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ABSTRACT

GENDER, POWER, AND ILLNESS IN AN EGYPTIAN VILLAGE

By

Soheir Morsy

This study describes a research effort which focuses on gender
roles and examines their reciprocal relation to illness behaviour in
an Egyptian village. In considering gender as a dependent variable,
the study is guided by a theoretical orientation which identifies male-
female power differentials as the outcome of distinet production re-
lations and associated superstructural apparatuses which promote their
replication. In view of the identity of the inhabitants of the research
locale as peasants, it is deemed necessary to trace the determinant so-
cial relations that affect village society and which extend beyond the
confines of the research locale. Clarifying the subordinate position of
the Egyptian peasants (males and females) is considered important for
formulating generalizations about gender roles in terms of structural
types.

In the treatment of gender roles, and associated power differentials,
as independent variables, the present study focuses attention on the
medical system. In the course of this analysis, the dialectical rela-
tion between gender and other elements of social identity is probed.
Gender is thus regarded as but one element of multi-dimensional social
identities, and associated power relations, which influence the preci-

pitation of and response to illness. Finally, definitions of illness,
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which are cultural prescriptions for controlled deviance, are conceptua-
1ized as superstructural elements which bear a dialectical relation to
infrastructural contradictions and attendant power differentials.

Data presented in this study derives from field work conducted
over a period of one year in an Egyptian Nile Delta village. The
standard anthropological techniques of participant observation and
interviewing were employed in the collection of data and the latter
part of the research period was devoted mainly to structured interviews
and the administration of tests and questionnaires. In addition, the
help of both a physician and a psychologist was secured at various
stages of the research project.

The conclusions drawn from the present study have a direct bearing
on the theoretical issues related to the anthropological study of
gender roles. Data presented in this thesis undermines universalistic
explanatory schemes of gender roles which attribute male-female power
differentials to an alleged universal opposition between the public and
private domains. The insignificance of such oppositions for peasant
communities such as the setting of the present study is emphasized.
The present study also questions another set of alleged universal
oppositions, that between male authority and female power, which
logically derives from the first hierarchical differentiation between
the public and private domains. It suggests the definition of power
in terms of control (as opposed to individualistic manipulations) over

culturally valued elements of the social environment, thus allowing
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for the comparison of one situation of power differential with another.
Within the study community, the developmental cycle of the family is
identified as a significant framework for the analysis of the dynamics
of power relations and patterning of control over culturally valued
elements of the social environment. Additionally, male control over
valued instruments of production and the products of agricultural
labour is deemed the basis of male-female power asymmetry in the study
community.

The focus on the medical system in the latter part of the study
emphasizes its utility as a probe which illuminates various dimensions
of social organization, notably power relations. In addition to this
major significance of the analysis of the medical system, the detailed
analysis of its various dimensions has yielded a variety of data of
particular relevance to the interests of medical anthropologists. The
study presents data on local beliefs about the human body, its formation,
structure and function, village medical taxonomy, the selective extension
of illness explanations, and the prevalence, diagnosis, and treatment
of culture bound illnesses. In its examination of medical treatment,
the study emphasizes the dynamics of treatment choice and undermines
the theoretical premises of the conceptual dissonance argument found in
some medical anthropological studies of therapeutic strategies. Finally,
it advocates a holistic orientation for the study of medical systems by
underscoring the necessity of considering structural constraints imposed
by encompassing social structures in studies of health care at the micro

level of rural communities.
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INTRODUCTION

A. General Aim of the Study

The study of social differentiation and categorization necessi-
tates the dissection of these complex socio-cultural phenomena into
their constituent elements. These may include such factors as age,
race, religion, as well as a variety of others which are products
of specificr social systems and historical developments. Examination
of these various elements of differentiation and categorization in
different socio-cultural contexts is necessary for the identification
of structural regularities. This dissertation describes a research
effort which focuses on one such element, gender, and its associated
power relations, and examines its reciprocal relation to illness be-
haviour.l This study is undertaken in the context of a peasant com-

munity in the Egyptian Nile Delta.

B. Theoretical Perspective

The subject matter of this study is clearly a reflection of the
recent trend in Anthropology of rectifying the androcentric bias of
the discipline. The intensification of efforts towards more balanced
accounts of Woman's role in Society has been undertaken by anthro-
pologists of different theoretical persuasions (Stack et al 1975).
Some have proceeded with the assumption of the universality of male
dominance, while others, guided by a theoretical perspective which

centers on individuals as rational choosers, have undertaken to show
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women as rational manipulators of their social environment. Still
others have approached the analysis of gender roles in terms of his-
torically specific patterns of social organization in societies which
they differentiate according to structural types. The present study
partakes of the last orientation towards the study of gender role
ascription. In considering gender, and its associated power differn-
tials, as dependent variables, the present study rejects universal,
heirarchical oppositions as explanatory schemes. Instead, an under-
standing of male-female power relations is sought in light of a histor-
ically specific social formation. Male-female power differentials are
conceptualized as the outcome of a distinet production structure
associated with a superstructural apparatus which promotes its replica-
tion. The analysis of power relations focuses on principles of con-
tradiction between social categories rather than on the opposition of
interests between individuals.

While the present study is based primarily on an empirical analysis
of gender roles, power relations, and their consequences in a localized
setting, a peasant community, the village cannot be realistically con-
sidered an adequate unit of analysis. It cannot be treated as a
"primitive isolate". It is therefore deemed necessary to trace the
determinant social relations that affect the peasants of the study
community and which extend beyond the confines of the research locale.
The recognition of the relation of structural asymmetry between the
village and the larger society is essential in understanding the roles
of female and male peasants. Peasants' class identity is regarded as

crucial to any discussion of role constraints and choices. Clarifying
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the subordinate position of the Egyptian peasant (male and female alike)
is considered important for formulating generalizations in terms of
structural types.

In the treatment of gender roles, and associated power differen-
tials, as independent variables, the present study focuses attention
on the medical system. In the course of this analysis, the dialectical
relation between gender and other elements of social identity related
to power differentials is probed. Gender is thus regarded as but one
element of multi-dimensional social identities, and associated power
relations, which influence the precipitation of and response to ill-
ness.

The selective concern of this study with the medical system in
the treatment of gender role as a dependent variable may be clarified
in light of the fact that definitions of illness are intimately related
to deviations from culturally prescribed role behaviour. As Howard
Stein has written,

One must study the "well" in order to understand the "sick"

and study the "ill" to understand what is hidden and latent

in the "healthy", since what is explicit in illness is im-

plicit in health. Deviation from the norm is a guide to

_ the norm through its distortion and exaggeration....the

Telationship between 1llness and health is dialectical...

