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Nature, culture and gender



Preface

The book was conceived in Swansea at the 1977 meeting of the Association
of Social Anthropologists. We listened to Harris’s paper in which she men-
tioned that married couples were the social category considered fully cul-
tural in Laymi society. Chatting afterward about the assumption that nature
is to culture as female is to male, one of us (MacCormack) mentioned that
on the basis of her field work, the gender part of the equation did not seem
universally valid. The other (Strathern) made the more radical suggestion
that on the basis of her field work, she could not subscribe to the putative
universality of the nature—culture categories themselves. We had been
stimulated by ideas in important articles by Ardener, and Ortner, in which
the nature—culture and female—male analogy was explicitly, though very
differently, developed. Why were we so fascinated by those theoretical
propositions? Jordanova, then a research fellow in history and philosophy
of science, gave us insights into some of the assumptions of our own intel-
lectual tradition. On another occasion, while co-examining a pile of student
scripts with Maurice Bloch, and wishing to talk about anything but the
chore before us, we turned to nature, culture and Rousseau. Jean Bloch, a
lecturer in French, then added her valuable perspective.

In addition to this process of ‘cultural self-analysis’, we felt the need for
a ‘second opinion’ from ethnographers interested in folk definitions of
nature and gender. Jane Goodale had long ago raised a query about the
Ortner paradigm, a query she elaborates here. Gillian Gillison worked in
the same geographical region as Marilyn Strathern, but among people
whose cultural constructs could not be more different from those in
Strathern’s Mt Hagen area. Our thinking had also been influenced by
Nicole-Claude Mathieu’s 1973 article in L ’Homme, and we were dis-
appointed when the pressure of work precluded her contributing a chapter
to the book.

Our invitation to the various contributors was simply to reflect upon
the manner in which anthropologists especially have used the concepts of
nature and culture in the exegesis of other peoples’ gender symbolism.
While we have been concerned to bring together a collection of essays
focussed on a single theme, this has not been a collective endeavour, and no
single line of argument has been imposed on the contributions. Indeed, in
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viii Preface

the first place each was written largely independently of the others. They
thus represent the meeting of diverse interests; at the same time most at
one point or other relate their own arguments to the monumental works
of Lévi-Strauss, as well as the inspiration of Ardener on the one hand and
Ortner on the other. Although the resultant and numerous citations might
give the impression that we are treating these authors’ writings as some
kind of ‘text’, we would rather be understood to be using them as exemp-
lars. The ideas of nature and culture, though employed with varying
intention, are encountered in their works as explicit analytical devices. If
they have drawn, as anthropology must, on philosophical constructs
embedded in our own cultural tradition, they have also — unwittingly or
no — stimulated an easy acceptance of the conclusion that to illuminate
other people’s thought systems in such terms yields an ultimate insight
into what other ‘cultures’ imagine they are all about.

That it is necessary to go over again ground long traversed by other
disciplines, and by anthropology itself in the old nature—nurture debate,
comes directly from the current interest in conceptualisations of gender
which has followed the discovery of ‘women’ as an analytical category.
This is not of course restricted to anthropology — far from it; anthro-
pology thrives on and in turn feeds widespread contemporary concern
with gender studies. One theme which emerges quite strongly from these
essays is the self-consciousness of our own culture about its ‘culture’ in
antithesis to nature, in the same way as many attempts at feminist analysis
are predicated upon a self-consciousness about the category ‘woman’, in
antithesis to man. Indeed, these two concerns may be brought into explicit
conjunction. So although this book is framed in a largely anthropological
idiom, by asking how and to what end we sometimes resort to notions of
nature and culture in our explication of gender formulations, it touches on
issues much more widely located in the world we inhabit.

The Women in Society Research Seminar at Cambridge organized by
Elena Lieven and Marthe Macintyre commented constructively on three of
the chapters. We also wish to thank members of anthropology seminars at
Cambridge, the London School of Economics, Oxford, Sussex, UCLA, and
the Collége de France for commenting on some of these chapters. Our
ideas are our own responsibility, but the lively response from colleagues
gave the encouragement necessary to see the task through.

