns and Sexuality

Although early hominid mating patterns are usually presented as monogamous or pair
bonded, these suggestions can only be speculative. Nonetheless, I would conjecture that mat-
ing patterns were variable, as they are among chimpanzees, and stress flexibility and female
choice. The dependency of young after weaning would have been facilitated if males, as well
as females, shared food and cared for the young. The males need not have been the biological
fathers. They might have developed friendships that have been described for female and male
baboons and chimpanzees. Females might view males with these traits as more sexually at-
tractive and so choose them as mates. The small canine teeth in early hominids suggest that
social changes occurred among early hominids, perhaps a reduction in aggression among
males, and between females and males, compared to chimpanzees.

Sexual Division of Labor

The nature of a sexual division of labor and when it developed during human evolution
have been major issues for theories of human evolution. In human societies it is reciprocal
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and expected. Among chimpanzees there are differences in frequency of tasks by sex and by
age, but there is no formalized sharing or exchange. Early hominids were probably more sim-
ilar to this pattern than to that of gatherer-hunters. My own view is that the sexual division of
labor as we know it today probably developed quite recently in human evolution, perhaps in
the Later Pleistocene when hunting begins to be effective, or even later when people began
to live in settlements and give up a nomadic way of life.

Summary

Information derived from the fossil record, primate behavior, and gatherer-hunters
gives a firm basis for delineating women’s reproductive, economic, and social activities and
contributions to human evolution. We can conclude that women made and used tools to obtain
food for themselves, as well as to sustain their young after weaning; walked long distances;
and carried food and infants bipedally on the African savannas (Tanner 1981; Tanner and
Zihlman 1976). It is also reasonable to conclude that hunting did not emerge at the earliest
stage in human evolution. Rather, hunting probably developed much later in human history
and derived from the technological and social base in gathering (Zihlman 1978, 1981).

There are limitations to what the record of human prehistory can reveal about the be-
havior of women and men. Details of social behavior can never be known with any certainty
and will always be a focus for conjecture and debate. But a balanced understanding of human
evolution should incorporate women as well as men, children as well as adults into the picture
and include the range of activities throughout the life cycle on which natural selection acts,
rather than a narrower focus on one or two of them. It is as much through the willingness to
incorporate the available information as it is through the information itself that we can gain a
more complete view of our ancient human ancestors.
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sions or prepare lectures on some aspect of the role of women in evolution.
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Dahlberg, Frances
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Collection of articles on female primates and women cross-culturally. In particular, see the articles
by W. McGrew on female chimpanzees, Estioko-Griffin and Griffin on hunting among Agta women,
and Zihlman on evolutionary perspective of women, including discussion of gathering activities and
sexual dimorphism.
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A popular account of Agta women of the Philippines who hunt game animals and still raise their
children. Demonstrates flexibility in women’s activities, in contrast to the stereotype that women do not
hunt.

Fedigan, Linda
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pology 15:22-66.

The review begins with the historical context of human evolution models as far back as the 19th
century and discusses their fate. It then moves into the 20th century and covers the contribution of pri-
mate, ethnographic, and material evidence to scenarios of early human social life. The controversies
and issues are presented and evaluated clearly.

Harding, R. S. O., and Teleki, G., eds.
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University Press.

Excellent selection of 14 articles on primates, fossil hominids and modern people, which illustrates
diets as variations on the theme of omnivory and the role of hunting and eating meat. R. Harding reviews
primate diets in the wild; G. Teleki focuses on chimpanzees; R. Gould on Australians; R. Harako on
pygmies in Zaire; G. Silberbauer on Kalahari peoples, and more.
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Hrdy, Sarah Blaffer, and W. Bennett
1981 Lucy’s Husband: What Did He Stand For? Harvard Magazine 46:7-9.

Discussion of Lovejoy’s theory on the origin of bipedal locomotion and female sexuality, with a
light touch.

Klein, Richard
1987 Reconstructing How Early People Exploited Animals: Problems and Prospects. In The Evo-
lution of Human Hunting. M. H. Nitecki and D. V. Nitecki, eds. Pp. 11-45. New York: Plenum
Press.

Evaluates the associations of animal bones and stone tools at early hominid sites in order to discover
how humans were exploiting animals. His analysis concentrates on Middle Pleistocene sites (about
500,000 yr) in Spain, which, during the 1960s, were widely cited as proof of big game hunting. For
some early and middle Pleistocene sites the artifacts suggest that people killed some of the animals and
the bones damaged by stone tools indicate some butchering. Not until the Middle Stone Age about
100,000 years ago does hunting appear effective, and by the Later Stone Age in Africa (40,000 yr) there
was a major advance in the ‘‘human ability to extract protein from nature’’ (p. 39).

Lee, Richard B., and I. DeVore, eds.
1968 Man the Hunter. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Classic collection of articles based on conference of same name, with articles on hunting in human
evolution, (e.g., Washburn and Lancaster; Laughlin), but also information on women’s gathering ef-
forts, such as Richard Lee’s article on Kalahari !Kung.

Lee, R. B.
1979 The !Kung San: Men, Women and Work in a Foraging Society. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Summary of his extensive field work; of particular interest, Chapters 9 ‘‘Men, Women and Work™’
and 11 ‘‘Production and Reproduction’’—discussion of work effort, hunting, women’s work, mobility
and birth spacing.

Linton, Sally
1971 Woman the Gatherer: Male Bias in Anthropology. /In Women in Perspective. S. E. Jacobs,
ed. Pp. 9-21. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. Reprinted under Sally Slocum in Toward an
Anthropology of Women. Rayna R. Reiter, ed. Pp. 36-50. 1975. New York: Monthly Review
Press.

Important historical article that first put forth the idea of woman the gatherer in early human evo-
lution and pointed out the bias in interpretations and the unbalanced emphasis on men and their activities.

Marshall, Lorna
1976 The 'Kung of Nyae Nyae. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Very useful for providing information on activities of women and men. In particular, Chapter 3,
“‘Plant Foods and Gathering’’ and Chapter 4, ‘‘Animal Foods and Hunting’’ document in detail these
foods and the activities associated with them.

Perper, T., and Carmel Shrire
1977 The Nimrod Connection: Myth and Science in the hunting model. In The Chemical Senses
and Nutrition. Pp. 447-459. New York: Academic Press.

This gem provides some interesting insights into the historical threads connecting hunting with the
Old Testament.

Potts, Richard
1988 Early Hominid Activities at Olduvai. Hawthorne, N.Y .: Aldine de Gruyter.
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Thorough review of the formation process of sites and how bones and stones get together. Brings
together information on trying to figure out the behavior of early hominids, including the new work on
cut marks and the ways they can occur on bones. Reviews previous ideas and research, including Glynn
Isaac’s. Also useful is Home Bases and Early Hominids (American Scientist 72:338-347), which con-
cludes that the stone accumulations once thought to be home bases are not supported by recent analyses.

Tanaka, Hiro
1980 The San: Hunter-Gatherers of the Kalahari. A study in Ecological Anthropology. Tokyo: Uni-
versity of Tokyo Press.

Chapter 1 is an excellent documentation of everyday life and the range of activities and material
culture with good illustrations. Chapter 2 deals with the foods eaten and how they are obtained.

Tanner, Nancy M.
1981 On Becoming Human. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Tanner proposes chimpanzees as a model to represent protohominids and develops the gathering
hypothesis. Discusses the record of early humans and its interpretation. Particularly useful are its images
of women and portrayal of women’s activities.

Tanner, N., and A. Zihlman
1976 Women in Evolution. Part I: Innovation and Selection in Human Origins. Signs 1 (3, part
1):585-608.

Discusses the role of women as initiating the direction of human evolution through their activities
related to gathering and sharing food. Emphasizes the interrelationship of subsistence with social be-
havior and care of offspring.

Zihlman, A. L.
1978 Women in Evolution. Part II: Subsistence and Social Organization among Early Hominids.
Signs 4(1):4-20.

Discusses the possible role of women during the first 2-3 million years of human evolution drawing
on the fossil and archeological evidence.

1982 The Human Evolution Coloring Book. New York: Harper and Row.

A source beok for basic information on primates and human evolution. Provides representations of
female primates and women and depicts behaviors involving women.

1987 American Association of Physical Anthropologists Luncheon Address, 1985: Sex, Sexes and
Sexism in Human Origins. Yearbook of Physical Anthropology, no. 30.

Personal history of the gathering hypothesis and how it has been received in physical anthropology.

Zihlman, A. L., and J. M. Lowenstein
1983 A Few Words with Ruby. New Scientist, 14 April.

Through an interview with a 3-million-year-old woman we get an idea of life on the savanna from
Ruby’s point of view.

Bibliographic items useful here and annotated in other modules:

Conkey, Margaret, and Janet Spector
1984  Archaeology and the Study of Gender. Advances in Archaeological Method and Theory 7:1-
38. New York: Academic Press. (Spector/Whelan module).
Fedigan, Linda
1981 Primate Paradigms. Montreal: Eden Press. (Fedigan module).
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Goodall, Jane
1986 The Chimpanzees of Gombe. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. (Fedigan module).
Hrdy, Sarah, and G. C. Williams
1983 Behavioral Biology and the Double Standard. In Social Behavior of Female Vertebrates. S.
K. Wasser, ed. Pp. 3-17. New York: Academic Press. (Fedigan module).
Lancaster, Jane
1985 Evolutionary Perspectives on Sex Differences in the Higher Primates. In Gender and the Life
Course. A. Rossi, ed. Pp. 3-27. Chicago: Aldine, (Lancaster module).
Shostak, Marjorie
1983 Nisa: The Life and Words of a IKung Woman. New York: Vintage. (Lancaster module).

Course Component 1: Gender and Tools

Objectives

To examine female and male differences in tool using and associated activities among
chimpanzees and gathering-hunting peoples in order to help students think about possible
early hominid technology and activities associated with women.

Resources

Films. Jane Goodall Studies of the Chimpanzee. Tool Using. 1978 National Geographic So-
ciety. 17th and M Streets; Washington D.C. 20036.

Bitter Melons. An overview of daily life of the Kalahari San gatherer-hunters.

The Wasp Nest. A group of women and children while gathering and socially interact-
ing. Both from the San Film Series, Documentary Educational Resources, 24 Dane Street,
Somerville, Massachusetts 02143; 617/666-1750.

Readings. For instructor or to assign to students (see bibliographies for complete reference).
Chimpanzees: Boesch and Boesch (1984); McGrew in Dahlberg (1981); Goodall (1986)
Chapter 18. :
Gathering-hunting people: Lee (1968, 1979); Marshall (1976) Chapters 2, 3, 4; Tana-
kaq (1980) Chapters 2, 3; Estioko-Griffin & Griffin in Dahlberg (1981).
Evolutionary perspective: J. B. Lancaster (1968) On the Evolution of Tool-using Be-
havior. American Anthropologist 70:56-66; Tanner (1981) Chapter 9; Potts (1988); Klein
(1987); A. Zihlman (1982) Part V.

This exercise has three components that may be used separately or in combination.
1. Chimpanzees

Not until long-term studies were carried out in several habitats did it become known that
there are differences between female and male chimpanzees in skill level and time spent 1n
using tools.

Both sexes use tools made from organic and stone materials. Tools are.used in connec-
tion with insects, nuts, and water. Two factors are important: caloric needs and social behav-
ior. From tool-using activities, females may obtain more calories, which are necessary for
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reproduction. Females seem to be more willing to spend time and effort in tool-using activities
that are less social, whereas males seem to focus more on other animals. '

Questions for discussion:

What materials are used in tool-using contexts?

What foods are obtained through tool-using?

What sex differences exist in frequency of activities? Why?

What differences exist in skill level?

When do the sex differences appear during the life cycle and what might this mean?

How would the kinds of tools used by chimpanzees be recognizable in the archeological rec-
ord?

What does the behavior of chimpanzees suggest about the behavior of past populations (es-
pecially about female hominids) as read in the fossil record?

2. Contemporary Gathering-Hunting Peoples

When field research focuses on subsistence activities, we learn that time and skill are
involved in finding, obtaining, and processing many species of plant foods. Women most
frequently engage in these activities, but men also do on occasion. The digging stick, though
simple in appearance, requires skill to make and use and is an important multipurpose tool.
Remember to include slings and containers as tools.

Questions for discussion:

What kinds of tools are used to obtain plant foods?

What kind for animal foods?

What kind of materials are used and how long have they been available? (e.g., iron or metal
tipped arrows)

What plant resources require tool processing?

In what ways are plants processed? (e.g., cutting, pounding, chopping)

How many kinds of plants are utilized and what kind of knowledge is needed to find and
process them? (e.g., seasonal plants, underground roots and tubers)

What is the role of women in these activities? of men?

Given this information what kinds of considerations must be made for the archeological rec-
ord?

3. Early Hominids of 2 to 4 Million Years Ago

There are no stones or bones recognizable by archeologists showing modification much
before 2 million years ago. About that time stones and bones appear in association at several
hominid sites: Olduvai Gorge in East Africa and Sterkfontein and Swartkrans in South Africa.
The sites are very different, and archeological research is devoted to discovering the condi-
tions under which bones and stones become associated in these different sites (cave vs. open
air). Furthermore, experiments that duplicate markings on ancient stones and bones can help
interpret early human activities. For example, C. K. Brain suggests that bone fragments were
used in digging in hard earth because the polish and striations on them can be duplicated.

Questions for discussion:

What kinds of objects have been found in early sites?
How do we know the objects might have been made or used by early hominids?
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What other kinds of tools might have been used and why are they not present?

How might these tools be used in connection with plants? with animals? for procurement?
for processing? with other activities?

Who might be doing these activities?

How much difference between females and males might there have been in these activities
and why?

What reasons can you think to give to support the idea that there was not yet a division of
labor by sex?

What are the limitations of our knowledge from the archeological record?

Course Component 2: Images of Women and Men in Prehistory

Objectives

To raise awareness about how women have been depicted in evolutionary reconstruc-
tions; to question the assumptions underlying these depictions; to focus on or create more
positive images of women in prehistory.

This exercise can utilize whatever materials are easily available. Because positive im-
ages are less readily available, this exercise may focus closely on less positive or directly
negative images, define why they are negative and raise awareness about underlying assump-
tions. The project can focus on materials from the library or on films. The following are a few
examples. ‘

The Popular Press. Magazines such as Time, Newsweek, and most recently U.S. News and
World Report (27 February 1989) occasionally have stories, even cover stories on human evo-
lution, and issues of National Geographic (especially April 1979 and November 1985) are
useful.

Time-Life books are a good source; for example, Early Man by Clark Howell (1965)
and The Emergence of Man series (1972), in particular the first and second volumes, ‘‘The
Missing Link’” and ‘‘The First Men’’ (this cover is quite interesting).

There are historical changes. The most positive depiction of women’s activities are
found in the November 1985 cover story ‘‘The Search for Early Man.’’ These reconstructions
of early hominid social life can be used for comparison with some earlier and more negative
ones.

Questions for discussion:

Are women or female figures present? If not, this might be a point for discussion.
Assuming female figures are present, are the figures identified as women? If so, how?
Location: Where are the women placed? Foreground? Background? What does this suggest
about their position in the group? Contrast this to where the men placed are in the illustration.
Body posture: Are women pictured standing, sitting, moving? How about the men?
Activities: In what kinds of activities are the women engaged? Are they holding or using
tools? What activities are men doing? Is the range of activities for men greater than for
women?

Demeanor: Where are the women looking (out, down)? Do they appear to be afraid? timid?
in charge? Are women depicted burdened with children? as leaders? dependent? marginal?
How are men depicted?
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Overall, what kind of impression is conveyed about early hominid society? Is it women or
men who are doing the work, sharing food, caretaking, making or using implements?