Cultural role ideology may create a dichotomy between

them to protect the boundary separating them, but role

performance reveals the relationship between them....

the health-illness model is a single expression of the

relation between norm and deviance....the "sick role"

and the "healthy role" (are) dialectically and neces-

sarily related, the former constituting the antistructural

pole, and the latter constituting the structural pole
(Stein 1976: 117-119; original emphasis).

In short, by careful examination of the deviation from role expecta-

tions associated with illness, we are better able to understand role
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expectations themselves. In the present study, definitions of illness,
which are cultural prescriptions for controlled deviance, are con-
ceptualized as superstructural elements which bear a dialectical rela-
tion to infrastructural contradictions (primarily those associated
with gender identity) and attendant power differentials.

In the cross-cultural study of health and illness, important con-
cepts for focusing research inquiry include "medical system" and
"illness" (Mitchell 1977). The use of these terms in the present
study needs clarification at the outset. "Medical system" is an im-
portant conceptual element of Western society but may pose confusion
when incorporated in a cross-cultural analytical framework without
redefinition. Cognizant of the limitation of the culture-bound concept
of medical system, Leonard Glick has suggested that we abandon conven-
tional Western ideas about medicine and proceeded to define a medical
system as "a patterned set of ideas and practices having to do with
illness" (Glick 1967:32)2. The employment of the concept of "medical
system" throughout the present study follows Glick's definition. Thus,
its usage implies local identifications, explanations, and treatment
of illness.

Another conceptual definition which needs clarification at this
point is that of "illness"l. In this regard, it is essential to note
"the distinction between the possession of some symptoms or illness
conditions and the possible behavioural, socially relevant, conse-
quences of those symptoms or conditions" (Robinson 1971:1). The present
study focuses on the latter dimension of illness. Its primary in-

terest is not the analysis of the condition of illness, but the be-

 haviour associated with that illness condition. It is the behavioural
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and socially consequential aspects of illness which are deemed sig-
nificant for the purposes of the present study. In fact, these be-
havioural dimensions of illness are themselves utilized to probe other
socially significant relations, namely those linked to power dif-
ferentials, especially the asymmetry of power relations associated
with gender identity.

In considering the behavioural correlates of illness conditions,
the present study does not ignore what Fabrega has referred to as the
"biological (symptomatic) indicators - which lead lay individuals to
designate a state of compromised health" (Fabrega 1972:213). But its
concern is not with illness as defined biomedically (i.e., disease).
Illness is defined as a deviation from culturally designated states
of normal health, manifested by changes in social, psychological, and/or
physical states. In short, the present analysis of illness focuses
on what Mechanic hes termed "illness behaviour". This entails the
extension of primary consideration to "the way in which given symptoms
may be differentially perceived, evaluated, and acted (or not acted)
upon by different kinds of persons" (Mechanic 1961: Cf. Robinson 1971:
L)

C. Methods of Data Collection

This study is based on field work conducted over a period of
one year between August 1974 and July 1975 in the Egyptian Nile Delta
village of FatiHa (a pseudonym). Preliminary research was conducted
in the area in the summer of 1973. Throughout the period of data

collection a conscious effort was made to sample the opinions and
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activities of both males and females. The author's awareness of the
bias in choice of informants, particularly her critical posture
towards male anthropologists who provide us with information derived
from male informants only, was a constant reminder to correct her
"natural” propensity to women. Conformity to local codes of modesty
in dress and behaviour earned her the respect and trust of both males
and females. Contrary to prior expectations, she faced no difficulty
whatsoever in discussing a wide range of topics, including those
pertaining to sexual matters, with male informants. Both males and
females of the community have different expectations of urban women
1ike the author than they do of their local women. They had been
exposed to the female physicians in the hospital of the nearby town
and the female dentist whom many of them frequent. The author's
identity as an urban woman from Alexandria was not alien to their ex-
pectations. Her incessant interest in their culture and their wel-
fare formed the basis for a relation of trust seldom extended to out-
siders.

Data presented in the body of this dissertation were collected
through participant observation and interviews. An interview schedule
was used in the preparation of a consus of the research population
for which quantitative data was collected. Informal interviews were
conducted with male and female members of the community as well as
with indigenous medical practitioners and professional medical person-
nel in the vicinity of the village. Time was also devoted to observa-
tions in homes, fields, and physician's clinic, in the local indigen-

ous practitioners' residence, and in the hospital in the nearby town.

i
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Participant observation was also instrumental in the collection of
data related to altered states of health. Additionally, the latter
part of the research period was devoted mainly to structured inter-
views and the administration of tests and questionnaires.

Since socioeconomic status and attendant power relations within
the village are defined primarily in terms of control of agricultural
land, size of land holdings was the primary criterion for the selec-
tion of a representative sample of the population for close investi-
gation. To insure proper representation of population subgroupings,
stratified random sampling of the study population was undertaken.

On the basis of information obtained from the records of the local
agricultural cooperative and the vollage headman (fumda), the distribu-
tions of land holdings did not indicate much variation (see Table 1).
The census population consisted of the occupants of a random
stratified sample of 100 households (approximately 21% of family
households in the village). To insure proper representation of each
of the socioeconomic subgroups, the percentages of families indicated
in Table I were used as a guide to randomly select the appropriate
number of households of each category from the records of the agri-
cultural cooperative. For landless families (estimated by the ‘um_da
to constitute approximately 13% of the total population), these were
selected (with the aid of the ‘un;da and the field assistant) by choos-
ing, randomly three households from each of the three named areas of
the village and four households from one such named area. The final
composition of the consus population is indicated in Table 2.

Census taking was a long drawn out process which stretched over




ion of Land Holdings in FatiHa

% of Total of

Number of Families 460 Families
1 0.2
¢ 0.2
34 2
13 2.1
6 1.3
170 36.7
79 Ak s
121 26.3
60 13.0




Number of Households
Census
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17
25
13
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a period of nearly two months. However, its utility for building
rapport with members of the community was absolutely indispensible.
Moreover, it yielded a variety of quantitative data related to the
theoretical emphasis of the study. These include household composi-
tion, differential ownership of property by men and women, types of
family structures, marriage patterns, educational level of males and
females, patterns of menstrual isolation, as well as medical data
related to the differential incidence of illness among men and women,
folk conceptualizations of illness, and the illness referral system.
Data obtained through the census formed the basis for further investi-
gation during the remaining months of field work.

Throughout the study period particular attention was placed on
gender role differentiation and its relation to different facets of
village life. Data on differential early age socialization of males
and females was collected and interviews and observations of dif-
ferential authority patterns within the households and in village
political activities were made. Information on the cultural evaluation
of the physical and moral qualities of the sexes was collected through
interviewing males and females and through the collection of local
religious beliefs and proverbs. Through participant observations,
ideal patterns of gender role expectations were compared with actual
behaviour and the bases and consequences for transgressing culturally
stipulated boundaries were recorded. Finally, structured interviews
were administered to elicit informants' conceptualization of gender
roles and of male-female personality differences.