Carol P. MacCormack
London

Marilyn Strathern
Cambridge
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1  Nature, culture and gender:
a critique

CAROL P. MacCORMACK

I

Categories and transformations

This is an exploration of the belief that human beings differ from animals
and its corollary that culture is distinct and contrasted with nature. We are
also concerned with the question of metaphoric transformations of the
nature—culture contrast into raw—cooked or wild—tame. More contro-
versially, we will explore the possibility that the female—male contrast can
be understood as a further metaphoric transformation of an allegedly uni-
versal nature—culture contrast (Ortner 1974 and Ardener 1975). However,
we are not only concerned with stark categories or metaphoric clusters of
contrasts standing in wooden opposition to each other, but will also con-
sider how we conceive of nature becoming culture; the process by which
we feel we became human. Or, as formulated by Rousseau, how we passed
from a state of nature to become beings with language and culture.
Following Rousseau, Lévi-Strauss attributes this transition to our
capacity for culture rather than to the manifestations of culture itself
(Wokler 1978:126). From our capacity to make discriminations, such as
between ‘us’ as a kin category and ‘other’, and our ability to know rules of
incest avoidance and marriage exogamy, we are capable of the Rousseau-
esque social contract in which we give up a state of nature, which means
incest and the social isolation of small kin groups, for reciprocating kin ties
and social contracts with others (Badceck 1975). To exist as a species we
must eat, copulate, and meet other basic animal needs. To do so is ‘natural’
in that it is necessary for all animals. Whereas most basic human needs
must be met or the individual will die, and they can be satisfied individually,
procreative sex is not necessary to maintain the life of individuals but of
societies, and that need cannot be met individually but requires paired

I wish to express gratitude to Meyer Fortes, Christine Hugh-Jones, Stephen
Hugh-Jones, Jenny Teichman, and Marilyn Strathern. I have not always
followed their intelligent advice, but respect their points of view profoundly.

1



2 Carol P. MacCormack

opposites: male and female. Sexuality is natural but becomes cultural with
incest prohibitions and rules of marriage exogamy (Lévi-Strauss 1969a:30).

From the rule to give ‘us’ (siblings) and receive ‘other’ (spouse) follows
further patterned exchanges in persons, goods and services, and infor-
mation. Exchanges which manifest the structure of human society give
clues to the structure of an ultimate human code. The foundation of an
ultimate structure is the human ability to make binary distinctions (Lévi-
Strauss 1978:22—3). By perceiving opposites or contrasts the mind builds
up its perceptions of the world. One does not perceive light without know-
ing darkness, nor unvoiced fricatives without knowing voiced ones. But
isolated contrasts are not an end in themselves, for the human mind seeks
analogies with other contrastive phenomena and upon finding them en-
compasses the analogies into its system of classification. On a conscious
level people are aware of concrete manifestations rather than the relations
themselves, but for structuralists the unconscious tendency to perceive
relations is fundamental to the mind.!

The first distinction all new-born humans make is that between self and
nurturing other. Then, as children develop they begin to discern phonetic
contrasts, expanding the scope of logical operations inherent in the nature
of their minds. Animals have no sense of kin boundaries; have no incest
taboo or other socially-transmitted rules. The capacity to know rules bind-
ing upon all individuals is essential for the formation of human society, and
from this capacity to know and formulate rules comes marriage, social
alliances, language, and reciprocities of all kinds (Lévi-Strauss 1969a:32—3).
The original transformation from nature to culture is repeated as societies
perpetuate themselves by their cultural rules.

Unconscious and conscious

Structuralists proceed upon the basis of belief that there is a single basic
structure of binary thinking underlying all human mental functioning and
behaviour, which can be discovered through orderly analysis informed by
techniques of linguistic analysis. Once that structure is known it can help
us understand the whole of human behaviour despite its manifest diversity.
When the coding of the mind is known we will be able to decode the
products of minds (Scheffler 1970:58).

Structuralist theory is inspired by linguistic theory, particularly by the
work of de Saussure, who described language as a set of signs which could
be studied in isolation from other cultural products. Language could be
broken down into discrete elements, then one could examine the way the
elements were combined to produce meaning. De Saussure expanded his

1 See Gardener (1976) for further discussion of this point, especially
with reference to Lévi-Strauss and Piaget.



Nature, culture and gender: a critique 3

enquiry to include forms of etiquette, military signals, rituals and other
systems of meaning. In all these, one could develop abstract formal models
of underlying structure.

Following from de Saussure, Lévi-Strauss sought the cause of kinship,
myth and totemic classification in our intellectual nature which, at its
deepest and most pan-human level, is largely unconscious, just as compre-
hension of phonetic opposites is systematic and rational even though we
are unaware of them. Kinship and myth are analogous in structure to
language and function as codes.?