Is a sexual division of labor implied? How do these characterizations fit with what you have
learned in this course?

How might reconstructions of the past reflect our own cultural stereotypes of what are proper
roles for women and men?

With knowledge of nonhuman primates and gatherer-hunters, what kind of picture might you
construct of early hominid life?

Book Chapters. Using similar questions as above, this variation compares chapters in two
books about early human evolution.

Nancy Tanner’s On Becoming Human has a number of positive images of women which
may be useful in addressing the above questions. Use Chapter 9, ‘‘Gathering and the Aus-
tralopithecine Way of Life,”” which discusses a way of life that centers on women as active
participants in society and engaged in many activities. They are depicted as mobile, socially
central, and autonomous.

Contrast Tanner’s chapter with one that deals with the same time period in human evo-
lution but presents a very different image of women.

In Donald Johanson and Maitland Edey’s Lucy: The Beginnings of Humankind (1981,
Simon & Schuster), Chapter 16, ‘“Why Did Lucy Walk Erect? Is It a Matter of Sex?’” argues
that early hominid women had to stick close to home (be less mobile) in order to decrease
infant mortality. They were cared for by males and a female served as a male’s “‘own private
gene receptacle’ (p. 334).

Films. The following films can be used in two ways: to ask questions about the depiction of
women in prehistory (using the questions presented above) but also how women and women
scientists are depicted.

Lucy in Disguise (Smeltzer Films, P.O. Box 315, Franklin Lakes, NJ 07417) is overtly
about *‘the discovery and interpretation of early man.”’

Watch closely how women are depicted. How is Lucy (presented as an animated figure),
who lived some three million years ago, depicted? (alone, vulnerable, unaware and not paying
attention and so she is eaten by a crocodile).

How are women (scientists) depicted? They are not 1dent1ﬁed but are presented as
teachers of children or assistants, in the background.

The Making of Mankind a six-part series by the BBC, hosted by Richard Leakey. Several
of the parts are useful for this exercise. How are the women presented? Are they identified?
Are any presented as scientists or authorities?

Contrast this with the National Geographic film Mysteries of Mankind, which was aired
early 1988. Here women as scientists are prominent, which is appropriate given the significant
number of women scientists in the discipline.

In the context of these discussions, the article by Linda Fedigan, ‘‘The Changing Role
of Women in Models of Human Evolution,”” provides an informative historical perspective
for students.
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Gender and the Study of Primates

Linda Marie Fedigan Laurence Fedigan
University of Alberta University of Alberta

General Trends in Primatology in Relation to Feminist Scholarship and
Our Perception of Female Primates

There is at least one striking parallel between the well-known field of ethnography and
that of the lesser known primate ecology: both have had a history of producing descriptions
of social life in which females played shadowy, secondary roles while the males performed
on center stage. Or, to paraphrase Burbank’s comment (1989) on ethnographic studies of Aus-
tralian aborigines, females were portrayed as barely animate objects in a landscape peopled
by males. In both cases, little anthropological attention was paid to reporting the details of
female lives, whereas the lives and social interactions of males were disproportionately de-
scribed. Rather than being a conspiracy to suppress one-half of the story, this bias seems to
have resulted from the well-known human disposition to see and hear preferentially that which
fits our preconceptions. In primatology, this bias was also to some extent a natural outcome
of the fact that males in many of the earliest-studied species were larger and exhibited more
dramatic behavior, such that the observer’s eye was drawn to these individuals first. Since
anthropologists are trained in institutions (and come from societies) in which men are ac-
corded at least public control of social organization, it is not surprising that early descriptions
of primate society mirrored these human patterns (see comments by Haraway 1983, 1986;
Hrdy 1984, 1986; Hrdy and Williams 1983).

From the 1950s, when extensive primate field studies were first initiated, into the 1960s
and 1970s, primate social organization commonly was believed to be founded upon a stable
male dominance hierarchy. Indeed, in some descriptions a rigid male hierarchy was portrayed
as equivalent to the entire ‘‘social organization.’” That is, males were thought to be socially
central as well as powerful and competitive, and the network of male relationships was de-
scribed as dyadic, linear, and constant. Female primates were described as dedicated mothers
to small infants and sexually available to males in order of the latter’s dominance rank, but
otherwise of little social significance.

41
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The first type of evidence to weaken this model came from longitudinal studies of well-
known individuals and groups. These studies provided the evidence that members of most
primate societies are biologically related to each other through the females of the group,
whereas the males are only temporary residents. Until recently, the common practice in West-
ern primatology was for each individual graduate student to find a group to study for a year
or so and then return to complete a degree and find a job, often never to see the study subjects
again. However, a few exceptional projects, such as studies of rhesus macaques on Cayo
Santiago Island, of baboons in Kenya, and of chimpanzees in Tanzania, were begun in the
late 1950s and early 1960s, and were then maintained over the years by perseverant individ-
uals or teams of researchers. -

In addition, Japanese primatologists, trained in a discipline independently created in the
East (Asquith 1986), characteristically cooperated in teams to produce life history studies of
well-known individuals and groups of monkeys. Their papers, first translated into English in
1965 (Imanishi and Altmann 1965), reported that Japanese monkeys live in societies made up
of related and closely bonded females, who remain in their natal groups throughout their lives,
whereas mature males transfer frequently between groups. It was not until nearly a decade
later, as similar descriptions began to accumulate from other longitudinal studies of cercopi-
thecine monkeys, that the implications became clear to primatologists. The growing recog-
nition that in the majority of primate species, mother-offspring (especially mother-daughter)
bonds do not end at weaning, but continue over lifetimes, led to the description of primate
“‘matrilineal’” systems and a gradual shift in perception to social organization as based on
lifelong female bonds. In part because nonhuman primates cannot be interviewed, it took
years of patient observation to recognize that in most primate societies males come and go,
playing only cameo roles, whereas females remain to carry the plot.

Around the same time that longitudinal data started to become available in the mid-
1970s, a critique of the male-hierarchy model of social life was spearheaded by Thelma Row-
ell (1974; see also 1972). A few years earlier, Bernstein (1970) had demonstrated that monkey
‘‘dictators’’ did not exist, in that no one individual in the group was necessarily the winner of
different types of conflicts in all types of social settings. Or to put it more technically, he
showed that different measures of dominance between the same individuals in a given group
of primates did not necessarily correlate, and further, the top-ranking (‘‘alpha’’) individual in
a hierarchy could be reduced to the lowest ranking by manipulation of the social/environmen-
tal context.

Rowell used such evidence, as well as her many years of experience in studying captive
and free-ranging baboons, to argue that dominance as traditionally conceived was a very lim-
ited and learned aspect of social relationships, which was far more characteristic of stressed
experimental animals than of primates in nature. Her controversial, landmark paper initiated
a widespread debate and reassessment of the meaning of dominance in primate social life. In
it, she asked the polemical question: ‘‘Is our own species more than usually bound by hier-
archical relationships, at least among the males, who have written most about this subject?”’
(1974:132). To put her paper into context, evidence was becoming abundant at that point in
the history of primatology that for animals as intelligent and as dependent upon social learning
as primates, asymmetrical power relationships could not be determined by simple biological
variables such as age, weight, and sex, nor by the straightforward expedient of who can phys-
ically defeat whom in a dyadic interaction. Indeed, the literature was becoming replete with
examples of individuals who were old, ill, toothless, or otherwise physically weak, exercising
important forms of control over other members of their groups. As the outdated, mechanistic
model of dominance began to crumble under the weight of conflicting evidence and theoretical
questionings, researchers acknowledged that nonhuman primates exhibited considerable so-
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phistication in their attempts to exert control over each other, and in their power relationships.
Some workers even argued that we may describe these relationships and interactions in terms
of ‘‘primate politics’” and *‘social strategies’’ (Bernstein 1981; Strum 1982; deWaal 1982).
Although disputes continue over the exact degree and significance of competition, most re-
searchers today would agree that primates live and function in intricate (nonlinear, nondyadic)
social networks in which skillful and sentient individuals attempt to both predict and manip-
ulate the interactions and reactions of others.

The two changes in our understanding of primate societies just outlined—the recogni-
tion of lifetime female bonds and the reconceptualization of dominance—produced a curious
reversal in our portrayal of males and females, evident when we compare descriptions in the
literature from the 1960s (e.g., Chance 1968) to the 1980s (e.g., Fedigan 1982). As noted by
Jane Lancaster (1973), in a most prescient and popular article (see also Lancaster 1975, 1976,
1978), the early model of primate society saw males as competitive cornerstones of the group,
whose enduring bonds cemented a stable social order, whereas females were uninterested in
hierarchies, unable to organize themselves stably, and tended to engage in dominance inter-
actions that were inconsistent squabbles. Lancaster referred to this point of view as a scientific
statement of folk beliefs about the differences between men and women. Today primatologists
would agree that the situation in most primate groups is, at least in some respects, the opposite
of this description.

By the late 1970s, primatologists had begun to focus upon how and why individuals of
both sexes cooperate in some situations and compete in others. New theoretical models in
evolutionary theory, such as kin selection and reciprocal altruism, had suggested mechanisms
which might cause, or at least facilitate, cooperation in males and both competition and co-
operation in females. Some earlier theorists such as Tiger (1969) and Tiger and Fox (1971)
had argued that female primates were not capable of cooperation or strong bonding, but a
wealth of field data soon showed that the opposite was true, and kin selection theory provided
an evolutionary explanation for the easily demonstrable strength of female bonding. Inclusive
fitness, the key concept of kin selection theory, concerns the individual’s ability to produce
and rear offspring and her ability to help her relatives produce and rear offspring, both of
which contribute to that individual’s reproductive success. Since closely related animals share
common genes, there are both direct and indirect mechanisms for contributing genetic mate-
rial to the next generation. Most primate societies are made up of biologically related clusters
of females, and thus cooperation between these group members helps to ensure the inclusive
fitness of each.

Somewhat paradoxically, early views of primate females also held that they were non-
competitive and sexually passive. This was largely the result of sexual selection theory, de-
veloped by Darwin a century ago to explain secondary sex differences between males and
females. He argued that males generally must compete for access to females, so the males are
both ardent and assertive. Females, on the other hand, especially female mammals, produce
relatively few offspring, and in order to ensure the best possible fathers for their few young,
remain reluctant to mate, and choosy in regard to mating partners. Stereotypes of the noncom-
petitive, sexually reluctant female primate were forced to undergo revision, again due to a
combination of antithetical field data and new theories of behavior. Research reports from a
variety of species began to accumulate, many of them studies of female primates by women
primatologists, which documented repeatedly that female monkeys and apes are sexually as-
sertive, and in some situations, highly competitive. Although female primates do sometimes
compete with each other for access to preferred male mates, most female-female competition
is over access to the resources necessary to sustain them and their offspring. In those few
primate societies not made up of related females, such as howler monkeys, females are noted
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for high levels of competition and low levels of cooperation. Even in societies made up of
related females, competition does occur between biologically more distant relatives and be-
tween groups. From an evolutionary or adaptive point of view, it is clear that better access to
resources should enhance a female’s ability to produce and rear offspring (that is, should en-
hance her reproductive success). Theorists also began to suggest ways in which females would
benefit from sexual assertion, and in some situations, from mating with a variety of males.

Sarah Hrdy (1984) has identified this recognition that evolutionary forces act directly
upon females, as well as upon males, as one of the three major reasons for the shift in per-
ception of female primates that occurred in the 1970’s. Her other two proferred reasons are
methodological improvements within the subdiscipline and an impetus from outside the field
arising from the women’s movement. To these three we would add the continuing and swell-
ing flow of young women scholars into the field, who may have been drawn in, at least partly,
under the influence of a few strong early role models. To conclude this section on general
trends in primatology over the last three decades, we will consider these suggested reasons
for the trends in turn.

As we indicated, the 1970s were a very active decade in the field of evolutionary theory,
especially theories of behavior. Although controversial within the discipline of anthropology
and for the larger community of Western social scientists and feminists, there is little doubt
that the ferment of activity that has taken place under the rubric of ‘‘sociobiological’’ schol-
arship has contributed to major breakthroughs in our perceptions of the behavior of female
animals. Often criticized as sexist, especially because of the early formulations, both socio-
biologists and their opponents have participated in debates over scientific depictions of sex
roles that could not help but chip away at old, simplified stereotypes, as both sides honed and
revised their arguments. Sociobiological theories have been developed in the past decade that
have attempted to explain why females are selected to form strong cooperative bonds in some
situations (mainly kin selection theory) and to compete fiercely in others (mainly refinements
of natural and sexual selection theories), in contrast to previous evolutionary models that had
assumed that differential selection operated directly only on males.

The second reason for increasing recognition of female primate importance suggested
by Hrdy was commonsense improvement in methodology. One of these improvements has
already been outlined above—the desirability, and in many cases, necessity, of long-term
data. Many subdisciplines of anthropology have now recognized the better understanding that
results from longitudinal studies, but this is especially true in primatology, where our subjects
are long-lived, responsive to social tradition, and yet silent on the history of their relation-
ships. The other major improvement in methodology was simple, yet far-reaching in impact.
In a highly influential paper on sampling methods in animal behavior, Jeanne Altmann (1974)
pointed out that each individual must be observed for equivalent amounts of time before com-
parative statements of any kind can be made. The relevance of this consideration to studies of
females is that prior to this point, most observational research had been done through oppor-
tunistic sampling. Whatever caught the researcher’s eye or came first to their attention was
recorded. Since, in many primate species, the males are larger and more noticeable, much
more male than female behavior was recorded, and in some studies, individual females were
not even discriminated. Jeanne Altmann called for an end to generalizations resulting from a
biased focus on certain attention-attracting individuals, and the methodological improvements
that resulted from her important paper facilitated better, more complete descriptions of the
behavior of female primates.

Hrdy’s third reason was the strong suggestion from the women’s movement to examine
our subjects with a female perspective; in other words, a deliberate and ideological shift in
the way we conduct our research. A number of disciplines have felt the impact of the simple
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directive from feminist theory to begin asking questions about the subject matter from the
female point of view. Hrdy points to Lancaster’s 1973 paper, ‘‘In Praise of the Achieving
Female Monkey,’’ as a prime example of this approach. Lancaster and other women prima-
tologists (e.g., Thelma Rowell, 1984) also have suggested that women, because of their com-
mon experience as fermales, may possess an enhanced ability to empathize with, and to com-
prehend, the behavior of their subjects.

We would like to suggest here another implication of the thinking on science that re-
sulted from the women’s movement and feminist scholarship, and that may play a role in the
shifting perception of female primatologists that began in the 1970s. This is the question of
whether women scientists might see the world somewhat differently from men and thus prac-
tice their science, and approach their subject matter, in a distinctive, although not necessarily
unitary, manner (cf. Keller 1983, 1985). Several scholars in the social studies of science (e.g.,
Bleier 1984; Fee 1983, 1986; Gilligan 1982; Messing 1983) have suggested that Western
women scientists tend to be holistic and integrative thinkers, who, as a result of differential
socialization practices, may be more attuned than men to the complexities and subtleties of
social interactions, and less satisfied with reductionist principles of analysis (Keller 1983,
1985, 1987). They argue further that the values traditionally defined as feminine may lead
women to be generally more persistent and patient, willing to wait for the material to speak
for itself rather than forcing answers out of it, and envisioning themselves as more connected
to the subject matter than in control of it. This is not to argue that individual men may not
share some of these proclivities, nor that all men may not be capable of developing these
capacities, but ‘‘whether consciously articulated or not, women carry the seeds of an alter-
native ontology, epistemology and ethics’’ (Fee 1986:47). Although such generalizations
clearly must be approached with caution, we will argue later that a comparison of the work
of several women primatologists to that of the men who preceded them in one specific research
area of primatology could be seen to offer some support to this argument.