Through participant observation, the collection of census data,
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and by way of structured and informal interviews with male and female
villagers and traditional medical practitioners, data on illness
causation and various medical practices was collected. Structured
interviews were used to assess differential illness behaviour associated
with males and females and the different forms of medical treatment
extended to members of the two groups. Several interviews were also
conducted with male and female traditional practitioners in the vil-
lage and its vicinity to compare their healing power and ethnomedical
knowledge. Structured interviews and tests were administered to these
practitioners to evaluate the basis of their healing powersand their
authority in the community.

Informants' generalized statements were supplemented by observa-
tion which provided a direct index of illness behaviour. Actual cases
of folk illness recorded involved close observation of the affected
person over an extended period of several weeks. Persons affected by
the folk illness M' (a local variant of spirit possession) were ob-
served and interviewed at different stages of the illness episode.

In attempting to discern whether one could isolate certain patterning
of specific social, psychological, and somatic criteria of illness which
are independent of the folk medical system, persons affected by the
illness were also subjected to professional medical examination and
psychological testing. Finally, in view of the importance of male and
female reproductive functions as a basis for gender differentiation

and power, informal interviews with males and females, and the obser-
vation of midwives, resulted in the collection of data on beliefs and

practices related to the reproductive process.
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Recognizing what has been termed the anthropologist's "limits
of mivety"l’, this author secured the aid of a physician and a psycholo-
gist during various stages of field work. The physician's familiarity
with local linguistic variations and medical problems proved very help-

ful in the modification of the Cornell Medical Index’

which was ad-
ministered to over 350 male and female respondents. Psychiatric inter-
pretations of the responses to the CMI were made by the psychologist

6

who also constructed and analyzed the Hakky personality test~ which

was administered by the author.

D. General Organization of the Study

Following the introductory remarks of this section, Part I of
the study (Chapters 1 and 2) relates its central conceptual themes
(gender, power, and illness) to the relevant literature in Anthropol-
ogy and delineates its main theoretical assumptions. Part II (Chapter
3) provides a description of the study area which is guided by the
theoretical considerations outlined in Chapter 1. Thus, in addition
to providing a general account of the social organization of the vil-
lage and a det‘ailed analysis of male-female power differentials,
Chapter 3 considers village society as characteristic of the structural
type "peasant society". Part III of the study (Chapters 4, 5, 6)
undertakes a detailed examination of the medical system of the study
community. It provides an account of villagers' perceptions about
the formation, structure, and function of the human body, local medi-
cal beliefs and explanations of illness, culture bound illnesses and

their distribution, and villagers' responses to illness. Throughout
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\_g';;lre linked to the relations of power differentials
‘associated with gender) introduced in preceding

y, the concluding part of the study serves to sum-
findings and their theoretical implications.
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NOTES

1’l'he choice of gender roles and the medical system as foei of research
is explainable in terms of the author's academic and personal back-
grounds. She has had a long standing interest in matters related to
health and illness through her earlier academic training in Bacteri-
ology and graduate studies in Medical Anthropology. Having grown up

in the Middle East, her interest in the study of Woman's role in Society
was initially stimulated by exposure to biased Western characterizations
of women's roles in that area. This preliminary concern then developed
into a serious interest in the cross-cultural variation of gender
identity during the earlier part of her graduate education. Throughout
the course of graduate training, this interest was maintained and in-
tensified.

z'me utility of retaining the concept of medical system for the pur-
pose of cross-cultural analysis is by no means a point of agreement
among medical anthropolologists. Thus, Mitchell (1977), for example,
while recognizing Glick's redefinition of medicine as a "generic con-
cept for encompassing every imeginable kind of belief and practice
related to illness", and while appreciating its significance in the
attempt to "counter a tendency towards ethnocentrism" (Ibid:17), has
reservations about its utility in cross-cultural research. He rejects
Glick's formulation on the grounds that it refers to "an extravagant
array of often logically contradictory ideas and practices (naturalis-
tic and supernaturalistic ideas and practices about illness)". In-
stead, he proposes that if such divergent ideas and practices are to
be subsumed under a single rubric, it is just as appropriate to refer
to them as 'magical systems' as it is 'medical systems'. Alternatively,
he recommends the use of the concept "curvative system". Accordingly,
a "medical system" would be considered "a type of curvative system that
emphasizes naturalistic rationales and prac¥§ces" (Ibid; original
emphasis).
In noting Mitchell's proposed modification, one may recognize

his attempt at cleansing the term "medical" of its Western cultural
implications, but it is important to point out the restrictiveness
of his proposed modification. It places selective emphasis on a

ecific component of the illness experience, namely the curative
55@'{ . The conceptual model suggested by Mitchell may itself be
regarded as ethnocentric in that it denies the importance of illness
causation and illness prevention, which are significant components of
various non-Western medical systems, including that associated with the
research community of the present study.
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BAccording to the recent review of the Medical Anthropological litera-
ture by Colson and Selby (1977:246), the concern of ethnomedicine is
not with "disease" but with "illness and illness behaviour as a cul-
tural category". In his discussion of this analytic distinction as
defined by Fabrega, Mitchell (1977) has rightly argued that the term
disease is a technical concept of biomedicine which is not helpful
for the cross cultural analysis of altered states of health. Thus,
while recognizing the utility of the "disease" concept for physical
anthropological and epidemiologically oriented anthropological studies,
he rejects its use in the anthropological quest to document and com-
pare medical systems cross-culturally (Ibid). Mitchell is also cor-
rect in noting that unlike epidemiologists who are concerned with the
same disease entities in a variety of societies, cultural anthropolo-
gists do not have a consistent data base. Their arena of inquiry
includes ALL societies, thereby underscoring the need for generalized
concepts and terms. The term "illness" fits this need. To quote
Mitchell on this point, "By opting for this 'loose' term, we optimize
the possibility that the ethnographic facts about a society's forms of
curative intervention - whether ritual, surgical or physical - will
cluster around the relevant ethnographic beliefs, not Western ideas
of medical taxonomy" (Ibid:19).

“See Devons and Gluckman 1968.

5I’he CMI in its modified version consists of 186 questions which elicit
physical and emotional symptoms of respondents.

