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FEMINISM AND ANTHROPOLOGY:
THE STORY OF A RELATIONSHIP

Q Anthropology is the study of man embracing woman.
o Bronislaw Malinowski

The feminist critique in social anthropology, as in the other social
sciences, grew out of a specific concern with the neglect of women
in the discipline. However, unravelling the history of that neglect is
- difficult because of the ambiguous way in which social mszﬁdvo_om%
- has always treated women. Women were not ignored in traditional

At the level of ‘observation’ in fieldwork, the behaviour of women has,
of course, like that of men, been exhaustively plotted: their marriages,
their economic activity, their rites and the rest. (Ardener, 1975a; 1)

- Women have always been present in ethnographic accounts, primarily
© - because of the tradition ogical nﬁﬂnﬁ: with Ezmr:u and

marriage. The main ﬁ...oEmB was not, therefore, one of empirical
study, but rather one of T . In a famous study which
discusses this problem, thé authors ana %mm& the different interpret-
- ations given by male and female ethnographers to the position and
~nature of Australian Aboriginal women. Hbm male mﬁrsom hers

: ..mMo_nm of the women as profane, mnononﬁnm:% unimportant and’

: E.E.Em_m _The female researchers, on. the..other. rmnm
. Qmmnﬁ%ma the women'’s central role in subsistence, the importance of
women'’s rituals and the respectful way in"which they were treated by
. mér (Rohrlich-Leavitt &t al., 1975). Women were present in both sets
Soof mﬁrsom_.mﬁ?mm biit in very Qmmmma ways.

: .. noﬂmo:E:m the problem 035 Eo:,_m: ‘were. ﬁmﬁﬂmmmnﬁﬂ&,._s mzzs.o-
~ pological writing. The initial problem was quickly identified as one of
“male bias, which was seen as having three layers or ‘tiers’. The first
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layer consists of the bias imported by the anthropologist, who brings to
the research various assumptions and expectations about the relation-
ships between women and men, and about the significance of those
relationships for an understanding of the wider society.

Male bias is carried into field research. It is often claimed that men in
other cultures are more accessible to outsiders (especially male outsid-
ers) for questioning. A more serious and prior problem is that we think
that men control the significant information in other cultures, as we are
taught to believe they do in ours. We search them out and tend to pay
little attention to the women, Believing that men are easier to talk to,
more involved in the crucial cultural spheres, we fulfill our own
prophecies in finding them to be better informants in the field. (Reiter,
1975: 14)

The second bias is one inherent in the society being studied. Women
are considered as subordinate to men in many societies, and this view
of gender relations is likely to be the one communicated to the
enquiring anthropologist. The third and final layer is provided by the
bias inherent in Western culture. The argument here is that, when
researchers perceive the asymmetrical relations between women and
men in other cultures, they assume such asymmetries to be analogous
to their own cultural experience of the unequal and hierarchical nature
of gender relations in Western society. A number of feminist anthro-
pologists have now made the point that, even where more egalitarian
relations between women and men exist, researchers are very often
unable to understand this potential equality because they insist on
interpreting difference and asymmetry as inequality and hierarchy
(Rogers, 1975; Leacock, 1978; Dwyer, 1978; see chapter 2 for further
discussion of this point).

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that feminist anthropologists saw
their initial fask as-one-of deconstructing this three-tiered structure of
male bias. One way in which this could be done was by focusing on
women, by studying and describing what women really do, as opposed
to what men (ethnographers and informants) say they do, and by
recording and analysing the statements, perceptions and- attitudes of
‘women themselves. However, correcting male bias in reporting, and
building up new data on women and women’s activities, could only be
a first step — albeit a very necessary one — because the real problem
about incorporating women into anthropology lies not at the level of
empirical research but at the theoretical and analytical level. Feminist
anthropology is, therefore, faced with the much larger task of
reworking and redefining anthropology theory. ‘Just as many feminists
found that the goals of the women’s movement could not be fulfilled
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by the “add-women-and-stir method”, so women's studies scholars
discovered that academic fields could not be cured of sexism simply by
accretion’. {Boxer, 1982: 258). Anthropologists quickly recognized
themselves as ‘heirs to a sociological tradition’ that has always treated
women as ‘essentially uninteresting and irrelevant’ (Rosaldo, 1974:
17). But they also recognized that simply ‘adding’ women to traditional:

-anthropology would not resolve the problem of women's analytical:

‘invisibility”: it would not make the issue of male bias go away..