Because of the dearth of information on the lives of female animals that resulted from
the early focus on males, an initial part of the feminist challenge to existing ideas in animal
behavior and primatology had to involve simply the collection of data on what female prosi-
mians, monkeys, and apes actually do. A spate of books began to appear in the 1980s docu-
menting the lives of female animals, especially primates, and in the process providing evi-
dence to help demolish the old sex role stereotypes (e.g., Female Primates, edited by Small
[1983]; Social Behavior of Female Vertebrates, edited by Wasser [1981]; Primate Paradigms,
by Fedigan [1982]; Females of the Species, by Kevles [1986]; The Female Animal, by Elia
[1985]; The Woman Who Never Evolved, by Hrdy [1981]; Strategies of Being Female, by
Shaw and Darling [1984]).

Many of these studies on females were conducted by women primatologists, either out
of empathy for other members of their sex and/or for ideological reasons and/or because re-
search on female primates was one of the exciting and uncharted areas of the subdiscipline.
Several reviews of the resulting books (e.g., Bielert 1986; Fedigan 1984; Haraway 1986;
Small 1985) have noted that women form a large and increasing proportion of primatologists,
although quantitative documentation of this point is as yet sparse. Many of these younger
women were trained under male primatologists, so it will take a social historian to document
how and to what extent their work was facilitated by the early presence of the few, very prom-
inent women in the discipline, such as Thelma Rowell, Alison Jolly, Phyllis Jay, Jane Good-
all, Dian Fossey and Jane Lancaster (see Haraway 1989). The importance of female role
models has been documented previously for other disciplines, and will likely prove to be the
case here, although we cannot ignore the fact that many male primatologists have been recep-
tive to and/or influential in attempts to redress previous imbalances in sex role research. The
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objective of this essay is to highlight the contribution of women to our changing perspective
on primate social life, rather than to provide a representative history of the roles that both men
and women have played in our discipline. Perhaps more so than in the related fields of social
anthropology and animal behavior, male practitioners of the science of primatology have been
active in changing our ideas about female behavior and biology (see, for example, the theo-
retical papers by Richard Wrangham 1979, 1980). However, without denying the role of those
men, what is emphasized here is that women have been major forces in the research and think-
ing of the past 15 years that has led to a shift in our general perception of primate societies.

Specific Examples of the Contribution of Women to Primatology

Following the discussion of very general trends in the perception of sex differences and
social life in primates given in the previous section, we will continue with an example of one
species that has been continually and intensively studied from the 1950s to the present, and
that specifically illustrates the major revisions in our perception of primate behavior, and the
reasons for that revision having taken place. Although research on the chimpanzee will be
discussed at the end of this section to exemplify one remaining point, the majority of this
section will trace a selected history of field studies on the common or savannah baboon (Papio
cynocephalus, for simplicity here to include olive, yellow, and chacma).

The baboon is chosen for three reasons. First, a survey of introductory textbooks in
anthropology published over the last 15 years shows unequivocally that if any one primate
species is selected for a detailed description, it will be the baboon, with the chimpanzee being
the second most popular choice. Unfortunately, there is an inevitable time lag between the
initial dissemination of new research findings to specialists and the ultimate appearance of
such revisions in general introductory textbooks. Therefore, most texts published right up to
the mid-1980s continued to describe baboons as had the researchers of one or two decades
ago, and fail to refer to much of the new work, which will be briefly described here and in the
annotated bibliography.

The second reason for the focus on baboons in this section is that it was the original
research in the 1950s on this particular species, generalized to all primates, which produced
the model of social organization based on male competition and cooperation. For reasons that
are not entirely clear, except that baboons are abundant and relatively amenable to field study,
research on this type of primate has been both the source of the original male-biased model
and also has given rise to many of the criticisms and countervailing views that brought about
a minor paradigm revolution in primate sex role studies. Finally, baboons are chosen as an
extended, specific example because they have been, until recently, the favorite species from
which to draw analogies to humans. In many introductory anthropology textbooks, scenarios
of early human social life are presented that are built directly or implictly on what we thought
we knew about baboon society.

Our first glimpse of baboon society in the wild came from short field studies by Wash-
burn, DeVore and Hall (DeVore 1964; Hall and DeVore 1965; Washburn and DeVore 1961).
Although their studies lasted only a few weeks to a few months, their tightly constructed de-
scriptions had a powerful influence on the general impression most anthropologists came to
hold of primate behavior, perhaps because these were the first primate field studies to achieve
wide publicity, and also because the type of society portrayed may have appealed to Western
folk beliefs about human and primate nature. Their original scientific findings were parlayed
into many secondary sources, popular articles, and films, achieving wide dissemination in
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various media and even forming a substantial component of an extensively used elementary
school social science curriculum (*‘Man: A Course of Study’’).

As portrayed by Washburn and DeVore in particular, baboon society consisted of multi-
male groups in which a few powerful, central males lived with a number of physically weaker
adult females and their immature young, in a stable, tightly organized and cohesive group. It
was suggested that when baboons had, as a species, left the safety of the trees for the rigors
and benefits of life in the open savannah, it was necessary to abandon the relaxed social system
characteristic of forest-dwelling primates. Instead, they adopted a rigidly controlled, hierar-
chical social structure in which males cooperated to protect the group, but competed for access
to females, and thus ruled over females and young as a necessary part of their dominant and
aggressive role. Several militaristic metaphors and analogies were present in these original
descriptions of baboons. Groups were referred to as ‘‘troops,”” and much attention was paid
to mechanisms for group defense against outside attacks, a defense carried out by pugnacious
males, whose bodies were described as fighting machines.

One concept from these early studies that was to give rise to much controversy and many
publications was the manner in which a group of baboons travel or forage across an open area.
Washburn and DeVore (1961) described baboons as always traveling in a fixed pattern con-
sisting of a few high-ranking adult males and females with young at the center, and an outer
circle of the adolescent males on the periphery. Envisioned as concentric circles, and some-
times described as DeVore’s ‘‘army-model’’ of baboon society, this formation was thought
to be a social defense mechanism, in that a rapidly approaching predator would first encounter
and attack the most expendable group members, the adolescent males. Should the baboons
have more time to detect predators, it was believed that all males would come forward, or
remain stationary, in order to place themselves between the danger and the more vulnerable
group members, forming a protective phalanx while the females and young ran for the safety
of the trees.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Thelma Rowell began to publish the results of her
five-year study of baboons (Rowell 1966, 1972) and many of her descriptions of their social
life differed significantly from the Washburn/DeVore model. In particular, she noted that ba-
boons do not rest or travel in concentric circles (she attributed the pattern to artificial feeding
during the DeVore study), and she reported that when attacked by predators or frightened by
any other major threat, the entire group would flee with the unencumbered, long-legged males
at the front, and the females carrying the heaviest infants coming last. Since Rowell’s descrip-
tion, several baboon researchers have devoted themselves to the question of pattern during
group movement, and although opinion varies as to the type of pattern or indeed the presence
of any pattern other than random (e.g., S. A. Altmann 1979; Harding 1977; Rhine and West-
land 1981), it is clear that nothing so simple or male-determined as DeVore’s original army-
formation occurs in baboon groups.

Thelma Rowell did not confine her reports of her own research findings and her criti-
cisms of the Washburn/DeVore model to group travel patterns. She also described baboon
society as loosely structured, with no specialized male roles or male orientation, but rather
mobility of males between groups and fidelity of mothers and offspring to natal groups and
ranges. She saw few aggressive encounters and was unable to detect any consistent pattern of
individuals as winners or losers, that is, no detectable dominance hierarchy. This, in part, led
her to write the influential 1974 paper calling for a reassessment of our understanding of dom-
inance and social control, a paper that was discussed in the previous section of this review.
Rowell compared baboon behavior in a variety of environmental settings, including captive
and diverse field conditions, and found her results to be quite variable in the different settings.
The recognition that even within one species, individuals and groups may behave quite vari-
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ably led to an increasing wariness among primatologists about premature generalizations, and
an awareness that the behavior of our subjects is more flexible and complex than we had first
thought.

Some ten years later, Jeanne Altmann began to publish some of the results of her lon-
gitudinal study of baboon mothers and infants. Although the Altmann husband and wife team
has played a pivotal role in much of our understanding of baboon ecology and demography,
here we will focus upon one aspect of the work that speaks directly to our perception of female
baboons. In the original Washburn/DeVore study (and in many others that were to follow),
females were not discriminated individually and were portrayed primarily as passive recipi-
ents of male baboon actions (e.g., females were protected and defended by males, and they
were sexually available to males roughly in order of the latter’s dominance ranks). Females
also were described as wholly dedicated mothers, to the extent that the reader assumed they
did little else than care for their young. Jeanne Altmann’s book (1980) helped to flesh out the
picture of what adult female baboons do with their lives, in their daily activities.

Although nonhuman primate mothers do expend enormous amounts of time and energy
in direct reproductive activities, they also must acquire enough food to sustain themselves and
their unweaned young, and they must socialize in order to survive successfully in a social
group. Their knowledge of the range in which they have grown up, of the history of the group
and the relationships of its members, and their responsibility to their dependent young, all
ensure that in comparison to males, female baboons hold essential information and key po-
sitions leading to social power. Altmann’s analysis of the activity patterns of female baboons
demonstrated, as other researchers have shown for other primate species, that females lead
full social and productive (in terms of food-getting) lives, as well as performing the repro-
ductive roles to which researchers have tried to consign them. The evidence from her book,
along with her pivotal paper on unbiased sampling techniques, has been a major contribution
to the task of bringing female baboons out of the shadows and into the light of scientific de-
pictions of social life.

In the late 1970s, Robert Harding, Timothy Ransom, and Robert Seyfarth published
papers arguing that baboons establish complex social affiliations, and criticizing oversimpli-
fied views of how aggression and dominance operate, and determine reproductive success in
baboon society (e.g., Harding 1977, 1980; Ransom & Ransom 1971; Ransom 1979; Seyfarth
1976, 1977, 1978). But it was two women, Barbara Smuts and Shirley Strum, who fully
developed their arguments and provided extensive supportive documentation in their books
and articles published in the 1980s (e.g., Smuts 1983a,b,1985; Strum 1982, 1983a,b, 1987).

An important hypothesis in primatology, which one could say has taken on dimensions
of a “‘received truth,’’ is the idea that dominant males have first access to receptive females
and therefore produce more offspring, and experience greater reproductive success, than do
subordinate males. Despite numerous criticisms of the theory and methods surrounding this
assumed correlation between dominance and reproductive success, and the sweeping gener-
alizations that preceded testing of the model, the idea is still considered sacrosanct by many
primatologists, and baboons are often cited as the prime example of its veracity (see Fedigan
1983 for a review of this topic). Both Smuts and Strum supplied data and arguments to directly
contradict the dominance = reproductive success model. Smuts found no correlation between
male dominance and reproductive success (indeed, she had great difficulty even determining
a male dominance hierarchy). In her book (1985) she focused in particular on another social
phenomenon that seemed to her to be more closely related to reproductive success than dom-
inance, and that is reciprocal friendships between adult males and females. Although others
had described these special relationships (e.g., Altmann 1980; Strum 1983a; Seyfarth 1978),
Barbara Smuts was the first to document that rather than mating in order of male dominance
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rank, females mated preferentially with males with whom they had a previous ‘‘special rela-
tionship.”’ Furthermore, these same males were the likely fathers and protectors of the infants
of their female friends. Smuts argued that there were several types of ‘‘competitive success’’
exhibited by older resident males that reflected maturity and learned social skills not yet ac-
quired by younger males. A major contribution of her book is the convincing documentation
and portrayal of the social and evolutionary significance of cross-sex friendships in baboons.

Shirley Strum has spent nearly two decades studying several adjacent groups of baboons
residing in Kenya, with a particular focus on one group known as the ‘‘Pumphouse Gang.’’
In her book (1987), she describes how, having trained under Washburn at Berkeley, she began
her fieldwork in 1972 with a tidy, well-constructed picture in her mind of baboon society, a
picture based on a set of powerful, simplifying assumptions about males as the driving force
behind social cohesion, and mothers and young revolving around these hubs of society. She
quickly began to observe patterns in the baboons that complicated and contradicted these in-
itial assumptions. Males did not seem to resort to physical aggression very often, but they did
seem to spend an inordinate amount of time working out their own relationships and trying to
achieve some degree of social stability among themselves. On the other hand, females were
able to depend on assistance from family and relatives that came almost automatically, and
they were less preoccupied with constant jockeying for position. As noted by Schaller in the
Foreword to Strum’s book, it is entirely to her credit that when her observations collided with
preconceived ideas, she willingly accepted a new vision. For although Washburn has shown
a willingness to modify his ideas over time (and indeed Washburn trained several of the
women who later criticized his work and provided the evidence and new approaches to replace
his own ideas), the majority of primatologists, especially baboon specialists, did not provide
a sympathetic audience for Shirley Strum’s interpretation of baboon behavior.

Her problems began when she discovered that in her study group, males seldom engaged
in physical confrontations, and when they did interact agonistically, it was difficult, if not
impossible, to determine consistent winners and losers of such confrontations. Male baboon
dominance hierarchies, if they existed at all in her groups, were certainly not linear or con-
sistent. She found that younger, incoming males tended to initiate the confrontations that oc-
curred, perhaps as much to determine the network of social alliances and to find their position
within it, as for any desire to actually gain some resource. In any case, older resident males
often ceded such confrontations to the younger males who initiated them, so that the latter
would be scored by a researcher as dominant over the former. However, Strum found that
when highly desired ‘‘resources’’ were at issue, such as meat from vertebrate prey, or prox-
imity to an estrous female, the older, long-term males always walked away with the prizes.
Thus, she concluded (1982) that for her study groups, male dominance was inversely corre-
lated to competitive (especially mating) ‘‘success,’’ a conclusion that was either ignored or
hotly rejected by many primatologists. Like Thelma Rowell before her, Shirley Strum dis-
covered there are vested interests in the traditional views of male dominance and great resis-
tance to a different version. To this day, one can read journal articles in primatology stating
as an accepted fact that dominance determines reproductive success, and that no one has ever
found anything but a positive correlation between these two variables.

If not dominance, what, in the view of these researchers, does account for the ‘‘suc-
cess’’ of older resident males? Both Barbara Smuts and Shirley Strum have explored the role
of male ‘‘social strategies’’ in general, as providing a variety of alternatives to aggression.
Their books document how male baboons must *‘finesse’’ their way to success, by relying on
systems of social reciprocity which they must actively construct. As Strum says, experience,
skill, and the ability to manipulate others are essential. ‘‘Real power resided with those who
were ‘wise,’ rather than those who were ‘strong,’ those who could mobilize allies rather than
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those who try to push through with brute force’” (1987:151). Following in the tradition of
Washburn, Strum does feel that there are lessons for humans in the findings from baboons.
However, her writings imply that these lessons reside not in the biological underpinnings of
human behavior as so many have asserted previously, but rather in the alternatives to aggres-
sion that are available to any intelligent species such as those in the Order Primates.