6The Hakky personality test (Hakky 1974, Ein Shams Univ. Ph.D. Disser-
tation) is a projective test developed by the psychologist involved in
this research project. It consists of a series of 20 photographs with
a choice from four possible responses to each illustration, including
a completely non-restrictive response in which the respondent is given
the alternative to provide his/her own evaluation of the situation
depicted in the picture. Each of the four responses is given a num-
erical score which is an estimation of the degree of personality mal-
adjustment.
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CHAPTER 1

ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON GENDER ROLES

A. Introductory Remarks

In this chapter, gender is considered as a dependent variable and
an examination of anthropological explanations of male-female power
relations is undertaken. Section B devotes attention to the sociology
of knowledge by focusing on the "context of discovery" associated with
anthropological inquiry. This leads to a discussion of the male bias
in anthropological studies of gender in Section C. Having noted the
limitations imposed by this perspective on the study of women's roles,
Chapter 1 is concluded with Section D which shifts our attention to
recent theoretical trends in the study of gender roles. A critique
of universalistic explanatory schemes of male-female relations,
methodological individualisml , and the current differentiation of power
and authority is undertaken. A statement of the theoretical orientation
of the present study concludes this section. It suggests the analysis
of gender roles, not in terms of alleged universal oppositions, but
by reference to historically specific patterns of social organization
(Leacock 1975 )2. Finally, the theoretical framework of the present
study emphasizes the dialectical relations between individual choices
and societal constraints and defines power in terms which allow for

comparison beyond individual actions.

iy
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B. The Context of Discovery

The theoretical issues with which this study is concerned cannot
be fully understood without a discussion of the epistemological frame-
work from which they derive. Even the most superficial examination of
the literature on the sociology of knowledge discloses the dialogue
between Science and Society and demonstrates that reality is socially
constructed (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Indeed, it has been noted that
"an apparently arbitrary element, compounded of personal and histori-
cal accident, is always a formative ingredient of the beliefs espoused
by a given scientific community at a given time" (Kuhn 1970:4). The
anthropological community is no exception; it is evident that the
anthropological reality is also socially constructed. The existential
situation of anthropologists is without doubt a factor which conditions
the knowledge which they acquire and use (Maquet 1964:47-48). Like
members of other scientific communities, anthropologists are subjected
to a multiplicity of social, policital, economic, and ideological
determinants which account for their everyday existence as members of
a given society and an academic tradition. Anthropology itself cannot
escape the history of its development as reflective of the domination
of subservient groups by European and North American societies. In
the words of Levi-Strauss,

Anthropology is daughter of this era of violence: Its

capacity to assess more objectively the facts pertaining

to the human condition reflects, on the epistemological

level, a state of affairs in which one part of mankind

treated the other as an object. (Levi-Strauss as quoted

in Hymes 1974:61)

The very existence of a discipline devoted to "the study of primitive
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societies" of the non-Western World reflects the sense of superiority
of 19th century Europe and an attitude consistent with, and useful to,
the colonial expansion of the period (Maquet op. cit. p. 51).

The past of Anthropology continues to haunt us to this very day
and is clearly reflected in some contemporary practices. Societies
which partake of the general Western characteristics are seen as less
interesting while "exotic" peoples and their practices continue to be
the ideal object of an anthropological study. An academic community
controlled by western anthropologists continues to practice what
Galtung refers to as "scientific colonialism" which maintains the
"distinctive other" tradition. This practice finds justification
in the anthropological myth of objectivity. According to this direc-
tive,

...(the anthropologist) must behave as if he had no judgment,

as if his experience were inconsequential, as if the contra-

JicTions between his origins and his vocation did not exist.

Moreover, he will imagine that he has no politics, and he

will consider that a virtue. (Diamond 1974:94)

According to this philosophy, outsiders are judged better qualified
to undertake the study of dominated societies and males are assumed
more "objective" in the analysis of female z‘oles3 . Thus selective
recognition of observers' social identity and its relation to theo-
retical formulations is practiced under the guise of scientific
methodology.

Theoretical interpretations of the world are not immune from
the effects of the cultural contexts in which they are formulated
nor the social identities of those who propagate them, be they "out-

siders" or "insiders", men or women. In fact, it may be argued that
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an adequate definition of an anthropological study should not only
indicate its object, but also the social identity of its subject, the
anthropologist. "It is by virtue of his individuality that the
anthropologist (the subject), reads into the gestures he observes
(the object) the meaning that makes of them social phenomena" (Maquet
op. cit. p. 52). Theoretical progress rests, not on the denial of
anthropologists' social identities and culturally conditioned ideo-
logies, but by the comparison of these different culturally conditioned
theoretical interpretations of reality". The utility of such compari-
sons is supported by the recent literature on gender roles cited
below.

The recent changes in the study of Women's roles in Society consti-
tute a lucid corroboration of the constant dialogue between Science
and Society. The close relationship between social ideologies and
scientific inquiry is plainly apparent in the revival of interest in
theposition of Women in conjunction with the growth of the Woman's
Movement. It is clear that scientific studies of women in the last
decade owe their stimulus to renewed public interest in the Woman's
Movement (Matthiasson 1974:xvii). The obvious intensification of ef-
forts to investigate the role of Women is easily traced to the socio-
political transformation taking place in Western industrial societies,
the arena where anthropologists themselves play out their roles.
Feminists have turned to anthropology to derive the empirical evi-

dence which supports their politically motivated analyses.
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C. The Male Bias in Anthropology

Theoretical generalizations are intimately linked to the type of
questions raised by anthropological investigators. These in turn
derive from the cultural milieu of Anthropology and its practitioners,
as noted above. The questions raised grow out of the socio-cultural
context in which anthropology and its practitioners exist (Linton 1971:
9). In this regard, anthropological studies of gender roles have been
marked by a major methodological flaw - a one sided male orientation.
Rayna Reiter's description of main stream anthropological accounts of
wn;en is representative of recent criticisms of this orientation:

Too often women and their roles are glossed over, underanalyzed,
or absent from all but the edges of the description. What
women do is perceived as household work and what they talk
about is called gossip, while men's work is viewed as the
economic base of society and their information is seen as
important social communication. Kinship studies are usually
centered on males, marriage systems are analyzed in terms
of the exchanges men make using women to weave their net-
works, evolutionary models explain the origin and develop-
ment of human society by giving enormous weight to the

male role of hunting without much consideration of female
gathering. These are all instances of a deeply rooted male
orientation which makes the anthropological discourse sus-
pect. All our information must be filtered through a
critical lens to examine the biases inherent in it. Theory
always underlies the way we collect, analyze, and present
data; it is never neutral (Reiter 1975:12-13)

As gender limits the activities of the participants in a given
society, it also sets restrictions on the actions of its student, the
anthropologist. Up to the present, the majority of anthropologists
have been men, or women trained by men. Their work propagates the
assumptions of male dominance which clearly reflect the asymmetrical

relations of the sexes in their own societies and academic circles.
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More importantly, the anthropologists' academic training, or sex, or
both, set limits on the type of questions which they raise and/or the
type of direct information which is accessible to them. This of course
is particularly true if a male anthropoligst happens to work in a
society where segregation of men and women is pronounced. Under these
circumstances, the male anthropologist, in seeking information on
women, turns to the males of their society. In some instances this
option may not even present itself since such an act may be a serious
breach of custom. This would be the case in FatiHa, the setting of
the present study.

