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Many American anthropologists “returned home,” looking with fresh
eyes at the diversity of women’s lives in their own society: working-
class women, immigrant women, women of various ethnic and racial
groups, and women in different geographic regions and occupations.
Some ethnographers, for example, immersed themselves in the abortion
debates, conducting fieldwork to understand the perspective and logic
behind pro-choice and anti-choice activists in North Dakota. Others
headed to college campuses, studying the “culture of romance” or
fraternity gang rape. Peggy Sanday’s work on sexual coercion,
including her cross-cultural study of rape-prone societies, was followed
by other studies of power-coercion-gender relationships, such as using
new reproductive technologies for selecting the sex of children.

Many previously unexplored areas such as the discourse around
reproduction, representations of women in medical professions, images
in popular culture, and international development policies (which had
virtually ignored gender) came under critical scrutiny. Others worked
on identifying complex local factors and processes that produce
particular configurations of gender and gender relations, such as the
patrifocal (male-focused) cultural model of family in many parts of
India. Sexuality studies expanded, challenging existing binary
paradigms, making visible the lives of lesbian mothers and other
traditionally marginalized sexualities and identities. ...

Some anthropologists argued that there are recurring patterns despite
the complexity and variability of human gender systems. One is the
impact of women’s economic contributions on their power, prestige,
and autonomy. Women’s work, alone, does not necessarily give them
control or ownership of what they produce. It is not always valued and
does not necessarily lead to political power. Women in many cultures
engage in agricultural labor, but the fields are often owned and
controlled by their husbands’ families or by a landlord, as in many parts
of India and Iran. The women have little authority, prestige, or
autonomy. Many foraging and some horticultural societies, on the other
hand, recognize women’s economic and reproductive contributions,
and that recognition may reflect relative equality in other spheres as
well, including sexuality. Gender relations seem more egalitarian,
overall, in small-scale societies such as the San, Trobrianders, and Na,
in part because they are kinship-based, often with relatively few
valuable resources that can be accumulated; those that exist are
communally owned, usually by kinship groups in which both women
and men have rights.

Another factor in gender equality is the social environment. Positive
social relations—an absence of constant hostility or warfare with
neighbors—seems to be correlated with relatively egalitarian gender
relations. In contrast, militarized societies—whether small-scale
horticultural groups like the Sambia who perceive their neighbors as
potential enemies or large-scale stratified societies with formal military
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organizations and vast empires—seem to benefit men more than
women overall. Warrior societies culturally value men’s roles, and
warfare gives men access to economic and political resources.

As to old stereotypes about why men are warriors, there may be
another explanation. From a reproductive standpoint, men are far more
expendable than women, especially women of reproductive age. While
this theme has not yet been taken up by many anthropologists, male
roles in warfare could be more about expendability than supposed
greater male strength, aggressiveness, or courage. One can ask why it
has taken so long for women in the United States to be allowed to fly
combat missions? Certainly it is not about women not being strong

enough to carry the plane.

The rise of stratified agriculture-intensive centralized “states” has
tended to produce transformations in gender relations and gender
ideologies that some have called patriarchy, a male-dominated political
and authority structure and an ideology that privileges males over
females overall and in every strata of society. Gender intersects with
class and, often, with religion, caste, and ethnicity. So, while there
could be powerful queens, males took precedence over females within
royal families, and while upper-class Brahmin women in India could
have male servants, they had far fewer formal assets, power, and rights
than their brothers and husbands. Also, as noted earlier, families strictly
controlled their movements, interactions with males, “social
reputations,” and marriages. Similarly, while twentieth-century British
colonial women in British-controlled India had power over some Indian
men, they still could not vote, hold high political office, control their
own fertility or sexuality, or exercise other rights available to their male
counterparts. Of course, poor lower-class lower-caste Indian women
were (and still are) the most vulnerable and mistreated in India, more
so overall than their brothers, husbands, fathers, or sons.

On the other hand, we have yet to find any “matriarchies,” that is,
female-dominated societies in which the extent and range of women’s

power, authority, status, and privilege parallels men’s in patriarchal

societies. In the twentieth century, some anthropologists at first

confused “matriarchy” with matrilineal. In matrilineal societies,
descent or membership in a kinship group is transmitted from mothers
to their children (male and female) and then, through daughters, to their
children, and so forth (as in many Na families). Matrilineal societies
create woman-centered kinship groups in which having daughters is
often more important to “continuing the line” than having sons, and
living arrangements after marriage often center around related women
in a matrilocal extended family household.... Female sexuality may
become less regulated since it is the mother who carries the “seed” of
the lineage. In this sense, it is the reverse of the kinds of patrilineal,
patrilocal, patrifocal male-oriented kinship groups and households one
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finds in many patriarchal societies. Peggy Sanday suggested, on these
and other grounds, that the Minangkabau, a major ethnic group in
Indonesia, is a matriarchy.

Ethnographic data have shown that males, especially as members of
matrilineages, can be powerful in matrilineal societies. Warfare, as
previously mentioned, along with political and social stratification can
alter gender dynamics. The Nayar (in Kerala, India), the Minangkabau,
and the Na are matrilineal societies embedded in, or influenced by,
dominant cultures and patriarchal religions such as Islam and Hinduism.
The society of the Na in China is also matrifocal in some ways. Thus,
the larger context, including contemporary global processes, can
undermine women’s power and status. At the same time, though, many
societies are clearly matrifocal, are relatively female-centered, and do
not have the kinds of gender ideologies and systems found in most

patriarchal societies.
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