We have provided this extended example of how four women—Thelma Rowell, Jeanne
Altmann, Barbara Smuts, and Shirley Strum— have changed the course of thinking on baboon
social life, not to deny the role that men have played in baboon studies and the development
of primatology as a discipline (or to set them up as ‘‘straw men’’), but rather to begin to
elucidate how women, both deliberately and because of their distinctive life experiences, may
contribute in important ways to our discipline. In reading the works of these four women, one
common theme is how the baboons themselves provide the ideas and the answers, often in
direct contradiction to theoretical or popular preconceptions. All four of these women provide
revisionist views on their subject matter, views that have helped to replace original reduc-
tionist analyses with more sophisticated understandings of sex roles and social bonds. By a
willingness to let their material ‘‘speak to them’’ through the process of extended field obser-
vations, and by crediting to their animals mental and social abilities that often are reserved
just for humans, these researchers demonstrate the sense of connectedness to their subject,
which has been described as frequently characteristic of women scientists. Along with inte-
grative thinking and a respect for complexity, it has been suggested that women researchers
tend to be patient and perseverant, more interested in detailed understanding than in sweeping
generalizations. Indeed, these four baboon researchers (and many male primatologists as
well) could only have drawn their conclusions from longitudinal study. However, there is little
doubt that for professionals and public alike, the paragon of patience in animal behavior stud-
ies is Jane Goodall. We would like to turn briefly to her work in order to complete this section.

As McGrew (1986:323) has noted, Jane Goodall is simply the most famous primatol-
ogist ever; she defines our ‘‘science for the world at large much as Margaret Mead did for
cultural anthropology.’’ Like Margaret Mead she has both benefited and suffered from that
notoriety. In part because Goodall did not enter primatology by ‘‘coming up through the
ranks’’ as it were (she worked as a secretary before Louis Leakey recommended her for Na-
tional Geographic support to study chimpanzees) it was not uncommon for many years to hear
her work disparaged by colleagues, even after she completed her doctorate at Cambridge Uni-
versity. Throughout the historical stage in primatology covered in this essay (approximately
1960-87), Jane Goodall has been painting and repainting, casting and recasting, our increas-
ingly multifaceted perception of chimpanzees as highly individualistic and intelligent social
beings. She has demonstrated a continuing concern to document the life stories of known
individuals, even when studies of the individual were out of vogue in primatology:

When I began observing chimpanzees in 1960, the concept of individuality in nonhuman
animals was unpopular in scientific circles. In fact, the first technical paper I submitted for
publication was returned by a major periodical with the suggestion that a few alterations be
made: where I had written “*he’” and ‘*she’’ or *‘who,”” these had been crossed out and “‘it”’
or ‘‘which’” had been substituted. [1986:90]

Her ability to maintain her own vision of how research should continue to be done at the
Gombe Stream Reserve Center in the midst of political controversy and the glare of publicity
is matched only by her one-woman campaign over the years to maintain and enhance living
conditions for chimpanzees at Gombe and around the world. It often seemed that with each
passing year, a new and startling revelation about chimpanzee behavior at Gombe would be
made, and whereas many of the secondary players and sources would quickly issue procla-
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mations about the true nature of chimpanzees (and thus of humans by analogy), Goodall
would continue to work and watch, collecting bits of information and mulling them over with
the patience necessary to put together a very complex puzzle. This is not to say that Goodall
did not publish over the years of her study. Apart from many journal articles and a monograph,
she published two popular books, and most recently a massive (600 pages), lavishly illustrated
and documented summary of her 25 years of research at Gombe. The book has received ac-
colades in both the popular and scientific press (e.g., McGrew 1986; Trevethan 1987; Wran-
gham 1987). Goodall has said repeatedly that had she stayed with her study of chimpanzees
“‘only”’ for ten years (a long study by most standards), our view of these animals would be
incomplete and misleading. Wrangham (1987) describes how a renowned male scientist de-
clared Goodall to be absurd to continue with her work after 1971, because it had all been done
already. However, it is only since 1971, in the second and third decades of her study, that we
have begun to appreciate the extremes of both altruism and violence of which the chimpanzees
are capable. Many questions about their behavior remain unanswered, but Goodall works on
at Gombe. :

Concluding Points

We began this essay with a suggested similarity between ethnography and primate eth-
ology. We would like to conclude with a second similarity: in both fields a few outstanding
women have established reputations for their ability to work well under very difficult field
conditions, and thus have made it acceptable for women to do so. Like Margaret Mead, Peggy
Golde, and Laura Bohannan in cultural anthropology, women such as Dian Fossey, Birute
Galdikas, and Jane Goodall have been a source of inspiration to many young women preparing
for primatological field work. Unlike the disciplines of animal behavior and arctic biology,
for example (where academic folklore still promotes the view that women cannot withstand
the hardships of fieldwork), within the fields of ethnography and primatology, women have
worked successfully in some of the most arduous situations. A few popular books written by
and about primatologists document the difficulties these women encountered working in re-
mote parts of tropical countries, in terms of political, personal, and health problems (e.g.,
Fossey 1983; Mowat 1987). It has been suggested to us more than once that many women
enter and practice primatology in order to work with cute, little, furry animals. However,
research with primates in the wild is far removed from the ‘‘cute response’’ invoked in most
people by infant monkeys and apes in the circus and the petting zoo. Adult primates in nature
seldom strike the researcher as sweet or simply entertaining. These animals spend most of
their time engaged in the quotidian, if life-sustaining, search for adequate food; violence is a
fact of life in some species, and a few species and situations actually involve danger to the
researcher. This is not to exaggerate the ‘‘adventure’” aspect of primate fieldwork, but to make
it clear that many aspects of fieldwork are not in the least romantic, that nonhuman primates
are only cute in very limited situations, and that women, like men, are probably drawn into
the field for a number of reasons, including the presence of successful role models.

What we regard as misinterpretation of why many women practice primatology (as an
extension of their maternal feelings to sweet little animals) does lead us to an important, if
controversial issue in feminist approaches to science. This is the feminist critique of the di-
chotomy traditionally invoked in science between reason and feeling. Within primatology,
anthropomorphism (the attribution of human characteristics, especially feelings, to animals)
has taken on the status of a taboo. And yet, renowned researchers such as George Schaller
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and Thelma Rowell have said that much of what we understand about the behavior of our
closest relatives we do through intelligent empathy. In other words, we project our feelings
onto our subjects in order to better understand them, and we assume they have feelings at least
somewhat like our own. As one critic of the traditional goal of objectivity in science has said:

In such feminist imaginings, the scientist is not seen as an impersonal authority standing
outside and above nature and human concerns, but simply a person whose thoughts and feel-
ings, logical capacities and intuition, are all relevant and involved in the process of discovery.
[Fee 1986:47]

In a discipline quite distant from primate behavior, it also has been suggested that significant
insights into scientific questions may be achieved through a suspension of the traditional di-
chotomy of feeling and reason, or subject and object. In her discussions of the life and work
of Barbara McClintock, Evelyn Fox Keller (1983, 1985) notes that this genius in the area of
corn genetics (McClintock was belatedly acknowledged with a Nobel Prize) developed an
extraordinary rapport with individual corn plants and their constituent chromosomes. Mc-
Clintock herself believes that she developed her scientific powers and made her discoveries,
because the longer she studied the maize chromosomes and sought to distinguish and under-
stand them, the more she felt that they became a part of her, they became her friends, and she
forgot herself as separate from them. At least two women primatologists have spoken candidly
about emotional involvement with their subjects as the very secret of their scientific success:

I readily admit to a high level of emotional involvement with individual chimpanzees without
which, I suspect, the research would have come to an end many years ago. [Goodall
1986:cover]

Peggy taught me that you can have strong emotions, such as the special attachment 1 felt for
her, and still do good science. The two were not, as I had once thought, mutually exclu-
sive. . . . Techniques could still be systematic and rigorous, data could still be safeguarded
from bias, interpretations could still be put on a firm quantitative footing. Best of all, feeling
strongly about baboons made the science more rewarding. [Strum 1987:203]

As well as this sense of connectedness or integration with subject matter, there are several
other distinctive characteristics described for Barbara McClintock as a scientist, and some-
times listed as ideologically desirable by feminist scientists, or simply differentially present
in women due to socialization and life experiences. Many of these also are exhibited by the
women primatologists whose work has been covered here. A short list of these traits would
be: (1) a special respect for individual differences and proper attention paid to gaining insight
from the exceptional case; (2) a belief that the complexity of nature exceeds our own imagi-
native possibilities and that reductionist solutions demonstrate insufficient humility in the face
of such complexity; (3) a reluctance to impose an a priori or premature theoretical design on
the material, but rather a desire to listen to the material, to let the research matter guide one
as to what to do next, to develop a ‘‘feeling for the organism’’; and (4) the ability to persist
under difficult circumstances, particularly lack of recognition and respect from colleagues.
At the risk of repetition we would like to reiterate that none of these are biological ca-
pacities exclusive to. women. Rather they are traits that some have argued to be more char-
acteristic of women due to socialization practices and ideological directives. An alternate view
suggests that women have been so scarce in the development of the sciences, that the suc-
cessful ones have had to transcend traditional scientific as well as gender socialization pro-
cesses, so that their qualities are those of the ‘‘outsider’” and thus have rather different im-
plications (Keller 1983, 1985, 1987). The ability to critique and reform traditional science
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with a new and different vision is available to both sexes. Indeed, within the feminist litera-
ture, the past decade of primatology is often singled out as a model of nonsexist research and
theory, because both men and women readily have acknowledged former biases and worked
to rectify them. In particular relation to this essay, men have been involved in the developing
critique of the concept of dominance and in the revision of the early baboon models of primate
social organization.

Many of the significant women primatologists would be reluctant to call themselves (or
to be labeled!) feminists, so that there may not as yet be a well-developed and self-conscious
feminist school of thought within primatology. However, it is clear that there is a strong fe-
male-informed point of view prevalent in the subdiscipline today. We have begun to move
beyond the stage of simply critiquing past androcentrism and cataloging the details of female
lives. That is, we have begun to ask meaningful questions and to develop adequate under-
standings about differences between the sexes that reflect not Western folk beliefs, but rather
what our observations of the organisms themselves tell us. As Keller (1985) points out, tra-
ditional science has had as its main goal, prediction, the power to control and manipulate
objects in such a way that certain predicted events will happen. Many primatologists today
would agree that our science should have a different goal: ‘‘not prediction per se, but under-
standing; not the power to manipulate, but empowerment—the kind of power that results from
an understanding of the world around us, that simultaneously reflects and affirms our connec-
tion to that world’’ (Keller 1985:166).
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which may be useful as background to the general anthropology reader, and the second covers the major
concepts in primatology (aggression, dominance, kinship, etc.) which are necessary for understanding
theories of sex differences in behavior. The third section focuses on the ontogeny and development of
behavior in young primates, the fourth provides field descriptions of the social lives of nine primate
species, and the fifth section examines the perspectives on sex differences offered by various derivatives
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of evolutionary theory. Although primatology is a fast-changing discipline, and many of the androcen-
tric biases described in this 1982 book are in the process of being alleviated, this work remains the only
attempt to provide a synthesis and overview of the revisionist primatology now underway, often at the
field sites and work tables of female primatologists. As such, it should be of value to the anthropologists
who would like to incorporate the ‘‘female point of view’’ into their understanding and teaching of this
subdiscipline.

Goodall, Jane
1986 = Chimpanzees of Gombe: Patterns of Behavior. Cambridge: Belknap University Press.

Although this is a very large and long book, if you can read only one major work in primatology,
it should be this one. Jane Goodall is, without doubt, the founding mother of primate field studies, and
this volume is a testament to her skills, her stamina and her ‘‘feeling for the organism.”” Designed for
both the specialist and general reader, and written in Goodall’s usual clear and accessible style, no one
can come away from this book unimpressed by what one persistent, hard-working, patient woman can
accomplish in the discipline of primatology. Summarizing 25 years of study on 85 individually known
chimpanzees, the book is lavish with photographs, data, and word pictures that convey her understand-
ing of chimpanzee behavior. Somewhat like Richard Leakey in hominid paleontology, Jane Goodall had
to earn acceptance in the academic community because she did not enter the discipline in the traditional
way, and because the public has always loved her best. This book has enough data analyses to satisfy
most of the quantitatively minded specialists, but more important, it synthesizes an incredible volume
of information into 19 highly readable chapters on traditional topics in primatology, such as territoriality,
dominance, sexual behavior, grooming, and feeding. Especially her ‘*Who’s Who’’ chapter should
bring the animals alive for the general reader. Goodall’s latest book is a splendid natural history of our
closest living relative spoken in the evocative voice of a remarkable woman scientist.

Hrdy, Sarah B.
1981 The Woman That Never Evolved. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

A unique attempt to combine a sociobiological and a feminist approach is found in the works of
Sarah Blaffer Hrdy. The core of her argument (which has been taken up in various forms of different
works) is that the noncompetitive, sexually passive, consistently nurturant female primate, human or
otherwise, is a mythological creature that never evolved, but was created instead from the androcentric
perceptions of male scientists. Hrdy’s own research and reviews of the research of others, especially
that of other women primatologists, leads her to conclude that in many circumstances female primates
are selected to be sexually active to the point of promiscuity, competitive to the extent of harming the
lives of other females, and devious to a Machiavellian degree in their relations with adult males. This
is not a pretty picture of primate female nature, but Hrdy believes that women have to come to terms
with what she sees as the biological reality of competition and the resulting inequities in primate societies
before they can hope to change human behavior. Because most feminists, and many other anthropolo-
gists, have found sociobiological theory itself to be highly sexist, Hrdy’s work has been criticized as
presenting an unduly bleak and deterministic picture of the lives and behavior of females. Nonetheless,
it has challenged traditional views about the primacy of male competitive patterns held by anthropolo-
gists, evolutionary biologists and feminists alike, and it is written in a lively accessible style that allows
the nonspecialist reader insight into the sociobiological point of view.

Small, Meredith F. (ed.)
1984 Female Primates, Studies by Women Primatologists. New York: Alan R. Liss.

Somewhat similar to Wasser’s book in concept, this edited volume focuses upon an evolutionary
approach to the study of female primate behavior. Thirteen chapters, taking the form of research reports
and based on original data collected and analyzed by women primatologists, are presented in three major
sections: Mothers, Infants and Adolescents; Female Reproductive Strategies; and Patterns of Female
Behavior. Although the chapters themselves are of uneven quality, the introduction to the sections, writ-
ten by established and influential women primatologists, are uniformly valuable in their ability to pull
common themes out of the disparate contributions, and more especially in their willingness to address
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higher-order questions about the behavior and study of female primates. Thelma Rowell speaks directly
to the question of whether women primatologists practice primatology differently from men, and Sarah
Hrdy presents a cogent summary of the reasons for past androcentrism in primatology, and the major
events that have led to the rectification of these biases. Although many of the individual chapters are
clearly written, they may prove to be too detailed and specialized to be of great interest to the general
anthropology reader, and thus the introductory sections are recommended as being the most useful.

Smuts, Barbara B.
1985 Sex and Friendship in Baboons. New York: Aldine.

It is widely accepted that mating and kinship interactions form the basis of most primate social
bonds, but long-term affiliative relationships between males and females outside these two contexts have
been little studied. Such *‘‘friendships’’ are convincingly documented and portrayed in Smuts’s book,
which is unusual in its attempt to provide a quantitative and evolutionary approach that is neither reduc-
tionist nor inaccessible to the average university reader. Statistics are relegated to separate sections at
the end of each chapter, and, although challenging, most of the text is a readable account both of baboon
behavior and the author’s own intellectual odyssey in pursuit of understanding the ‘‘essence’’ of baboon
social life. She argues that baboons are sentient animals who pursue cross-sex friendships in a system
of reciprocal exchange of social benefits, not necessarily involving directly enhanced reproductive suc-
cess. This is a somewhat controversial conclusion to both biologists and to those social scientists who
would deny nonhuman primates such a degree of self and social awareness. The book is rigorous, it is
self-critical, and in large part it achieves the author’s goal of portraying the spirit and vitality of the
animal and its society.