Males' descriptions of females may be considered useful as ideolo-
gical declarations. But the reduction of socio-cultural behaviour
to ideology runs counter to the anthropological commitment to holism.
As ideological statements, male informants' description of women
reveal superstructural elements which legitimate social relations and
power differentials. They do not describe the infra-structures (the
economic bases, the distinct system of relations of production) with
which these superstructural elements are dialectically associated.
In other words, male informants' statements to male anthropologists
(in addition to being responsses to anthropologists' culturally condi-
tioned elicitations) inform us of the manner in which existing (or
presumed ) power relations between males and females are justified and
replicated through time. They do not provide us with a description
of the social relations of production for which ideological elements
are articulated by informants. The theoretical limitation of this

methodological bias are serious indeed. As superstructure, males'
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views of females are likely to be mystifications of underlying social
relations (0'Laughlin 1975:348). Ideologies, whether related to gender
or not, are not simply direct reflections of underlying socio-cultural
processes. The relationship between ideclogical elements and their
sustaining social relations is dialectical (Murphy 1971). In fact the
discrepancies between ideals verbalized by informants and actual
behaviour are so common that anthropologists find it important to
differentiate between "real" and "ideal" culture and between "etic"
and "emic" categories of analysis5.
A number of recent studies have revealed the distortion which
derive from according the "male factor" central significance and re-
garding the "female factor" as subordinate or insignificant in studies
by male anthropologists. In a study designed to compare the findings
of male and female anthropologists about Australian aboriginal women,
Ruby Rohrlich-Leavitt et al (1975) have shown how male anthropologists'
"etic" emphasis represents societies as male dominated with women in
a subordinate degraded status. Citing Phyllis Kaberry's "Aboriginal
Women" (1939) and Jane Goodale's Tiwi Wives (1971), the authors show
the development of these two female anthropologists' enthnographies
from a combination of etic categories and the actual lives and world
view of the people they study. In contrast, reference is made to C. W.
H. Hart, a male anthropologist who states that in studying the Tiwi
of Northern Australia he deliberately ignored their subsistence activi-
ties because they "bored him" (Ibid). This neglect is by no means
insignificant. Australian aboriginal women have been shown by female

anthropologists to play a central role in economic activities, moreover,
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this role is acknowledged and valued in their societies. Citing Ka-
berry's work of nearly four decades ago, Rohrlich-Leavitt et al write,

...the tools which the women make and use satisfy the bulk
of nutritional needs of the group. It is by virtue of their
essential economic contribution that the women are respect-
ed, and assured of just and good treatment. Women have a
right to their own property, and they trade many of the
articles they make with both male and female partners in

the system of economic exchanges. With their female part-
ners they also exchange secret corroborees and, like the
men, the women practice sorcery against undependable part-
ners. (Ibid:572)

Male anthropologists' descriptions of aboriginal women as pawns
which are exchanged in male alliance systems, as "currency" whose
control affords men prestige and influence, as "domesticated cows",
and as "slaves" who are forced to do the heavier work by the "brutal"
half of the society are contradicted by female anthropologists accounts.

According to Kaberry,

«..it is just as incumbent on the man to contribute this (meat)
whenever possible, as it is for the woman to go out for roots
and tubers....If it was compulsory to search for food, at
least they did not travel like beasts of burden, with timorous
docility and bovine resignation. They were not driven forth
by the men; they departed just as leisurely, chose their own
routes, and in this department of economic activities, were
left in undisputed sway. If it was left to them alone to pro-
vide certain goods, at least it was a province in which they
were their own mistresses, acquired their skill from the older
women, and served no weary apprenticeship to an exacting hus-
band or father (Ibid:571).

Male "brutality" as exemplified by wife beating is also illuminated

by Kaberry,

.."but there is no question of her accepting punishment for
unwifely conduct"...Every woman has her fighting stick, which
she wields with great skill, and when the man is unlucky in
the hunt or the wife thinks he is just plain lazy, she may
attack him 'with both tongue and tomahawk'....On the whole,
however, there is very real economic cooperation between
husband and wife, 'an expected and recognized feature of
marital life' (Ibid:572).
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While male anthropologists have depicted Tiwi women as invest-
ment commodities and have insisted that marriage arrangements are en-
tirely in men's own interest, Tiwil social organization appears in an
entirely different light from the perspective of a female anthropolo-
gist who emphasizes the benefits and powers which women derive from

the marriage system:

Goodale (1971:52) points out that the tie between the son-
in-law and his future mother-in-law is 'one of the most im-
portant and enduring social relationships that either may
have'. In return for the promise of her future daughter,
the son-in-law becomes responsible for providing for the
needs and wants of his mother-in-law until his or her death,
...Moreover, if the son-in-law does not serve his mother-
in-law to her satisfaction, she may void the contract. A
girl's father does not have the right to void such a con-
tract...(Ibid:574)

Not only do Tiwi mothers have the authority to void their daughters’
marriages, but they also might agree to exchange sons (Ibid).
Distortions arising from the male bias in anthropology have also
been revealed in Elizabeth Faithorn's study of the Kafe of Highland
New Guinea where she undertakes a reexamination of the allegation
that beliefs in the polluting power of women reflect female inferior-
ity. Her study reveals that both women and men may be considered
polluting. Women are not the only polluters and men are not the only
vietims of pollution:
After sexual intercourse, both men and women are required to
wash themselves thoroughly to avoid contaminating others with
semen and other substances produced by their bodies during
copulation. If a couple has had intercourse during the night,
the next morning they must both refrain from cooking food for
themselves or others as semen might be transmitted to the
food and ingested. The illness that results, should this

occur, is the same as that caused by the ingestion of mens-
trual blood (Faithorn 1975:137).
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The myth of female inferiority is also challenged by Faithorn:

...women as polluters are depicted (in the literature on
Highland New Guinea) as weak, disgusting, and inferior to
men, who as potential victims of pollution are portrayed
as naturally pure and strong. This does not accurately
represent the way the Dafe themselves regard women. They
say that women are also strong and important in the func-
tioning of society. As one Kafe man put it, women work

so hard and so constantly that they are like machines. An-
other man explained that if it weren't for women, nothing
would get done, and society would fall apart. Women them-
selves regard their strengths and weaknesses as different
from those of men, but they do not view themselves as
inherently inferior or less important. (Ibid:139).

The mix of androcentrism and ethnocentrism reflected in the above
examples is also noted in the African literature. Taking the early
accounts of African societies as exemplary, it is evident that British
colonial officers with their Victorian values about women's roles
ignored native female political institutions. Although they made an
effort to understand the indigeneous political systems as far as
these related to men, for the purpose of manipulating them in their
system of native administration, they ignored women's institutions
almost completely (Van Allen 1972). In the anthropological litera-
ture, African women have been described as transacted in a kinship
system of exchange. Rubin describes the general conceptualization
of this exchange as follows:

It 1s women who are being transacted, then it is the men

who give and take them who are linked, the woman being a

conduit of a relationship rather than a partner to it...