Lévi-Strauss is not an Idealist for whom the mind embodies fundamental
logical categories and final truths. He does indeed have a Kantian uncon-
scious which combines and categorizes, but it is a categorizing system
homologous with nature or is nature itself (Lévi-Strauss 1969a:11). It is
located in the physical brain, with its capacity to constitute codes which
we call culture (Lévi-Strauss 1978:8).

For Lévi-Strauss, ‘the unconscious . . . is always empty — or more
accurately it is akin to mental images as the stomach is to food which
passes through it. As the organ of a specific function the unconscious
merely imposes structural laws upon inarticulate elements which originate
elsewhere’ (Lévi-Strauss quoted in Jenkins 1979:14). The brain functions
at this unconscious level to generate ordered systems of representations by
placing the perceptions which pass through it into relations of contrast and
opposition.

One of the great difficulties with Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism is the
nature of the link between these unconscious functions of the brain and
the ‘reality’ structuralism is meant to explain. Lévi-Strauss locates funda-
mental structure at the deep level of unconscious function, and gives it an
ontological status, or existence, of its own. But what is the exact relation-
ship between the organizing work of the unconscious and the conceptual
domain of social structure, political relations, and so forth? On this latter
conscious level concepts and operational categories do their work of giving
meaning to empirical perceptions. Either we can leave the relationship
between the physical brain’s function and the mind’s work of conceptual
model building unexplained, or we can unify them in one of two possible
ways.

We might opt for a biological reductionism in which the emphasis is
placed on the role of the physical brain. Indeed, much of Lévi-Strauss’s
thinking is reductionist. He uses nature in two senses; the phenomenological
world as we perceive it, excluding culture. Nature then is the residual cat-
egory of everything outside culture (Badcock 1975:98). But it is also
human nature to which cultural codes are reduced and, as Leach has pointed

2 Leévi-Strauss (1978:53) has stated that myth and music are not merely
analogous with language but are derived from language.
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out, Lévi-Strauss is caught in paradox. If he succeeds in identifying facts
such as the incest taboo and rules of exogamy as universally true for
humans, they must be natural. However, he assumes that the unique cul-
tural quality of humanity rests on that which is not natural; on that which
is socially transmitted and arbitrary in the way that symbol is to meaning
in language (Leach 1970:121 and 1973:39). Thus, in one sense Lévi-
Strauss reduced culture to biology; culture is nature, the physical brain
and human nature. But in his later work, he suggested that the nature—
culture contrast was an artificial creation of culture (1969a:xxxix), and
was only a methodological device (1966:247).2

Schneider pushed the pendulum the rest of the way; culture is not
nature, but nature is entirely a cultural concept (1972). We might regard
all representations of structure as concepts of structure formulated at a
conscious level through the process of model building (Jenkins 1979:36—
7). In this book we are not concerned with an unknowable unconscious
but with folk models of nature, culture and gender which are consciously
expressed in particular societies. That is not to say that every member of
the society in question can express a complete, coherent model. The
observer must build it up from explicit statements, myths, symbols, modes
of classification, and other observations (see chapter 8). Nor is there a
single model which characterizes the thought of all people in a society. If
we think of a model as a plan for action, for example in making marriage
alliances, there may be different plans for action held by different groups
with varying degrees of political power in the society. Or, we may think of
normative and pragmatic models which actors hold simultaneously.

Scheffler has argued that all formal models should have three qualities:
(1) simplicity, (2) consistency, and (3) they should be judged adequate
and appropriate by the local people in question (1970:67). Lévi-Strauss
dismisses the question of adequacy and correspondence with conscious
models, regarding the conscious as a screen which may hide the deep struc-
ture (1963:281). Nutini has attempted to find a middle ground, suggesting
that unconscious models and conscious models are not different in kind
but in degree, and that we are dealing with a single model which is revealed
by the most careful, detailed field work possible (1970:82). Leach has
commented that when we begin the study of another culture we rapidly
formulate a model with which to explain it, but the model is largely shaped
by our own presuppositions and may not correspond at all to the conscious
model in the minds of the native people. But as months go by and we learn

3 See Badcock (1975) for a fuller discussion, and a comparison of Lévi-
Strauss’s biological reductionism with that of Freud. In his later work,
Lévi-Strauss writes of the ambiguity of nature. It is subcultural, but it
is also the means through which man hopes to contact ancestors, spirits
and gods. Thus, nature is also ‘supernatural’ (1977:320).
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the language and the thought patterns of the people, we radically revise

the model. Those who work at a distance, from published ethnographic
literature, and ethnographers who already ‘know’ the salient categories and
their meaning before going to the field, are likely to give attention only to
the phenomena that fit their presuppositions. Leach rejects Lévi-Strauss’s
definition of social anthropology as a branch of semiology with the internal
logical structure of the meanings of sets and symbols as its central concern,
looking instead for meaning in the actual social behaviour of human beings
(1970:105).