Strum, Shirley
1987 Almost Human. New York: Random House.

With many shorter scholarly publications to her credit, Shirley Strum decided to write a popular
book on baboons that would convey to expert and public alike her insights into the social lives of these
animals. Based on 15 years of fieldwork with one group in particular, ‘‘the Pumphouse Gang,”’ the book
is primarily the story of how the elaborate social skills and tactics of male baboons obviate the necessity
for them to use force and aggression in order to enter and survive in the fundamentally female social
world of this species. Strum went into the field armed with the traditional militaristic view of baboon
society as a troop centered around combative males, a model extrapolated to all savannah-dwelling pri-
mates, especially early hominids. Although she continues to believe that baboons make a good model
for early human societies. Strum describes a sophisticated social exchange system in which adolescent
and adult males ‘‘finesse’’ their way into the favor of females by offering them friendly gestures and aid
in times of conflict, and also by acting on their abilities to observe and predict the reactions of other
baboons. Replete with descriptions of individuals followed over many years, and examples of particular
incidents that support her theoretical ideas about baboon behavior, Strum’s book (like those of Goodall
and Smuts) seeks to convey to the reader not just the science of primatology, but also the development
of the maturing fieldworker, and the insights into the complex minds of our socially living primate rel-
atives that are achieved through a nonreductionist approach.

Wasser, Samuel K.
1983 Social Behavior of Female Vertebrates. New York: Academic Press.

The goal of this book is to review a variety of attempts to apply evolutionary theory to the study of
female social behavior, and to the study of sex differences in behavior. An edited volume, it is comprised
of 13 chapters grouped into 3 major sections (Introduction, Interactions Between the Sexes, and Repro-
duction, Cooperation and Competition among Females) and covering topics ranging from cuckoldry in
ring doves to sociobiological analysis of human female reproductive strategies. The majority of the study
reported are on mammalian and avian species. Because of the diversity of topics and species to be cov-
ered, it may be difficult for the anthropological reader to absorb, much less access, the wide range of
material presented. Thus, the two well-written introductory chapters reviewing sex biases and current
trends in behavioral biology are recommended as the most useful chapters for the nonspecialist to read.
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Course Component 1

Objectives

To examine the lives and work of selected women scientists, to see how and why they
became interested in the study of primates and to analyze their contributions to our knowledge
of the behavior and biology of these animals. In particular, how they helped to bring about
the changes in theory and practice described in this essay.

Method: presentation, discussion or assignment. The following activities and questions are
suggested: (1) Using the documents listed and others that are available to you, and your
knowledge of the social and scientific climate of the time, draw up a short ‘‘biography’” of
each scientist. (2) What were the important influences (events, people, ideas, etc.) in their
careers? Why were they attracted to primate studies? What was the role of chance? (3) How/
what did these women contribute; singly, collectively?

e.g., Singly:

Altmann: methods, focus on female lives

Goodall: long-term, life-cycle studies

Hrdy: critical analysis, introduction of feminist and sociobiological theory

Rowell: questioning of accepted findings and theory

Smuts: concept of friendship, integration of social and biological theories

Strum: long-term studies, challenging of early findings and conclusions, alternatives to
classical dominance theory.

Collectively:

Methods

Study of females

Challenges of ‘simple’ ideas of social power
Critique of androcentric theory

(4) Do these women scientists appear to have had any common experiences, aptitudes, influ-
ences, reactions etc.” If so, what are they? (5) Is it possible that the different socialization and
life experiences of women as opposed to men would give women a “*different’” approach to
science? If so, how might this difference be manifested? (e.g., the asking of different ques-
tions, paying attention to different phenomena, a more contextual/integrative approach, em-
pathy with the organism.)

Materials. Popular articles, books and book reviews written by or about the six women sci-
entists listed below and cited in the essay. (n.b.: This list is not exhaustive, nor is it meant to
imply a hierarchy or ‘‘top six’’ listing.)

Jeanne Altmann
Altmann, J., 1980. Baboon Mothers and Infants. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Lancaster, J. B., 1981. Review of Baboon Mothers and Infants. American Anthropologist 83:414—
415.
Vessey, S. H., 1981. Baboon Motherhood and Infancy. Review in Contemporary Psvchology
26(4):265-266.
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Walton, S., 1986. How to Watch Monkeys: Jeanne Altmann Changed the Way Scientists Look at
Animals in the Wild. Science 86 June 1986:23--27.

Film, Jeanne Altmann and the Amboseli Baboons. 12 ms. educational program available from Chil-
dren’s Television Network, New York, N.Y. (‘‘3-2-1 Contact,”” Show #619, from ‘‘Mammal’s
Week’’).

Jane Goodall

Goodall, Jane, 1986. The Chimpanzees of Gombe: Patterns of Behaviour. Cambridge: Belknap Press
(Harvard University Press).

Wrangham, R., 1987. Ordinary Chimpanzees. Review of The Chimpanzees of Gombe, American
Journal of Primatology 13:77-79.

Gardner, B. T., and R. A. Gardner, 1987. Discovering Chimpanzees. Review of The Chimpanzees
of Gombe. Contemporary Psychology 32(10):850-852.

Simon, S. E., 1985. Jane Goodall: Living with Close Relatives. American Biology Teacher
47(5):.267-269.

Film, 1984. Among the Wild Chimpanzees. National Geographic.

Sarah Blaffer Hrdy

Hrdy, S. B., 1981. The Woman that Never Evolved. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Hrdy, S. B., 1984. Introduction to Section 2: Female Reproductive Strategies. In M. F. Small (ed.)
Female Primates: Studies by Women Primatologists. New York: Alan R. Liss Inc., pp. 103-109.

Hrdy, S. B., Autobiographical Note, from R. Bleier, 1986. Feminist Approaches to Science. Perga-
mon Press: Athene Series.

Cheney, D. L., 1982. Females as Strategists. Review of The Woman that Never Evolved. Science
215:1090-1091.

Powledge, T. M., 1982. Just-so-stories. Review of The Woman that Never Evolved. The Nation May
29:658-670.

Eckholm, E., 1984. New View of Female Primates Assails Stereotypes. The New York Times Sep-
tember 18.

Thelma Rowell
Rowell, T. E., 1972. The Social Behaviour of Monkeys. Baltimore: Penguin Press.
Rowell, T. E., 1984. Introduction to Section 1: Mothers, Infants, and Adolescents. In M. F. Small
(ed.), Female Primates: Studies by Women Primatologists. New York: Alan R. Liss, pp. 13~16.
Rowell, T. E., 1988. Monkey Business. Review of Almost Human. (S. Strum). Natural History
97(1):58-60.

Barbara Smuts

Smuts, B. B., 1985. Sex and Friendship in Baboons. New York: Aldine.

Smuts, B. B., 1987. What Are Friends For? Natural History 96(2):36-46.

Smuts, B. B., 1987. The Dynamic and Diverse Societies of Primates. Yearbook of Science and the
Future. Encyclopaedia Brittanica, Inc.

Hall, R. L., 1987. Review of Sex and Friendship in Baboons. American Journal of Physical Anthro-
pology 72(1):133-135.

Fedigan, L. M., 1987. Review of Sex and Friendship in Baboons. American Scientist 75:535.

Shirley Strum
Strum, S., 1987. Almost Human: A Journey into the World of Baboons. New York: Random House.
Schaller, G., 1987. Foreword to Almost Human. A Journey into the World of Baboons. New York:
Random House.
Rowell, T. E., 1988. Monkey Business. Review of Aimost Human. Natural History 97(1):58-60.
1988. From the Apes, a Message of Hope. U.S. News and World Report January 25, 1988.
Film, The Pump-House Gang. The World of Survival.
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Course Component 2: Measuring Social Dominance

Objectives

1. To observe, describe and analyze nonverbal dominance/power relations in a social
group.

2. To construct and interpret a dominance hierarchy using standardized measures of
dominance and/or submission.

3. To describe and discuss the difficulties encountered in defining, measuring, and in-
terpreting nonverbal measures of social dominance.

ldentifying and Measuring Dominance Behaviors
Methods

1. Select an observable, stable, social group of nonhuman primates (if possible.) How-
ever, other social animals, wild (e.g., a zoo group) or domesticated, or even a preschool play
group would be suitable.

2. Learn to identify the individuals in your group.

3. Observe the whole group, noting behaviors and interactions that appear to you to
demonstrate the application of social power. Describe these in your own words.

4. Define behavioral or interactional categories based on regular, measurable incidents
in your observations.

5. Use these categories to record the behavior of chosen individuals over equivalent
periods of time.

6. Compare equal time samples for different individuals, sexes, and age groups.

7. What conclusions or hypotheses can you advance about the power relations in the
group?

8. What were the difficulties you encountered (in observing, identifying behaviors,
measuring, interpreting, etc.)?

9. Compare your behaviors (your ethogram) with those to be used in constructing a
dominance hierarchy or other ethograms available in the literature.

10. How does a unit of behavior relate to a sequence of behavior: what are the advan-
tages of ‘‘units’’ of behavior (measurement, analysis, etc.) and their disadvantages (defini-
tion, measure, interpretation, etc.)?

Materials

. Zoos—primates and other social animals.

. Research Centers—primates.

. Dog breeders—individuals with several dogs.

. Horse breeders—stables.

. Farms—groups of domestic animals.

. Daycare Centers or Kindergartens—nonverbal play groups.

. Research Methods for Studying Animal Behavior in a Zoo Setting (Recommended).
A videotape jointly produced by the Minnesota Zoo, Apple Valley, Minnesota, and the Wash-
ington Park Zoo, Portland, Oregon (Videocassette 100 minutes, 2 tapes, plus 10 tests, ex-
amples of ethograms, bibliographies of research methodology and checksheets used for scor-
ing the sample methods.) Available from the Minnesota Zoo, Education Department, Apple
Valley, MN 55124.

NN N R W



62 ) Gender and Anthropology

8. Lehner, P. N. Handbook of Ethological Methods.

Suggested Behaviors to Use in the Construction of Dominance Hierarchies for
Primate Social Groups.

A. Aggressive Behaviors.
l. Stare—fixed gaze.
2. Lid—eyebrows raised and forehead retracted upwards to expose eyelids.
3. Open-mouth gape—lower jaw is dropped and the chin is thrust forward while the
mouth is held in an open O shape with the lids covering most of the teeth. ’
4. Head bob—head is moved rapidly up and down with the face expressing numbers 1,
2,o0r3.
5. Slap—the ground of other substrate (e g., branches, cage bars) is slapped with the
hand.
6. Lunge—a plunge forward toward an opponent followed by a quick retreat.
7. Cuff—the opponent is hit with the flat of the hand.
8. Pinch/Grab—to take hold of another’s body and squeeze to the point of causing no-
ticeable pain.
9. Bite—to seize another with the teeth.
10. Chase—to pursue another with accompanying signals (e.g., numbers 1-9).
11. Displace/Supplant—one individual moves directly toward another who immedi-
ately moves out of the former’s way. Frequently, the supplanter will stand or sit
down in the exact location that the supplantee has just vacated.

B. Submissive Behaviors

1. Grimace/Grin—facial expression in which the lips are retracted from the clenched
teeth.

2. Avoid/Run Away—an individual notices another in its path or coming in its direction
and changes its movement pattern to avoid an encounter.

3. Scream—a loud, shrill vocalization indicating distress.

4. Crouch—a stooped posture in which the limbs are drawn in close to the body (also
known as cringing or cowering).

Constructing a Dominance Hierarchy

Methods

1. Choose one or more of the aggressive behaviors from the list (e.g., supplant). It is
also possible to choose one of the submissive behaviors, in which case you would construct
a ‘‘subordinance hierarchy.’” Try to choose a behavior you find to be frequent and easy to
distinguish, and that usually occurs between just two individuals without the intervention of
others.

2. Draw a matrix listing each relevant member of the group across the top of the page,
and in the same order down the left hand side of the page (see Figure 1).

3. Each time that you observe one individual of your group to direct the chosen behav-
ior, or signal, unequivocably toward a second, record the interaction in the correct cell of your
~ matrix.

4. Observe the group long enough to record several such interactions between each pair
of group members.
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Figure 1.
Example of a Dominance Matrix
Original Order
RECEIVER
DIRECTOR A B C D E F
A =
B
C
D
E
F
Figure 2.
Example of a Dominance Matrix
Final Order
RECEIVER
DIRECTOR A C B E F D
A 2 5 3 2 7
C 1 3 5 3 8
B 4 5 3
E 1 3 5
F 4
D 1 1

5. Once you have sufficient observations, rearrange the order of your group members
so that as many entries as possible are in the upper-righthand half of the matrix. The order
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that results in the minimum number of entries on the lefthand side of the diagonal represents
a dominance hierarchy (see Figure 2).

6. Discuss the problems you encounter in applying this method of determining domi-
nance hierarchies. For example:

Do all of your recorded interactions occur between just two individuals, or do other group
members participate and join in?

Is there a clear ‘‘winner’’ and ‘‘loser’” in the interactions you recorded, or does one individual
threaten only to be counterthreatened by the second?

Is the direction of aggressive signals always the same between two individuals, or do reversals
occur in which a normally subordinate individual directs aggressive signals at a dominant?

Is the relationship between all pairs/dyads asymmetrical or are there two individuals who di-
rect equal (or very similar) numbers of aggressive behaviors at each other? If so, these two
cannot be ranked one above the other, and the hierarchy in your group is not linear.

Are all relationships transitive? That is, if A dominates B, and B dominates C, then A must
also dominate C. If not, then the hierarchy in your group is not linear.
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Incorporating Gender into Archaeology
- Courses

Janet D. Spector Mary K. Whelan
University of Minnesota University of Iowa

When feminist scholarship emerged in the late 1960s as part of the ‘‘academic wing’’
of the contemporary women’s movement, people began asking questions about the charac-
teristics and life experiences of men and women not only in the modern world but also in the
remote past. They wondered about the origins of male dominance and female subordination,
they wondered if there had ever been societies characterized by egalitarian relations between
men and women, and they wondered if women at all times and places, past and present, shared
certain social ‘‘fates’” because of their sex. These were not simply academic questions for the
people who raised them. They hoped that by studying the past they might learn something
about the origins and development of our own gender configurations, and in turn, that this
new knowledge of the past might illuminate the present and shape the future. Many turned to
archaeology thinking that this field was likely to have such information about the lives of men
and women in the past.

Questions about gender are not unlike others commonly addressed by anthropological
archaeologists in their investigations of cultures existing prior to the time of written records.
Lewis Binford, in an extremely influential paper published in 1962, argued that all categories
of cultural behavior have material and spatial dimensions that are visible archaeologically,
and in recent years a number of archaeologists have provided support for his assertion by
demonstrating the archaeological accessibility of seemingly elusive subjects like social or-
ganization, prestige, and ideology (Binford 1962; Deetz 1977; Hodder 1982; McGhee 1977,
Miller and Tilley 1984).

Although most archaeologists believe that the material record preserved at archaeolog-
ical sites can be deciphered (like ancient and fragmentary texts) revealing aspects of prehis-
toric social life, gender has not yet been among the subjects selected for systematic study. In
1984, Conkey and Spector reviewed the status of scholarship on gender in archaeology. They
described the situation in this way:

65
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There is virtually no systematic work on the archaeological study of gender. . . . We know
of no archaeological work in which an author explicitly claims that we can know about gender
in the past as observed through the archaeological record who then proceeds to demonstrate
that knowledge, or to describe how we can know.