If women are the gifts, then it is the men who are the

exchange partners. And it is the partners, not the presents

upon whom reciprocal exchange confers its quasi-mystical

power of social linkage...As long as the relations specify

that men exchange women, it is men who are the beneficiaries

of the product of exchanges - social organization (Rubin
1975:17/ in Sacks 1976:566)
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In this Levi-Straussian structralist perspective, the world is dichoto-
mized into male actors and female gifts.

The Nuer have recently been cited by Sacks to show how the re-
interpretation of the Nuer marriage by two female anthropologists,
Kathleen Gough (1971) and Alice Singer (1973) suggest greater flex-
ibility and equality in the actual structure of marriage as well as
greater equality in the conceptualizations held by the Nuer themselves
than the above noted structural opposition suggests (Sacks op. cit.

P. 566). Gough and Singer's studies show a great variation in women's
roles. They show how Evans-Pritchard's functionalist preoccupation
with idealized rules of marriage and property transfer are useful
only as descriptions for wealthy and socially dominant lineages:

For the rest of the population descent is actually not

traced through men nor is marriage often patrilocal. More-

over, the patrilineal is only one of many socially accepted

types of union. Many do not involve the transfer of cattle,

and in these, women 'are under the legal guardianship of no

man in respect to their work and domestic services. Often,

in fact, they own cattle, and always they are separate legal

personalities'...almost half the Nuer women of childbearing

age lived in unions which gave them legal autonomy. A fre-

quent pattern among nonwealthy Nuer was for the woman's

family to transfer cattle to the man's linearge. 1In

return the husband lived in his wife's village, and she

and her family gained rights to his domestic services

(Ibid).

The hierarchical opposition between actors and gifts is thus contra-
dicted by Gough and Singer's description of mostly egalitarian struc-
tural arrangements while inegalitarian relations do not seem to favour
either sex systematically (Ibid). Gender is clearly portrayed in

these reinterpretive studies as one element in a multi-dimensional

social identity. Women's and men's behaviour does not fall into
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neatly differentiated, immutable categories. Studies of the Nuer and
the Lovedu cited by Sacks show that men and women are both actors
and gifts:

Both sexes then take on actor and enabling gift roles

at some point in life...it appears that making gender

an immutable category which has to be eitheractor or

gift skews reality. That paradigm has both the seduc-

tiveness and the fallacy of a stereotype: it contains

some truth and much error...its truth lies in the notion

that gifts create alliances, that marriage has gift-like

and transactor-like roles, and that these may be unequal

roles. The error lies in attaching those roles and in-

equalities rigidly and universally to gender. It often

does not fit the variety of roles and statuses held, or

legitimate relationships entered into by men and women

in both actor/ascendant, and gift/subordinate roles at

various points in, or aspects of life, it does not seem

very productive for analyses to attach dominance or

subordination to gender (Ibid:5€7).
The presentation of universal hierarchically ranked spheres of activ-
ities is understandable in light of anthropological androcentrism and
ethnocentrism. As reinterpretations of women's roles and new data on
women's activities are brought to light, they pose a challenge to
traditional analytical categories and interpretations of gender roles.

The general neglect of women's activities in the anthropological
literature noted throughout this section is also valid for the Middle
East. In view of the traditional segregation of men and women in this
region and the reality that the majority of anthropologists working
there were men, the female domain of activities remained off limits
to anthropology. Hence the relative scarcity of systematic observa-
tions of women's behaviour and activities. Consequently, (with the
exception of earlier studies concerned with the volutionary priority

of female descent6 and classical studies by the female anthropologists

Hilma Granquist7 and Winifred Blackmans) scholars have often relied
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on religious literary sources and their interpretations thereof to
infer the behaviour of female members of Middle Eastern societies.

In the absence of systematic empirical research focusing on

women, anthropologists' interpretations of prescriptions derived from
literary text provided a convenient substitute. Women's behaviour in
the Middle East has been reduced to ideology and ideology to theology,
specifically Islamic theology. But as Nadia Abu Zahra has noted in
her critique of Richard Antoun's work among Lebanese peasants, these
illiterate rural dwellers have minimal knowledge of Quaranic literary
texts (Abu Zahra 1970). Abu-Zahra's assertion is corroborated by
the present study where the author noted a great discrepancy between
the prescriptions regulating male-female relations in Islamic literary
accounts and those accepted by the members of the study community.
The Quaranic stipulation of equal potential piety of men and women
(Sura IX, 71) and the common nature of all Beleivers (Sura IV), is
contradicted by villagers' belief that "women are lacking in mind and
religion". The Islamic laws of inheritance are not always followed
and women may not be allowed to inherit from their fathers. More-
over, the Islamic prohibition of female infanticide is contradicted
by benign neglect of female infants which is reflected in the high
mortality rate of female infants in Egypt (Valaoras (1972). No amount
of reading of Islamic literary texts can be substituted for empirical
studies of the roles of women in the Middle East. For as Carol Fluehr-
Lobban (1973) has noted,

Islam is not the monolith of values and social structure

it is often considered to be...Islam was overlaid on a

variety of cultures...Enormous political differences sep-
arate reactionary countries like Saudi Arabia from places
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where revolutionary struggles have been fought in the past

and continue to be waged...While Saudi Arabian women are

shielded behind veils and in houses from outside influences,

Dhofari women to the south fight alongside their male com-

rades for liberation from reactionary oil rich sultans who

are supported by British imperialist oil interests.

It is evident from studies in the Middle East and elsewhere
that Islamic ideology has been adapted to the numerous and varied
socio-cultural settings where it was embraced. At various historical
periods and in different settings, Islam, in one version or another,
has been used by opposing factions either to advocate the oppression
of women or their liberation (Morsy 1972). In this regard it is use-
ful to note Harris' characterization of ideology. He writes,

thoughts must be subject to constraints; that is they have

causes and are made more or less probable in individuals

and groups of individuals by prior conditions (Harris 1968:

231).
It is to these conditions and the more empirically grounded subsystems
of Middle Eastern culture that female anthropologists have access and
from which they are gradually lifting the veil of mystery surrounding
the role of women in that part of the world. A marked shift is noted
in the recent literature on the role of women in the Middle East
(Nelson 1973, 1974). Patai's reference to the "old established Muslim
view of the God given inferior nature of women", typical of the older
literature, is overcast by a current trend typified by Fatma Mernissi
(1975: xvi). Based on her research in Morrocco, she writes,

The existing inequality does not rest on an ideological

or biological theory of women's inferiority, but is the

outcome of specific social institutions designed to res-

train her power.