Structuralist theory gives comprehensive explanations, but because it
refers to the unconscious it is difficult to validate, while more empirically
based theory is easy to validate but offers explanations which are less
satisfying and often tautologous. Some observers have suggested that
structurally-oriented social scientists model themselves after natural
scientists, observing, describing, then constructing formal models with
which to draw conclusions about the significance of that which they
observed (Gardener 1976:4—7). Leach, however, speculates that Lévi-
Strauss started at the other end by first asking himself: ‘how is it and why
is it that men, who are part of nature, manage to see themselves as “other
than’ nature even though, in order to subsist, they must constantly main-
tain “relations with” nature’? (1970:129). Lévi-Strauss observes that such
things as the incest taboo or cooking are widespread, but not necessary to
maintain life in the animal world. Therefore these things must be symbols
‘by which culture is distinguished from nature in order that men might
reassure themselves that they are not beasts’ (Leach 1970:129). Others
have also commented that Lévi-Strauss’s method is not inductive but pri-
marily deductive. He hypothesizes that in every myth he should find a
structuring binary opposition which is not specific for only one version of
the myth. Indeed, he does find it and often complementary pairs of
oppositions as well (Pettit 1975:87—8).

‘Nature’and ‘culture’ as cultural constructs

We do not wish to deny that binary contrasts are vital to human thought;
it is the allegedly universal meanings given to some category nouns which
concern us. Since the structuralist method seeks to reduce data to their
symbolic structure, symbols are more real than the phenomena; the signi-
fier is more important than the signified (Scholte 1974:428). But symbols
such as nature or female have meanings attached to them which are cul-
turally relative. Douglas, and Kirk, insist that content cannot be ignored;
different versions of a myth, for example, cannot be reduced to a single
structure (Douglas 1967:66 and Kirk 1970:78). Structuralist analysis
should explain with reference to a particular myth how its meanings are
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produced and therefore explanation requires an understanding of the cul-
ture in which the myth arises.?

Thus, although Lévi-Strauss has attempted to cast the nature—culture
contrast in a timeless, value-free model concerned with the working of the
human mind, ideas about nature and culture are not value free. The ‘myth’
of nature is a system of arbitrary signs which relies on a social consensus
for meaning. Neither the concept of nature nor that of culture is ‘given’,
and they cannot be free from the biases of the culture in which the con-
cepts were constructed (see chapters 2, 3). Our European ideas about
nature and culture are fundamentally about our origins and evolution. The
‘natural’ is that which is innate in our primate heritage and the ‘cultural’
is that which is arbitrary and artificial. In our evolutionary history we have
improved and constrained ourselves by creating our own artificial rule-
bound order.

Our minds structure myth, and in a feedback loop myth instructs our
perceptions of the phenomenological universe. Genesis, for example, sets
humans in opposition to nature and promises us dominion over nature.
With Protestantism, we come to take individual responsibility for the
rational understanding and harnessing of nature. The myth in its present-
day form reflects the faith of industrial society that society is produced by
enterprising activity. Sahlins has expressed the opinion that ‘development
from a Hobbesian state of nature is the origin myth of Western capitalism’
(1976a:52—3).% We allocate honour and prestige to people of science and
industry who excel in understanding and controlling the powerful domain
of nature. We also honour people who overcome animal urges, curbing
these urges in accordance with moral codes. When women are defined as
‘natural’ a high prestige or even moral ‘goodness’ is attached to men’s
domination over women, analogous to the ‘goodness’ of human domi-
nation of natural energy sources or the libidinal energy of individuals. It
seems quite logical for us now, in our Judaeo-Christian and industrial tra-
dition, to link nature with wildness and with femaleness (Ardener 1975).
However, even our own specific European intellectual history has not con-
sistently linked the natural with wildness.