This does not mean that archaeologists have not said anything about gender . . . in past
human life. In spite of the absence of serious methodological or theoretical discourse on the
subject, the archaeological literature is not silent on the subject of gender. Rather it is per-
meated with assumptions, assertions, and statements of ‘‘fact’’ about gender. This is a seri-
ous problem. [1984:2; emphasis in original]

Unfortunately, this description continues to accurately describe the general state of archae-
ology, although the situation is changing. Several promising articles have been published re-
cently (Gibbs 1987; Marshall 1985) and a number of unpublished papers are circulating and
should be in print soon.

This situation posed some very real challenges for us in designing a curriculum guide.
Since there is as yet no body of literature that is both informed by recent feminist scholarship
and also uses archaeological data and research strategies to study gender, we could not create
our module utilizing current archaeological studies of prehistoric men and women. Instead
we chose to organize this module around three areas of importance in the field of gender and
archaeology. These include: (1) a feminist critique of archaeology that exposes androcentric
and ethnocentric biases (this is one topic on which there is some archaeological literature),
(2) the definition of appropriate concepts and methods for the archaeological study of gender,
and (3) the generation of new interpretations or alternative scenarios about the past prompted
by placing gender at the center of the analysis of major trends in prehistory.

The Problem of Gender Bias in Archaeology

For much of its history archaeology, like most other social sciences, has been andro-
centric in practice and in thought (see Conkey and Spector 1984 for review). The production
and distribution of knowledge (through research, publication, and teaching) has been largely
dominated by white, Western, middle-class men. This sociological fact has had an impact on
the character of the knowledge produced. Feminist critics across the disciplines have shown
that until very recently the experiences and perspectives of women have been peripheralized,
trivialized, or ignored by researchers. They have also demonstrated that studies of ‘‘Man,”’
purporting to be gender inclusive, are all too often actually gender specific, focusing dispro-
portionate attention on the interests, values, beliefs, accomplishments, and social lives of
men, as if men somehow ‘‘represented’’ the species. The concepts ‘‘Man’’ and ‘‘Mankind”’
used in such studies are exclusive rather than universal categories; they are partial and so is
the scholarship that is based on this perspective (Minnich 1982:7).

In many fields, including social and cultural anthropology, the recognition of androcen-
tric bias stimulated a tremendous amount of new research. Some work focused explicitly on
women to provide more balanced renderings of human society (Bourguignon 1980; Matthias-
son 1974; Murphy and Murphy 1974). Other scholars revised or replaced cultural generali-
zations or theoretical formulations shown to be inadequate or invalid because of gender bias
(Leacock 1978; Quinn 1977; Reiter 1975; Rogers 1978; Sacks 1979). Still others conducted
research designed to understand how gender ‘‘works’’ and varies historically and cross-cul-
turally (Atkinson 1982; MacCormack and Strathern 1980; Ortner and Whitehead 1981; Wil-
liams 1986). Unfortunately, archacology has lagged behind in its recognition that androcen-
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tric bias troubles our study of human prehistory, and the field has not yet contributed to the
creation of new perspectives about gender. Without realizing it, archaeologists have tended
to project numerous ethnocentric notions about men and women derived from our own culture
onto the analysis of other groups. While few archaeologists focus directly on gender as a
subject of study, many nonetheless make assertions or incorporate assumptions about the ac-
tivities, capabilities, social roles, and relative positions of men and women into their studies
of other topics, rarely identifying the sources of their notions or attempting to confirm or val-
idate them. They often add another layer to the problem of bias by *‘gendering’’ specific sorts
of artifacts based on their stereotypic notions about men and women (e.g., men are linked to
projectile points, women to pottery).

Not surprisingly, these images of gender arrangements in the past bear a striking resem-
blance to the present, thus tending to reinforce our own gender beliefs and practices. This
uncritical projection of aspects of our 20th-century Western gender system back into the re-
mote past implies that gender configurations are unchanging and immutable, built into the
species like erect posture or large brain size. Current anthropological studies prove this to be
untrue; gender relations, like other cultural constructions, are highly variable and continue to
change over time. The persistence of these stereotypes in archaeology says more about our
own culture than about those we attempt to describe and understand.

Current introductory textbooks in human evolution and archaeology provide an inter-
esting measure of the discipline’s attitudes toward women and gender. We reviewed several
new editions of texts often used in introductory courses to see how gender was presented to
students (Campbell 1985; Fagan 1986; Jolly and Plog 1986; Jurmain et al. 1987). Our review
suggests that the first step toward incorporating gender into introductory courses will of ne-
cessity be the exposure and discussion of gender bias in the textbooks (see Classroom Exercise
1).

For many students, the perspective presented in their introductory classes may be the
only exposure they will have to archaeological research and reconstructions of prehistoric
lifeways. These courses (or the surveys of prehistory included in more general introductions
to anthropology) are important because they disseminate knowledge that is not usually cov-
ered by other disciplines. Unlike much of anthropology, which at times overlaps with history,
sociology, psychology, and other social sciences or humanities, the information presented in
courses on human biocultural evolution and prehistory is uniquely the responsibility of an-
thropology. We cannot, therefore, assume that biases unconsciously conveyed in an intro-
ductory class will be challenged in other undergraduate coursework.

We were interested to see how the new scholarship on women and gender in sociocul-
tural anthropology and related fields had influenced current editions of introductory archae-
ology texts. Several trends were clear. First, in nearly all cases gender neutral language had
replaced the ubiquitous ‘‘man’’ and ‘‘mankind’’ formerly used to refer to humans in general.
While this does indicate an encouraging awareness about issues of sexism and gender bias,
this ‘‘solution’’ creates a new problem: the apparent invisibility of gender. While formerly
only women were invisible, now both sexes are missing, as if prehistory was populated with
nameless, faceless, and now genderless ‘‘people.”’ Further, while it is true that the word
‘‘people’’ is preferable to ‘‘man,’’ we must face the reality of our own culture and recognize
that if gender is left unspecified, most students will assume the subject is male. In many texts
this assumption is reinforced through illustrations and photographs. For example, though tool-
makers are now typically referred to as ‘‘they’” and not *‘he,”’ the people shown using and
making tools in text illustrations are typically men, not women. The ‘‘man the toolmaker’’
notion is still gender specific in image if not in word.
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The apparent invisibility of gender in the texts was also reflected in book indices. We
searched for references to gender, sex, women, or men and found coverage restricted to the
most predictable contexts like reproduction, estrus, family life, and the division of labor. Au-
thors seemed to avoid addressing issues of gender directly (perhaps for fear of criticism),
rarely raising subjects like changing technology, patterns of subsistence or settlement from
the perspective of the prehistoric men and women who actually experienced them.

This gender invisibility was more apparent than real, however. Implicit notions about
gender occurred frequently, and students reading the texts would be subjected to numerous,
unexamined assertions about gender buried in the authors’ discussions of other topics. The
most striking example of this was in reconstructions of prehistoric social organization. As is
true generally in the archaeological literature, these texts often drew upon contemporary
Western gender stereotypes to describe men’s and women’s social positions and roles in so-
cieties from 3.4 million years ago up to the more recent past. All of the texts suggested that
male-headed, nuclear family organization was the norm in the past, just as it is in the Western
world today. The texts also portrayed a rigid and universal sexual division of labor: men were
the hunters while women, tethered to home bases by pregnancy and children, gathered plants.

Unfortunately, this presentation of the division of labor by sex was often compounded
by another androcentric problem: the differential attention to and valuing of presumed male
versus female activities. In our survey we consistently found that male-associated hunting
tasks were celebrated as milestones of human evolution and reported in detail while female-
associated gathering was given limited attention. In one text, for instance, hunting was dis-
cussed on at least 28 occasions in the course of about 70 pages; gathering, in the same text,
was discussed twice in less than 3 pages (Campbell 1985). While this was an extreme case,
all of the texts we examined displayed an unequal treatment of activities presumed to be gen-
der linked. The overall effect, regardless of the authors’ intentions, was to convey the idea
that men evolved by hunting while women tagged along gathering and giving birth.

In sum then, the ‘‘Man the Hunter’’ vision of evolution still dominates texts, although
often in more muted versions than earlier editions. This theory, because of its obvious sex
bias, was one of the first to be challenged by feminist critics (Slocum 1975; Tanner and Zihl-
man 1976; Zihlman 1978, 1981; Zihlman and Tanner 1978). We did find that some authors
at least questioned the validity of this theory and tried to present alternative schemes reducing
the significance of hunting, though not the division of labor it supposedly required (e.g., Jolly
and Plog 1986). Interestingly, however, the text authors failed to give students a sense of the
nature of this debate, or the issues that led to the feminist critiques. More importantly, students
were not directed to the numerous articles written on the subject (see Dahlberg 1981; Fedigan
1986; Tanner 1981; Tanner and Zihlman 1976; Zihlman and Tanner 1978). In fact, most au-
thors ignored the issue of gender bias and faulted the ‘‘Man the Hunter’” model on other
grounds.

In the remaining sections of this module we provide concepts and examples to help
instructors effectively incorporate gender into their introductory courses and challenge some
of the androcentric and ethnocentric ideas embedded in current archaeological writings. De-
spite the lack of published studies explicitly addressing gender in prehistory, we can raise a
number of questions and propose alternative interpretations. The very act of raising the new
issues and scenarios allows us to begin to transform our perspectives about the past.

Developing Concepts and Methods for an Archaeology of Gender

A central concern in the archaeology of gender is determining which aspects of gender
are expressed materially and spatially at the sites people in the past created and used. All
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archaeologists assume there are ‘‘knowable’’ correlations between specific material things
and spaces on the one hand, and particular activities, behaviors, and beliefs on the other.
Without such an assumption we could not hope to learn anything about the past (see Schiffer
1976). We assume that information about gender is encoded or reflected in the material re-
mains and their spatial arrangements preserved at sites, but we need new concepts and meth-
ods specifically designed to help us decode site materials in terms of gender.

We can draw on the work of researchers outside of archaeology to help us conceptualize
gender in its material and nonmaterial dimensions (see Atkinson 1982; Etienne and Leacock
1980; Kessler and McKenna 1978; Martin and Voorhies 1975; Ortner and Whitehead 1981b;
Reiter 1975; Rosaldo and Lamphere 1974). Like feminist scholars in other fields, we consider
gender to be a cultural rather than a biological phenomenon. In that light it is important to
distinguish between sex and gender. Sex refers to genetically determined physical traits dif-
ferentiating males from females. When anthropologists ‘‘sex’’ skeletal remains they do so by
observing certain universal features on the bones associated with biological femaleness and
maleness. However, when archaeologists examine the placement or positioning of skeletons
or materials intentionally buried with them, they are observing culturally determined and var-
iable aspects of gender systems expressed in mortuary contexts. It is crucial to keep the bio-
logical universals of sex distinct from the culturally variable features of gender. As sociocul-
tural anthropologists have pointed out:

What gender is, what men and women are, what sorts of relations do or should obtain be-
tween them—all of these notions do not simply reflect or elaborate upon biological “‘giv-
ens,”’ but are largely products of social and cultural processes. The very emphasis on the
biological factor within different cultural traditions is variable; some cultures claim that male-
female differences are almost entirely biologically grounded, whereas others give biological
differences, or supposed biological differences, very little emphasis. [Ortner and Whitehead
1981b:1; emphasis in original]

Although researchers vary in their theoretical and disciplinary orientations to the sub-
ject, most conceptualize gender as a multifaceted social phenomenon with several compo-
nents including gender role, gender identity, gender attribution, and gender ideology (Kessler
and McKenna 1978; Ortner and Whitehead 1981a; also see Scott 1986). A fundamental prob-
lem for archaeologists interested in gender is to determine which of these are amenable to
direct archaeological investigation and which are archaeologically inaccessible. The follow-
ing definitions are useful for beginning to think about this issue (see Classroom Exercise 2).

® Gender Role describes what men and women actually do—their activity patterns, social
relations and behaviors—in specific cultural settings.

® Gender ldentity concerns an individual’s own feeling of whether he or she is a woman
or man (or other) regardless of genetic makeup.

® Gender Attribution refers to the biological, social and/or material criteria people of a
particular social group use to identify others as males, females, or any other culturally defined
gender category (e.g., berdache, transsexual). The attribution may or may not conform to an
individual’s own sense of gender or the initial gender assignment made at birth by those ob-
serving the newborn’s external genitals or chromosomes.

® Gender Ideology encompasses the meanings of male, female, masculine, feminine,
sex, and reproduction in any given culture. These might include prescriptions and sanctions
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for appropriate male and female behavior or cultural rationalizations and explanations for so-
cial and political relationships between males and females.

In delineating these aspects of gender it is important to recognize that they vary from
culture to culture and that they may vary independently. Two cultures may resemble each
other in terms of the actual activities men and women perform (gender role) but differ dra-
matically in terms of the value attached to the tasks (gender ideology). In one culture, certain
tasks or objects may constitute primary criteria for identifying an individual as male or female
(gender attribution; see Whitehead 1981) while in another group those same tasks or objects
may not be intrinsically gendered. It is also essential to bear in mind that different elements
of a gender system may change independently or at different rates. For example, a change in
gender roles does not necessarily imply corresponding changes in beliefs about men’s and
women’s work capabilities or power relationships.

All of these aspects of variability complicate efforts to generalize about gender within
prehistoric hunter-gatherer, horticultural, pastoral, or urban societies. While social groups
within each of these categories may share certain features of technological, economic, settle-
ment or social organization, they may differ dramatically along the axis of gender, and their
response to changes might well depend on their gender system. The question is, how can we
learn about any of this from the material remains preserved at archaeological sites?

Conceptualizing gender as something that is culturally constructed, culturally distinc-
tive, and culturally variable has important implications for developing methods for studying
gender archaeologically. Specifically, it helps us frame questions about the material dimen-
sions of gender. How are material things—tools, clothing, ornaments, or the decorative mo-
tifs placed on certain artifacts—used to signify differences between men and women? What
are the differences between ‘‘male’” and ‘‘female’” activity areas or living spaces? How does
the system of allocating different tasks to men, women, or children affect the way a com-
munity organizes space? Are men and women spatially separated within dwellings, household
compounds, or other parts of the community? How are materials and spatial arrangements
used to socialize children into their proper adult roles and behaviors? What are the visual
symbols of femaleness and maleness? How are status differences expressed and reinforced by
restricting access to valued resources?

Thinking about these gendered questions highlights the centrality of material objects in
actually ‘‘constructing’’ gender and reinforcing gender differences. In fact, gender construc-
tions may actually be ‘‘built’” with the aid of material objects that mark the gender of indi-
viduals using, wearing, or otherwise displaying them. These are more than simple associa-
tions. The items and their arrangements in space can operate as visual signs of gender, sym-
bolizing gender distinctions and structuring social relations in the ways they are used and by
whom. The objects or spaces themselves are used to actively construct and perhaps modify
notions of gender because they carry social meaning in addition to their utility as tools, cloth-
ing, or ornaments. Some of these material dimensions should be observable underground.

One way to explore the relationships between material and nonmaterial aspects of gen-
der is in known or documented cases where we can learn about gender-specific tasks, behav-
iors, beliefs, and their material and spatial contexts. Ethnoarchaeological studies of this sort
will provide insights about the ways gender organization affects the formation and structure
of the sites people use and will provide some concrete examples about how materials are in-
volved in cultural constructions of gender. We designed Classroom Exercise 2 to give students
some firsthand experience in ethnoarchaeology, studying some of the material dimensions of
gender in our own culture. Thinking about them in a familiar setting makes it possible to
recognize the various interrelated aspects of gender systems and the possible correlations be-
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tween a gender system and the materials that characterize, reflect, and shape that system.
Many of the questions we raise in the exercise about the material and spatial manifestations
of gender in contemporary America could, with minor modification, be raised for any other
group, past or present. Although the answers are culturally specific to the contemporary
United States, the questions are cross-culturally applicable. Comparative ethnoarchaeological
studies will give us some sense of the range of variations in the modern world and at the same
time expand our imagery about possibilities in the past.