Female anthropologists, including this author, have the opportunity

to make unique contributions towards understanding women's roles in
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Middle Eastern communities such as the setting of the present study.
Privileged access to female spheres of activities and awareness of
earlier biases which led to neglect of women's roles will undoubtedly
enrich the improverished substantive and theoretical literature on
gender in the Middle East.

To summarize this section, some male anthropologists' assertion
that "women everywhere have always been subordinate to men in running
society and the household" (Evans Pritchard, Cf. Sacks 1971:2) is
increasingly being challenged by studies which accord central signif-
icance to the female factor in society. The recent descriptive docu-
mentations of the realities of female social life by female anthro-

2 have emphasized the variability of roles and statuses.

pologists
The variety of disciplinary and inter-disciplinary literature on the
subject of women's roles is a reflection of the accretion of this
grand idée. However, our present knowledge of gender roles probably
represents only an increment of a wider range of cultural elaborations
of the biological differences between men and women. The male bias

in anthropology and ethnocentricity have undoubtedly obstructed our
perspective and dulled our sensitivity to the activities of women,
particularly those whose roles do not fit the cultural standards of
the investigators of their societies. Anthropologists, by and large
the products of Euro-American culture accept male dominance and may
even assume its inevitability, especially if they themselves happen
to be men.

As the recently generated interest in rectifying the androcentric

bias of anthropology is translated into serious scientific analysis,
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it ushers the occasion of evaluating existing theoretical concepts
and methodological procedures. As in other cases of theoretical re-
organization (Kuhn op. cit.), this recent change has followed a di-
alectical mode:

What once seemed necessary and natural has begun to look

arbitrary and unwarranted. What once could be assumed,

ignored or tacitly acknowledged now seems problematic

and difficult to explain (Rosaldo and Lamphere 1974:1).
It is becoming evident that the newly revived study of the role of
women in Society is not simply a means of providing a more balanced
and complete descriptive account of Culture. It is in fact a means
of reassessing anthropological theoretical categories. Thus, theo-
retical concepts and perspectives such as power and authority, choice
and cultural constraints, evolutionism and functionalismlo are once

again brought under close scrutiny in the male-female domains of social

organization.

D. Recent Trends in the Study of Gender Roles

As illustrated in the foregoing discussion, the recent litera-
ture on gender roles indicates methodological/theoretical develop-
ments which have set the stage for reorienting the study of Man towards
the study of Humankind. However, interpretive barriers continue to
influence the analysis of gender roles. Anthropologists, socialized in
the Western academic tradition and affected by what Karen Sacks refers
to as the "state bias" (Sacks 1976), have assumed the universal ap-
plicability of their cultural dichotomies and have proceeded to explain

male-female power relations in terms of these structural oppositions
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and hierarchies. Misinterpretations also arise from a tendency towards
emphasis of individual goals and actions and assumptions about society
as the outcome of individual choices, the maximization of self interest,
and competition for power.

The proponents of universalistic schemes argue that "insofar as
woman is universally defined in terms of a largely maternal and
domestic role, we can account for her universal subordination" (Rosaldo
and Lamphere 1974:7). Following the same line of argument, Rosaldo
contends that woman's maternal roles leads to a universal opposition
between "domestic" and "public" roles that is necessarily asymmetrical;
women, confined to the domestic sphere, do not have access to the sort
of authority, prestige, and cultural value that are the prerogative
of men (Ibid:8). Similarly, Hammond and Jablow write, "Women's work
is always "private" while "roles within the public sphere are the
province of men" (in Leacock 1975:606). Ortner also reasons that since
women's bodies and their activities are considered by all societies as
closer to nature, it follows that this identification accounts for their
devalued social role which is characterized as a "true universal"
(Ortner 1974)11.

The above interpretations seem to be most closely applicable to
male-female power differentials in certalin sectors of state level
societies. The alleged universality of the oppositions and hierarchies
which they portray is questionable:

It is not clear that primitive peoples dichotomize their

world into power domains. Coming from an extremely hier-

archial cultural milieu, we tend to construct categories

to contain social differences, and then rank them in terms

of power. We bulld master theories out of such notions
of difference, but we do not know if the oppositions and
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hierarchies we construct are universal or simply reflect

our own experience in a class-stratified society (Reiter,

op. cit. p. 15).

In examining the proposed oppositions between the private (house-
hold and kinship oriented) and the public (non-kin based areas of
activities which concern the community at large) domains, certain
methodological/theoretical problems may be noted. While the proposed
dichotomy rightly seeks to uncover the structural relations which
underly empirical reality, it denies historical variation. Structural
oppositions are held constant for the human species in its entirety.
Contradictions are regarded as immutable, their qualitative variation
with the historical development of material structures is neglected.
The structural bases for women's alleged universal subordination are
stressed but the substantive conditions which underlie their emergence
and continuity remain undefined. Once the dimensions of time and
space are introduced into the structuralist paradigm its historically
specific applicability becomes evident. As Eleanor Leacock has argued
in her critique of universalistic schemes which oppose the public and
private domains,

The...problem with such statements is their lack of

historical perspective. To generalize from cross-cultural

data gathered almost wholly in the twentieth century

is to ignore changes that have been taking place for

anywhere up to five hundred years as a result of involve-

ment, first with European mercantilism, then with full-scale

colonialism and imperalism. Indeed, there is almost a

kind of racism involved, an assumption that the cultures

of the Third World peoples have virtually stood still

until destroyed by the recent mushrooming of urban indus-

trialism. Certainly, one of the most consistent and widely

documented changes brought about during the colonial period

was a decline of the status of women relative to men. The
causes were partly indirect, as the introduction of wage
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labor for men, and the trade of basic commodities, speeded
up processes whereby tribal collectives were breaking up
into individual family units, in which women and children
were becoming economically dependent on a single man. The
process was aided by the formal allocation to men of what-
ever public authority and legal right of ownership was
allowed in colonial situations by missionary teachings and
by the persistence of Europeans in dealing with men as the
holders of all formal authority...The common use of some
polar dimension to assess woman's position, and to find
that everywhere men are "dominant" and hold authority over
women, not only ignores the world's history but trans-
mutes the totality of tribal decision-making structures
(Leacock 1975:605).

The bifurcation of public spheres is a scheme which may be traced
to the Aristotelian state power politics paradigm (Elshtain 1974).
The state itself is not a universal feature of human society. It
represents a phase of social evolution which contrasts with relatively
egalitarian social relations more typical of primitive societies.
Lawrence Krader has recently articulated this contrast; he writes,

The common root of human society is life in the community,
in which the opposition of the private and the public is
not to be found, or is found only in a modest degree. The
transition of political society, however, the emergence of
the class of new men, whose ends are at once individual
and class-individual introduces the opposition between the
private and public sector...The surplus product is
collected by the new class of private men, who are the
public officers...Human beings had lived hitherto into

an undifferentiated mass, without distinctions of wealth
and power. Out of the disruption of this community of
interest, the opposition of the public and private sphere
emerge...The state,...(an) organ of the ruling class
functions...(to) dominate...the entire society, of the
poor class of people, of the direct workers on the

land, in mines, and workshops, together with their
families...(Krader 1975:246, 248).