In the eighteenth century, nature was that aspect of the world which
had been revealed through scientific scrutiny to have its predictable laws,
but also that which was not yet mastered. Women were the repository of
‘natural laws’ and ‘natural morality’, but also that which was emotional
and passionate, needing constraint within social boundaries (see chapters 2,
3). The opposed categories of nature and culture (or society) arose as part of

4 See Lévi-Strauss (1978:26ff.) for response to this criticism.

5 Sahlins (1976a:53) commented: ‘So far as I know, we are the only
people who think themselves risen from savages; everyone else believes
they descended from gods.’
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a historically particular ideological polemic in eighteenth-century Europe;a
polemic which created further contradictions by defining women as
natural (superior), but instruments of a society of men (subordinate) (see
chapter 2).

By the mid nineteenth century, evolutionary ideas provided a ‘natural’
explanation of gender differences. In 1861 Bachofen posited an ancient
period of ‘mother right’ in which women ruled the state as well as the
household, but were subdued by vigorous Roman patriarchy in classical
times. McLennan in 1865 wrote of the stage in history when men captured
and exchanged women, stressing the need for rules of exogamy and mar-
riage alliance if human society was to be peaceful. Morgan in 1877 elabor-
ately developed a matrilineal stage of human history, superseded by male
control, a theme Engels took up in The Origin of the Family, Private
Property and the State in 1884 (Lowie 1937:40ff.). Eighteenth-century
ambiguity and contradictions persist into the twentieth century, and the
simple nineteenth-century unilineal evolutionary model has been set aside.
With this ambiguity and complexity at the heart of our European defi-
nitions, how can we agree that the following set of metaphors represent
universal human cognative structure?

nature : culture
wild : tame
female : male

Structural models are dynamic in that they are concerned with becom-
ing and transforming. Europeans have a concept of history, of literate
accumulation, of progressive change over time, and a notion of genesis as
the one and only beginning. We have the concept that one category can
transform into another, with nature becoming culture, children through
socialization becoming adults who marry exogamously, wild becoming
domesticated, and raw becoming cooked. To a great extent, meaning for
us depends upon ‘becoming’ (Wagner 1975). But our meanings are not
found to be universally true, and some societies conceive of ‘nature’ as an
immutable category incapable of transformation (see chapter 8). Lévi-
Strauss stressed not just becoming, but dominating, with the social domi-
nating the biological and the cultural dominating the natural (1969a:479).
The slightly scrambled sequence of events in Genesis, for example, move
from seething nature to man’s dominion over nature, in accordance with
moral rules.

Using a linguistic idiom, the passage from nature to culture is a greatly
abbreviated syntagmatic chain of mythic units, forming a metonymic axis
from left to right. Reading from top to bottom we have paradigmatic
associations, or metaphoric transformation (Leach 1976:25-7):
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METONYMIC
>
nature : culture
child . spouse
METAPHORIC
wild : tame
raw : cooked

If we add gender to this set we achieve a non-sequitur:

METONYMIC
~
-
N
nature : culture
child . spouse
METAPHORIC wild : tame
raw . cooked
v female : male

In our European thought system gender provides two obvious categories of
social differentiation but lacks the dynamic potential for transformation
that other paired contrasts have. On the metonymic axis, in what sense can
female become male as nature becomes culture? None, if we are to regard
genders as immutable categories ‘in nature’. But a case can also be made for
gender categories ‘in culture’. That is, they are socially constructed
(Mathieu 1978). However, in cases where individuals choose to change their
social identity it is not only females who take on male identity, but some
males move to femaleness.

On the metaphoric axis we have already noted that at some periods of
European history female was not exclusively identified with wild but with
the harmonious repository of nature’s laws. Ardener, in his account of the
Bakweri, stresses the metaphor nature=wildness=female. But he tells us
men are also associated with nature and wildness, in hunting and ritual,
highlighting the problem of knowing which units of mythic text or observed
behaviour are to be selected as manifestations of underlying structure.®

6 Ardener (1975:14): Men ‘hunt on the mountain top away from all
villages and farms, this is ritually expressed in the men’s elephant
dance’. We might conclude that the beast is in all of us, not just women,
and the non-social=non-human=the wild=nature is a powerful metaphor
for human contemplation. Ardener acknowledges La Fontaine’s obser-
vation that men’s wild usually stands for death and destruction while
women’s wild stands for agriculture and fertility (1975:16).