There is no reason to assume that articulations between gender and materlals are unique
or recent in human life. It may even be the case that material distinctions are essential for
defining and maintaining gender differences. A fundamental question in an archaeology of
gender is to determine when gender differences initially emerged as meaningful in human
evolution and how such culturally defined differences varied over time and space depending
on local circumstances. These are among the central questions to be raised in the next part of
our discussion of the archaeology of gender.

Some Key Questions in a Gendered Prehistory

We envision two complementary lines of inquiry structuring an archaeology of gender.
The first centers on the evolutionary development of gender differentiation and on the for-
mation of gender-based hierarchies, subjects so far ignored by archaeologists. The major
questions are when and under what circumstances did sex differences become culturally sa-
lient and then, how did differences become associated with inequalities in power, status, and
prestige. The second broad area of study places gender at the center of analysis of major trends
in prehistory including hominization, cultural diversification, and the formation of food-pro-
ducing societies and urban states. This entails examining the contributions of both men and
women within each context and examining the differential impact of new ecological, social,
or technological developments on men and women. We expect that once sex differences were
elaborated into gender differences in human societies, men and women would have experi-
enced cultural events, innovations, contacts, or conflicts in different ways. This kind of ar-
chaeological research will produce major revisions in the way we write prehistory.

In the following pages we provide some examples of possible questions and approaches
in each of these areas. Of necessity our sample is limited, but we hope it is sufficient to stim-
ulate discussion and illustrate the enormous potential of bringing gender into the center of
analysis in prehistoric studies.

The Evolution of Gender Differences and Stratification

Most studies of human evolution, even those critical of ‘*‘Man the Hunter’’ scenarios,
assert that a sexual division of labor is intrinsically human and assume that such a division is
*‘the original and most basic form of economic specialization and exchange . . . the most
fundamental basis of marriage and the family’” (Murdock and Provost 1973:203). Textbooks
commonly refer to the sexual division of labor as an *‘essential’” element of human culture
that, along with technology and language, differentiates us from other primates (Jolly and
Plog 1986:234-235; Jurmain et al. 1987:181; see also Isaac 1978). The logic, if it is made
explicit at all, seems to be that sex-linked differences inevitably produced gender-linked di-
visions. Characteristics related to female reproductive functions including pregnancy, child-
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bearing, and lactation are assumed to explain why women could not and did not procure meat
for food or defend themselves from predation and came instead to depend on biologically
unencumbered males to provide for them and protect them and their offspring. This kind of
explanation sounds familiar and even commonsensical to Western readers because within our
cultural traditions female biological characteristics are used to rationalize inequities and ex-
plain why women cannot perform certain tasks or hold high offices. But such assumptions are
easily challenged by studying the lives of women in ethnographically known foraging socie-
ties whose activity and mobility patterns are not constrained by their childbearing or child-
rearing functions (see Draper 1975; Estioko-Griffin and Griffin 1981; Leacock 1983).

Feminist critics rightfully challenge the overemphasis on presumed male activities re-
lated to hunting and defense, and many try to show the possible evolutionary significance of
gathering done by women, but few challenge the basic premise linking sex differences to
divisions of labor. Almost all researchers assume that a division of labor by sex was present
among our earliest human ancestors. We believe an archaeology of gender must begin by
raising questions about the origins of the sexual division of labor rather than assuming its
existence as part of the process of becoming human especially since this so often builds gender
asymmetry into the species from the start.

Our approach to the evolution of gender differentiation and stratification was inspired
by several sociocultural researchers including Gayle Rubin (1975) and Salvatore Cucchiari
(1981) whose premises depart significantly from those outlined above. Their innovative work
helps frame potential research questions about when and how sex differences became cultur-
ally elaborated into gender differences, and how this process might be expressed archaeolog-
ically. The distinction we made previously between sex and gender becomes important for
this discussion. Rubin argues that

The division of labor by sex can . . . be seen as a ‘‘taboo’’: a taboo against the sameness of
men and women, a taboo dividing the sexes into two mutually exclusive categories, a taboo
that exacerbates the biological differences between the sexes and thereby creates gender.
[1975:178; emphasis in original]

The division of labor can also be seen as a taboo against sexual arrangements other than those
containing at least one man and one woman, thereby enjoining heterosexual marriage. She
goes on

far from being an expression of natural differences, exclusive gender identity is the suppres-
sion of natural similarities. It requires repression: in men, of whatever is the local version of
“‘feminine traits’’ in women, of the local definition of ‘‘masculine’’ traits. [1975:180]

Although she does not emphasize the archaeological or evolutionary implications of her ar-
guments, they are apparent and made more explicit in the Cucchiari’s work.

Cucchiari’s emphasis is the formation of gender hierarchy in human evolution. He cre-
atively asks readers to suspend their commonly held belief that gender defines our ‘‘common
humanity with thousands of generations past and future’’ (1981:31) and has us envision the
possibility of human society without gender. In his view,

gender as a principle of social organization is historically relative. . . . Like other social
organizing principles. such as class, gender made its appearance on the human stage at some
point in the past, has since become elaborated in a number of different directions, and will
most likely yield the stage to other actors in the future. [1981:31]
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He suggests that the earliest human groups were not yet dichotomized into two distinct gender
categories. According to Cucchiari, gender is not a salient characteristic until the Upper Pa-
leolithic. He argues that Paleolithic art motifs document the change from a nongendered cul-
ture to a gendered society.

Rubin and Cucchiari both suggest a kind of ‘‘gender revolution’ in prehistory that we
think might have been comparable in complexity and variability to the subsequent food pro-
ducing and urban revolutions. Cucchiari expresses the significance of this proposed evolu-
tionary development cogently:

The task of constructing a model that not only describes genderless society but accounts for
its transformation to gender-stratified society becomes immensely complicated when we re-
alize that such a model must also account for the origin of institutions and principles that
depend for their existence on the concept of gender: kinship, marriage, the family, incest
taboos, and exclusive heterosexuality. [1981:31]

Admittedly, Cucchiari and Rubin lack expertise in archaeology, and thus the scenarios
they construct may be somewhat ill-conceived. Still, this kind of work provides a new starting
place for questions about human origins. Instead of assuming that earliest human groups were
conscious of and elaborated sex differences into differentially valued, gender-exclusive task
groups or gender-structured ‘‘families,’” we prefer treating these as cultural developments like
many others that emerged for particular reasons under specifiable conditions. We need to de-
termine what gender differentiation might have accomplished among early human populations
and what circumstances might have led to gender stratification. Then we need to think about
how these social processes might be expressed archaeologically as people began to use ma-
terials to signify and reinforce difference.

If it is true that gender-differentiated societies use materials to symbolize difference and
to socialize their young (i.e., to construct gender) we need to ask how genderless societies
might look materially. Groups that do not divide people into two (or more) mutually exclusive
groups on the basis of sex would not have gender-linked spaces, facilities, objects, or sym-
bols. But as gender difference emerges as an important classification system for artifact-pro-
ducing humans, this should be expressed in their cultural products. Later, when one’s gender
determines access to limited resources, this too should be expressed materially in burials,
artwork, housing, and other gendered spatial arrangements.

Reevaluating early archaeological assemblages with these ideas in mind might expose
the emergence and diversification of human gender systems. Archaeologists surveying the
panorama of human evolution generally recognize a trend toward increasing artifact diversity
over time. According to Jolly and Plog (1986:282) the earliest tool-manufacturing human
groups, regardless of geographic location, used essentially the same generalized stone imple-
ments for at least half a million years. In fact, there is very little regional or material diversity
until some 100,000 to 40,000 years ago when we see a marked trend toward specialization
and variability in Neanderthal contexts. This specialization is commonly thought to represent
social as well as technological developments, an idea reinforced by the presence of intentional
burial practices at Neanderthal sites, the first clear archaeological sign of religion and ritual.
Perhaps evidence of emerging human consciousness about ‘‘difference’’ is encoded in these
burials: differences between life and death, between the natural and the supernatural, between
one’s own social group and outsiders, and between males and females.

Jolly and Plog (1986:316-319) and Fagan (1986:137-138) discuss the significance of
Neanderthal burials and mortuary objects as a way to provide glimpses of prehistoric belief
systems. Unfortunately, while the authors tell us about the objects buried with skeletons iden-
tified as male, both texts fail to mention female-associated artifacts, thus missing the oppor-



74 Gender and Anthropology

tunity to analyze what may be the first concrete archaeological expressions of gender differ-
entiation. Were Neanderthal females also buried with grave gods? If so, were these similar to
or different from those associated with males? Were male and female burial positions similar
or different? Did these people treat adults and children in the same way at death? Considera-
tion of the burials with such questions in mind could reveal patterns relating to the prevailing
gender roles and ideology. Though we may not be able to decipher the more subtle ideas
underlying their burial practices, the evidence should tell us whether or not gender differences
were recognized in that context (for an example of working with burial materials see Class-
room Exercise 3).

Somewhat later in time, at various locations, we begin to find gender-specific infor-
mation expressed archaeologically in portable art and cave art. A discussion of Paleolithic art
is beyond the scope of this article except to mention that gender representations and symbols
are numerous and recognizable and this must have social meaning (for a more detailed dis-
cussion see Bender 1989). Recently, a number of archaeologists drawing on ethnographically
known cases of contemporary foraging groups have begun to examine the relationships be-
tween social life—including aspects of gender—and these forms of artistic expression (see
Conkey 1984:253-276; Fisher 1979:134—152; Lewis-Williams 1984:225-252). Such re-
search promises to enhance archaeological interpretations but in whatever ways this artwork
is ultimately understood, it does seem that well before the emergence of food production or
urbanization, gender differentiation had become an important cultural force shaping human
social life.

Burials and visual representations of males and females are conspicuous places to look
in the archaeological record for evidence of gender differences in activity patterns and social
position (see Gibbs 1987). Although we would certainly expect to find local variations in
material patterning depending on the culture and the specific contexts in which gender dis-
tinctions are important, the observation of dichotomized artifacts, symbols, burial features,
buildings, or rooms are possible material indicators of gender configurations.

The next evolutionary question to be raised concerns the transformation of difference
into forms of gender-based stratification, that is, differential access to valued resources based
on sex. When did culturally selected differences between men and women become associated
with differential value, power, and prestige? When did an individual’s gender assignment
begin to limit or expand their access to power and valued resources? In our discussion of
gender stratification and its material expressions we have avoided specifying male or female
dominance. While all documented instances of gender stratification involve male dominance
and female subordination—theories of matriarchies are generally rejected in anthropology
(see Bamberger 1974; Martin and Voorhies 1975 for discussions of this by feminist anthro-
pologists)—our suggestions about possible material indicators of gender asymmetry do not
make any presumptions about the nature of the inequality, pending the results of more thor-
ough investigation (see Leacock 1983 for further discussion). Certainly the rise of male dom-
inance and female subordination—a process associated with innumerable and varied material
and spatial forms in the modern world—is one of many subjects worthy of archaeological
attention although it may not have been the earliest or the only form of gender-based social
stratification (see Lerner 1986).

Gender and Prehistory

Recognizing the emergence of gender difference and stratification as evolutionary pro-
cesses to be explained rather than assumed as universal establishes a new vantage point for
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revising current understandings of world prehistory in general. Ultimately, we may discover,
as feminist historians have, that bringing gender into the center of analysis demands major
revisions in the way prehistory is understood. Once women were introduced into historical
analyses as social actors and subjects of study, researchers found it necessary to reframe ques-
tions and to reconceptualize the ways history was partitioned. Historians discovered that the
periods highlighted were often not gender-neutral but were instead gender-specific (see Kelly-
Gadol 1977 for further discussion). Are the conventionally used stages of prehistory similarly
flawed? Some archaeologists acknowledge the Eurocentrism inherent in divisions such as
Stone, Bronze, and Iron Age (Wobst and Keene 1983). These may have an androcentric slant
as well, channeling attention to the progressive evolution of presumably male-associated tools
or technological developments of interest to male archaeologists, while ignoring other aspects
of life that would encompass the experiences of women as well. There is simply not sufficient
research at this time to evaluate this possibility. We do know that gender has not been system-
atically incorporated into prehistoric studies. When it is, we may find it necessary to revise
the ways prehistory is partitioned. Although it is premature to speculate about the form such
revisions might take, we can illustrate ways to bring gender into the center of the analysis of
one major transformation now emphasized in prehistory.

Generally, archaeologists define three major transformations in the prehistoric devel-
opment of our species: hominization and the diversification of human culture, the emergence
of food-producing societies, and the formation of urban states. We have already suggested
how views of hominization are radically altered by assuming a genderless rather than a gen-
dered social world for our earliest ancestors. Once we see gender difference as a cultural phe-
nomenon that developed instead of appearing full blown in our earliest ancestors, we are
forced to reevaluate related theories about erect posture, tool manufacture, symbolic com-
munication, and food sharing that assume this gendered division.

Once gender difference does become an important cultural device for allocating differ-
ent tasks to males and females—as mentioned earlier, perhaps no more than 100,000-40,000
years ago—we can examine processes of cultural change and stability as these might have
been experienced by both men and women. Regardless of cultural particulars, if men and
women perform different economic activities, have different social and political responsibil-
ities, exploit different resources, use different tools, move about their environments along
different routes—all possible outcomes of divisions of labor—we can predict that they had
different knowledge, skills, values, and interests. Furthermore, depending on the nature of
their work, men and women undoubtedly experienced environmental changes differently.
They may have had conflicting opinions about the wisdom of proposed changes in settlement,
subsistence, or mobility patterns, and they may have experienced contacts with new groups
or ideas quite differently. All of these possible gender-based differences derived from divi-
sions of labor should be considered as we study broad evolutionary patterns revealed in the
archaeological record, since they would have influenced adaptation and shaped the character
of cultural change or stability. :

A necessary first step toward more effective gender analysis in prehistory is to increase
awareness of the possible sources of variability in men’s and women’s activity patterns so we
can move beyond superficial characterizations of ‘‘hunting,’’ ‘‘gathering,”’ and ‘‘childcare’’
as if these were monolithic, indivisible entities. In fact, these and many other activities com-
monly discussed in archaeological literature are composed of many discrete tasks that could
be organized in a number of different ways. Any single task has social, spatial, temporal, and
material dimensions (Conkey and Spector 1984; Spector 1983). The social dimension includes
the composition of a task group in terms of age, gender, size, and relationship of members.
The spatial dimension refers to the environmental and community location of task perfor-
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mance. The temporal dimension isolates the season, frequency, and duration of task perfor-
mance ‘and the material dimension identifies all artifacts, structures, facilities, or any other
objects associated with task performance. Attention to these variables of task differentiation
will permit more complex comparisons of and generalizations about the activity patterns of
men and women, emphasizing similarities and differences in their technical knowledge and
skills, mobility patterns, use of space, and the general tempo of their lives.

This type of framework provides one useful way of approaching the archaeological rec-
ord. Traces of differing task patterns should be expressed in the material and spatial organi-
zation of the sites where such tasks were performed. An awareness of cross-cultural variations
in task differentiation should alert us to the varied responses prehistoric groups might have
had to changes in their physical and social environment. If we wish to understand broad ad-
aptational patterns in prehistory, such as the circumstances promoting or inhibiting the shift
from food-collecting to food-producing economies or the factors contributing to the formation
of urban states, we need to know something about the previously existing activity patterns of
men and women.