The opposition between the private and public spheres is the out-
come of specific relations of production characteristic of historic-

ally specific modes of production and systems of appropriation of
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surplus. The opposition between the private and public domains and
concomitant opposition between the interest of the ruling class in
state societies and the "direct workers" and their families, men and
women alike, is well illustrated in a study of a Middle Eastern com-
munity. In her study of a Lebanese urban lower-class municipality,
Saud Joseph undermines the validity of the assumed universal existence
of distinct public and private spheres which divide men and women into
different power realms (Joseph 1975). Her data on the male workers

of Burj Hamoud indicate that their mere participation in public activi-
ties does not confer upon them power over women. Moreover, she des-
cribes female "public" activities in which women are the primary
participants and which have a definite effect on their own lives as
well as those of their male relatives.

Joseph's conclusion regarding the Lebanese community are equally
applicable to the peasant community of the present study. The power
of the ruling elite in the study area, derives not simply from an
opposition between private and public domains, but from the control
exercised by the state and its benefactors over the "immediate pro-
ducers in society" (The Egyptian peasants and workers). It is the
private interests of ascendant social groups crystallized in the public
apparatus of the state that are opposed to the common interest of
subjugated men and women.

The comparative studies of female-male power differentials by
Sutton et al (1975) among the Black rural proletariat of Barbados
also indicate that the gender identities of males and females are by

no means determinants of the private-public differentiation:
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There is among the black rural proletariat of Barbados
considerable equality between the sexes. Women and

men hold positions of comparable status in the economy
and the local community. But as a legacy of Barbado's
slave plantation past, the community has little autonomy,
and the group as a whole - women and men - has little
control over economic and political resources (Ibid:584).

Like the case of the Lebanese urban proletariat (Joseph op. cit.) and
the Egyptian peasants of the present study, the major contradiction
is not between the men and women of the subordinate social groups but
between them as a group and those who control economic and political
resources: For the Barbadian rural workers of Eneavor,

...the world of work and political power is located
outside their community. The community lacks autonomy
and villagers have little control over the basic resources
upon which they depend for a livelihood. The island's
economy remains in the hands of a resident white elite
and jural-political institutions are now managed by a
black middle class. In this public domain, villagers
hold a subordinate position...Power...is imposed on
both sexes. The concept of dominance in social rela-
tions is not identified with either sex, but with
those who hold positions of power and authority out-
side the village (Ibid:591, 593, emphasis added).

Sutton et al have also described the egalitarian power relations
among the Tlingit Indians of Alaska. Here, as in other cases, the
insignificance of the public-private dichotomy for relations between
men and women is understandable in terms of social relations of pro-
duction.

The traditional Tlingit economy was highly seasonal,
based on fishing. Labor was divided between men who
fished during the summer and women who then processed
the perishable food for year-round consumption and
trade. Trade was an extremely important activity
and women were traders, playing a key role in
negotiations and exchanges with other groups of
Indians and with Europeans. Today, women and

men continue to be actively involved in economic
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activities outside the household, and the tradi-
tional sexual division of labour still operates
in the commercial realm of fishing and processing.
In the new occupations of the modern economy,
women have a higher rate of year-round employ-
ment...

Consequently,

Not only do Tlingit women and men equally occupy

positions of high status in the public domain,

but husbands and wives operate in this sphere

independently. (Ibid:588, 589).

If the opposition between public and private domains and their
hierarchial differentiation is questionable for certain spheres of
state level societies, it is truly meaningless for non-state collec-
tivities. Ethnohistorical data collected by Brown (1975), Leacock
(1975) and Sacks (1976) show that in non-state societies in Africa
and the New World men and women shared authority through the collec-
tive functions and dispersed nature of decision making:

The authority structure of egalitarian societies where all

individuals were equally dependent on a collective larger

than the nuclear family, was one of wide dispersal of

decision making among mature and elder women and men,

who essentially made decislons...Taken together, these

constituted the "public" life of the group (Leacock
1975:611).

Reconstructed history of North American Indian groups shows the
breakdown of such egalitarian relations as described above. As
trade and wage labour undermined the collective economy, men of
influence began to perform leadership, authoritarian functions out
of line with the traditional egalitarianism. With these develop-
ments,

the masculine "authority" of ethnographic accounts took
shape (although doubtless exaggerated, as largely male
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ethnographers recorded the views and experiences of largely male

informants). Under colonial conditions, the "public" and "pri-

vate" sphere became divided, as had not been the case when the

"household" WAS the "community", and the public sphere became

invested with a semblance of the female power it represents

in state-organized society (Ibid:610).

While ethnohistorical data reveal the absence of the presumed uni-
versal opposition between public and private domains, they also re-
veal role differentiation between men and women. But this differentia-
tion itself is not synonomous with subordination of one gender to the
authority of the other. As Karen Sacks has argued in her discussion
of the state bias in anthropological analysis of gender,

It is erroneous to assume that if men and women play differ-

ent roles, one sex must be socially dominant...In nonstate

societies men and women, or some of the roles they occupy,

can be sharply segregated, or socially differentiated, and

yet it may make more sense objectively to see them as equal.

And, it may also be the case that the question of which

sex is socially more valued has no meaningful answer to

members of those societies (Sacks 1976:565).

Sack's position is corroborated by Brown's description of 18th century
Iroquois women where differentiation of roles did not entail their
hierarchial ranking. Iroquois women represented authority figures in
the household and were also considered equal partners with men in
social and political authority (Brown 1975). The separation of male
and female forms of authority (men as council members initiated and
executed policy concerning war and peace while women as matrons
exercised veto power through withholding food for council delibera-
tions and war parties and had the authority to dispose councillors)
did not hinder the effectiveness of either. This differentiation is

represented by Brown as complementary rather than hierarchical.

In sum, substantive cross-cultural data challenge the contention
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that female subordination which is regarded as universal derives from
the presumed, equally universal, opposition between the public and
private spheres. This opposition itself represents a historically
specific social formation and particular relations of production.
Under different relations of production such as those cited in the
above examples of non-state societies, the opposition between the
public and private domains is insignificant. Women derived authority
from their participation in collective social production in a use
economy (Sacks 1974 ).

Another alleged universal dichotomy advanced to account for the
subordination of women is that between Nature and Culture. Ortner
(op. cit.) has expanded the Levi-Straussian opposition between women
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