We can demonstrate some of these points more concretely by looking more closely at
the transition from foraging to food production (i.e., the Neolithic Revolution), a major re-
search area in archaeology. The work of Patricia Draper (1975), a cultural anthropologist who
compared gender arrangements among foraging and settled agricultural !Kung San groups, is
extremely helpful for archaeology because she pays very close attention to relationships be-
tween task, material, and spatial patterns in each context and the ramification of these on the
social position of men and women.

Draper’s central concern is to determine how a shift to food production—a shift expe-
rienced by numerous prehistoric groups—affected the status of women. She shows how the
egalitarian relationships between men and women quickly deteriorate in sedentary contexts
where women’s influence and autonomy is drastically reduced. By mapping the locations of
men’s, women'’s, and children’s activities in the two settings, Draper is able to compare com-
munity layout, architecture, and household equipment. She documents the material, spatial,
and social formation of a public/domestic dichotomy in the agricultural villages—a gendered
division that did not occur in the foraging context. In essence, she clearly illustrates the ways
in which materials and spaces are involved in the cultural construction of gender.

Draper noted a combination of factors that seemed to conspire against women, creating
marked gender asymmetry. First, she found significant differences in the subsistence contri-
butions and mobility patterns of men and women in the two situations. Among the mobile
foragers, both men and women moved about their environment and were absent from camps
for about the same amounts of time. Women contributed as much if not more to subsistence
than men, and they directly controlled the resources they gathered. In sharp contrast, the se-
dentary !'Kung women contributed far less to subsistence since more and more of their time
was taken up with new, more elaborate food preparation and processing of domesticates.
More substantial housing and increased material goods and facilities associated with seden-
tism demanded more labor from the women as well. While women were increasingly limited
to a definable domestic sphere, men became peripheral to households spending more of their
time outside the village planting crops and tending fields and domestic animals.

The roles of mother, father, man, and woman were dramatically different in the two
settings and socialization of children reflected the change. Among the foraging !'Kung there
was an absence of rigid sex-typing of adult activities. Boys and girls played together in mixed
groups with little pressure to conform to strictly defined gender roles. Childcare, which was
done by both males and females in the camps, was not an onerous or particularly time-con-
suming activity given the long birth intervals (about 4 years) between children and the rhythm
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of adult work patterns. Draper reported that most adults worked no more than 3 days a week,
and community members varied the amount of time they were away from camp. At any given
time one-third to one-half of the adult population was in camp and could easily supervise their
own children as well as those whose parents were away.

The sedentary 'Kung were different. Adult gender roles were sharply delineated and
differentially valued. Children were apt to be viewed as real or potential workers and gender
role socialization was more rigidly structured. Boys were regularly outside the boundaries of
the village herding animals in preparation for their adult roles, while girls stayed close to home
assisting their mothers with childcare and domestic chores, now clearly associated with
women.

Finally—and perhaps most importantly for archaeologists—Draper contrasted the ma-
terial characteristics and spatial arrangements of the two communities, showing how these
affected social relations between men and women (1975:104—-108). She noted that in the
““small, circular, open and highly intimate’’ !'Kung camps there were cultural sanctions
against any form of authoritarianism, against physical expressions of aggression, and against
hoarding material goods (1975:104). In the agricultural villages, by contrast, households were
further apart and bounded by fences built to keep domestic animals out. This acted to limit
interactions between households, increase privacy, and permit a kind of hoarding by those
who had accumulated some material wealth, that was neither possible nor tolerated in the
bush. Interestingly, men more often than women were defined as the owners of such property.

Gina Kolata (1974) summarizes several studies done among the !Kung that help explain
why it is women and not men who became increasingly confined to the domestic sphere among
the sedentary !Kung. That research revealed more generally how the shift to sedentary life
had profoundly different consequences for men and women. There is a marked increase in
fertility and birth rates in the sedentary villages, apparently related to changes in diet and in
infant nursing practices. According to Kolata, ‘‘The demographic changes taking place
among the !Kung are of interest because the sedentary !Kung seem to have lost a natural check
on their fertility rates’’ (1974:933). She reports that the foraging groups have a nutritionally
well-balanced diet in terms of calories, vitamins, and minerals in contrast to the sedentary
'Kung who consume a great deal of cow’s milk and grain and are generally taller and heavier.
One of several effects of this dietary shift seems to be that sedentary women begin to men-
struate earlier than nomadic women. Among the foragers girls often marry at puberty, about
15.5 years of age, and have their first children at age 19. Since they have no soft foods to feed
their babies, they nurse them for 3 or 4 years during which time they rarely conceive. The
combination of late menarche and long birth intervals serves to control population size. In
contrast, population size is growing rapidly among the sedentary !Kung. These women wean
children much earlier, supplementing nursing with processed grains and cow’s milk. Re-
searchers suspect that fertility rates may be higher among the sedentary women because their
diet affects both the age of menarche and birth intervals (Kolata 1974:934). Investigators have
shown that a woman’s body fat must be above a certain minimum for the onset of menstruation
and for its maintenance after menarche. !Kung foragers are well nourished but thin. Further-
more, when they lactate women need an additional 1000 calories a day. During the 3- to 4-
year interval they nurse their children they may have too little body fat to ovulate. The in-
creased body fat of sedentary women combined with their ability to wean children earlier
appears to be increasing fertility and birthrates.

These changes occur in an economic and social context where children have increasing
value as workers. It seems that women who might under other circumstances employ known
birth control methods to limit the number of children they bear choose instead to have more
children. Increased family size, when combined with other aspects of sedentary life, seems
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to seriously circumscribe women’s activities, limit their physical mobility, and eventually
undermine their autonomy and social position.

Although archaeologists have previously cited demographic variables in discussing both
the causes and effects of food production, they have not examined this from the differing
perspectives of the men and women involved. The !Kung research highlights the significance
of that omission. We do not mean to imply that the !Kung represent a universal pattern for all
groups, past and present, who have experienced this transformation. Clearly, the !Kung are
living in a 20th-century world heavily influenced by centuries of colonialism. Instead, we use
this case because it so vividly portrays the importance of focusing on gender in examining
processes of culture change.

Summary and Conclusions

The process of engendering archaeology requires a reorientation of method and theory
in future research. It is our hope that work along the lines suggested above will result in the
development of a body of scholarship about archaeology and gender that is informed both by
recent anthropological studies of gender and by feminist scholarship more generally. The
work of introducing gender into archaeology requires that we focus on women in prehistory.
The *‘discovery’’ of women in prehistory is a necessary, nontrivial, first step in documenting
the importance and diversity of women’s roles in the past.

How should we go about accomplishing this task? The goal is partially met by simple
revisions in language and model building. Gender neutral language, illustrations, and discus-
sions can be used not to mask the existence of males and females, but to problematize the
notion of gender. If we do not assume we know whether gender was a salient category or what
gender relations were operative in a given archaeological situation, we open up the possibility
of research into women’s and men’s past activities. A balanced treatment of all productive
activities is important; presumed male achievement, invention, or activity must not be given
priority over presumed women’s work. The fact that we do not know with certainty whether
gender was connected to any of the milestones in prehistory (e.g., technological innovations,
domestication, religious changes, stratification, urbanism, instances of immigration and col-
onization) is problematic. However, burial data and spatial distribution studies can provide
some information on gender roles. In many cases, simply stating hypotheses for further testing
will advance the study of gender and archaeology significantly. For example, if women in a
region are assumed to have been responsible for gathering plants, then one could hypothesize
that the subsequent domestication of plants and farming activities would also have been wom-
en’s responsibility. Once presented, such a hypothesis and its fundamental assumptions could
be tested with additional data.

A conscious effort at writing women’s prehistory will help us to initially address the
invisibility of women in prehistory. However, this is not an end point, but only a beginning.
Joan Wallace Scott has discussed this with reference to history:

Historians, for example, have until recently pictured their archetypal actor, the universal hu-
man agent, as a white male. Although they have assumed that Universal Man stands for all
humankind, in fact this representation creates hierarchies and exclusions. Women, blacks,
and various others have been either invisible as historical subjects or somehow depicted as
less central, less important, than white men. [1987:94]
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Once difference, rather than a universal type (Man), is admitted, the question of gender in-
terrelationships becomes a subject for archaeological inquiry. The important step of disman-
tling the universal category of ‘‘Man’’ leads logically to a study of the interrelations of female
and male gender categories. As more information is gathered concerning women in prehis-
tory, the appropriateness of a universal category defined as ‘‘Man’’ is challenged. The di-
chotomy of universal male :: particular female loses utility since a part can no longer be pre-
sented as typical of the whole. Diversity has been introduced and this alters the investigation
so that relations between categories that are defined as different becomes the focus. Were the
earliest gender relationships symmetrical (that is, egalitarian) or asymmetrical (males domi-
nate? females dominate?)? When and where did gender asymmetry develop, and, more im-
portantly, why?

Once again the question of approaching gender interrelations with archaeological data
arises. One obvious starting place is the examination of archaeological evidence of difference
(perhaps as seen in significantly different artifact assemblages, e.g., Upper Paleolithic as
compared with Mousterian). When did gender become an important category that was marked
with different clothing, decoration, and/or artifact styles? In this we assume that outward sym-
bols of difference are created to signify categories of difference and these are used by humans
so that appropriate behavior is maintained. Visual recognition of differences in dress, for ex-
ample, allows individuals to behave according to culturally defined rules. This opens up re-
search possibilities not only into gender distinctions, but other categories of difference as well
(race, ethnicity, group membership, or age for example). Once the materials that mark gender
(or other) differences are established, one can go on to ask why and under what circumstances
differentiation arose? When do marked differences imply hierarchy (stratification, classes,
slavery)? These are questions about relations between categories of difference, and as such,
they are questions that would not be asked if a universal standard were presented (‘‘Man’’).
Relational questions involving difference have potentially rich material manifestations and
consequently should be highly visible in the archaeological record.

We hope that the preceding discussion illustrating the many ways gender is embedded
in and affects various aspects of human social life suggests directions for revising and recon-
ceptualizing other areas of prehistoric studies. Similar approaches considering the interplay
of dietary, social, economic, spatial, and material variables could certainly be applied to the
study of the emergence and consequences of urbanization. How did men and women expe-
rience or contribute to the breakdown of kinship as a central principle organizing social rela-
tions? How were men and women affected by the spatial organization of urban centers and
cities? The rise of warfare, occupational specialization, and social stratification? How did the
spread of state religions affect gender beliefs and practices? How do gender and class articu-
late with the rise of the state? All of these and many other questions about this transformation
can stimulate new gender-focused archaeological research.
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Classroom Exercises in the Archaeology of Gender

The preceding essay should orient instructors to the various ways gender can be incor-
porated into lectures and discussions in introductory archaeology courses or sections of other
courses surveying world prehistory. The exercises below provide some concrete ideas for ac-
tual classroom activities and assignments designed to provide students with some direct ex-
perience in working with concepts, methods and issues central to archaeological studies of
gender. We tried to present the exercises so that instructors can use them—with minor mod-
ification and instructions tailored to meet their particular class objectives and expectations—
as class handouts or models for individual or group projects.
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Classroom Exercise 1 Critically Reading Introductory Texts

Note to the Instructor: In the preceding essay we discussed problems of gender bias in
archaeological literature emphasizing androcentric and ethnocentric portrayals in introductory
texts or androcentrism. As a way to encourage students to sharpen their critical skills, we
suggest that they read text chapters or major sections in their text with the following questions
in mind. This exercise might be used to structure some portion of class discussion time or it
could be used for a written assignment.

1. Does the author give equal attention to the roles, activities, and experiences of women
and men in discussing prehistoric lifeways and developments? Be sure to consider the photos
and illustrations as well as narrative.

2. In what particular contexts is the author explicitly gender-specific? Go through sec-
tions of the text and identify the number of times the author refers to males and females and
describe the subjects or contexts ‘‘linked to’’ males versus females in this way? Again, be
sure to consider visual materials in the text along with the narrative.

3. When the author describes and discusses human characteristics, skills, capabilities,
activities, etc. are the generalizations valid or appropriate for both men and women or are they
implicitly gender-specific? Be sure to provide specific examples to support your ideas.

- 4. What gender-specific characteristics, traits, attitudes, aptitudes, etc. does the author
explicitly or implicitly assume to be universal, that is, true for all human groups at all time
periods? Of these, which do you think are more likely to be culturally specific? How could
you ‘‘test’’ your ideas?

5. Given the specific features of gender bias discovered in the text, what alternative
‘*scenarios’’ can you propose to replace androcentric portrayals, that is, how would you revise
androcentric or ethnocentric sections of the text? What suggestions can you offer to more
explicitly incorporate gender into the text?

Classroom Exercise 2 Material Expressions of Gender in the United
States: A Case Study in Ethnoarchaeology

Part 1 Relationships Between Material and Nonmaterial Dimensions of Gender

Note to the Instructor: In our discussion of gender as an analytical category, we identified
several different aspects of gender including gender role, identity, attribution, and ideology.
We also suggested that materials and spatial arrangements are essential ingredients in the cul-
tural construction of gender in any given cultural context. One way to better grasp this idea is
to explore the relationships between the material and nonmaterial aspects of gender in known
or documented cases. The exercise below should help familiarize people with key concepts
in studying gender archaeologically.
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In discussing these questions, students should be alerted to areas of potential variation
and difference in gender arrangements within American society. For each question they might
look for variability in terms of class, ethnicity, geographic region, etc.

1. What daily tasks are typically performed by men versus women in our culture? For
each task list any specific materials (tools, equipment, structures, or facilities) associated with
these gender-specific tasks? [gender roles]

® Which of the materials seem ‘‘diagnostic’’ or typical of the task? that is, they are not
used for any other tasks?

2. What kinds of buildings or rooms in domestic and public buildings are associated with
men vs. women or boys versus girls?

® Do both men and women use these spaces or are they sex-segregated? [gender ideology
and gender role]

3. What ornaments, clothing, weapons, or symbols in our culture are gender-linked or
thought of as male or female?

® When you observe people from a distance, what objects signal their gender? How
would you know from dress, jewelry, size or color of things that individuals are male or fe-
male? [gender attribution]

4. What consumer goods (look at advertisements) are designed primarily for women ver-
sus men and how can you tell? [gender ideology]

5. What specific social occasions or contexts are gender-segregated in our culture? What
characterizes these contexts? [gender role, attribution, ideology]

6. What material things are associated with political power or high social status in our
culture? Do men and women have equal access to these valued resources? [gender ideology]

7. Many would argue that our culture is male dominated; that women are subordinate to
men. Are there any material indicators of this gender asymmetry? [gender ideology]

8. How do children learn about appropriate gender behavior through materials in our
culture? (e.g., toys, gifts, rooms, restrictions about movement through space, etc.) [gender
ideology]

9. Develop an inventory or list of the gender-specific spaces and things you’ve identified
in the questions above. Compare and contrast men’s and women’s spaces, objects, and facil-
ities in terms of material of manufacture; size, shape, color, or design elements of various
classes, kinds of objects (like clothing, jewelry, equipment, etc.).

Describe any material or spatial patterns that seem to characterize male and female spaces
or things in our culture?

Part 2 Mapping Gender

To get another, even more archaeological sense of our gender arrangements, select a
‘‘gender-specific site’’ (e.g., a woman’s bedroom, a man’s dorm room, a bathroom used only
by women, a men’s locker or club room, an outdoor area used exclusively by one gender,
etc.). Follow these instructions to create maps of these sites.
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1. Use graph paper for mapping sites ‘‘to scale’’ and use pencil so mistakes can be easily
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