Models and muting

Edwin Ardener was among the first to recognize the significance of
‘male bias’ for the development of models of explanation in social
anthropology. He proposed a theory of ‘muted groups’, in which he

.argued that the dominant groups in society generate and control the

dominant modes of expression. Muted groups are silenced by the
structures of dominance,-and if they wish to express themselves they:

oo are forced to do so through the dominant modes of expression, the
- ".dominant ideologies (Ardener, 1975b: 21-3). Any group which is
silenced or rendered inarticulate in this way (gypsies, children,

criminals) may be considered a ‘muted’ group, and women are only

. -one such case. According to Ardener, ‘mutedness’ is the product of the

relations of dominance which exist between dominant and sub-

- dominant groups in society. His theory'does not imply that the ‘mute’
.should actually be silent, nor does it necessarily imply that they are
- _neglected at the level of empirical research. Women may speak a great

deal, their activities and responsibilities may be minutely observed by

the ethnographer, as Ardener points out, but they remain ‘muted’-

” ~because their model of reality, their view.of the world, cannot be
~realized orexpressed using the terms of the dominant male model. The
sdominant male structures of society inhibit the free expression of

alternative models, and sub-dominant groups are forced to structure

. their understanding of the world through the model of the dominant
_ vgroup.As far as Ardener is concerned, the problem of muting is a prob-
- lem of frustrated communication. The free expression of the ‘female
. perspective’ is blocked at the level of ordinary, direct language.
~ Women cannot use the male-dominated structures of language to say
" what they want to say, to give an account of their view of the world.
. Their utterances are oblique, muffled, muted. Ardener, therefore,
" suggests that women and men have different ‘world-views’ or models
- of society (Ardener, 1975a: 5)." He goes on to link the existence of
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"male’ and ‘female’ models to the problem of male bias in ethnographic
accounts.

Ardener argues that the kinds of models provided by male infor-
mants are the sort of models which are familiar and intelligible to
anthropological researchers. This is because researchers are either
men, or women trained in a male-oriented discipline. Anthropology
itself orders the world in a male idiom. The fact that linguistic concepts
and categories in Western culture equate ‘man’ with society as a
whole — as in ‘mankind’, and as in the use of the male pronoun to mean
both he and she - has led anthropologists to imagine that the ‘male
view' is also ‘society’s view’. Ardener’s conclusion is that male bias
exists not just because the majority of ethnographers and informants
are male, but because anthropologists - women and men — have been
using male models drawn from their own culture to explain male
models present in other cultures. As a result, a series of homologies is
established between the ethnographer’s models and those of the
people (men) who are being studied. Women's models are suppressed.
The analytical and conceptual tools to hand actually prevent the
anthropologist from hearing and/or understanding the views of
women. It is not that women are silent; it is just that they cannot be
heard. ‘Those trained in ethnography evidently have a bias towards
the kinds of models that men are ready to provide (or to concur in)
rather than towards any that women might provide. If the men appear
“articulate” compared with the women, it is a case of like speaking to
like’ {Ardener, 1975a: 2).

Ardener correctly identifies the problem as residing not just in the
practice of anthropological fieldwork, but in the conceptual frame-
works which underlie that practice. Theory always informs the way in
which we collect, interpret and present data;.and as such it can never
‘e neutral. Feminist anthropology is not, therefore, about ‘adding’
women into the discipline, but is instead about confronting-the
conceptual and analytical inadequacies of disciplinary theory. The task
itself is a formidable one, but the most immediate question is one of
how it should be tackled.

Women studying women

Ardener’s contention that men and women have different models of
the world obviously applies as much to the anthropologist’s society as
it does to the society being studied by the anthropologist. This fact
raises the interesting question of whether female anthropologists look
at the world differently from their male colleagues and, if so, whether

~'the ‘female point of view’ arises as an alternative to a focus on men a
~ the ‘'male point of view’, then much of the force of femini t research
lost through a segregation which consistently defines such work
- ot male’; the ‘female anthropology’. This fea
“the ‘anthropology of women’, unlike any other aspect of anthropology,
.- consists of women studying women. The women who study women

- fear not ghettoization but marginalization, and this is a very well-
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this gives them some special advantage when it comes to studying
~women. These kinds of issues were taken up very early on in the
‘development of the ‘anthropology of women’, and fears were ex-
pressed that what had once been ‘male bias’ would be replaced by a
corresponding ‘female bias’. If the model of the world was inadequate
when seen through the eyes of men, why should it be any less so when
seen through the eyes of women? The issue of whether women
anthropologists are more qualified than their male colleagues to study -
other women remains a contentious point. The privileging of the
female ethnographer, as Shapiro peints out, not only casts doubt on
the ability of women to study men, but ultimately casts doubt on the

whole project and purpose of anthropology: the comparative study of
human societies.

Implicit in many discussions of sex bias, and in much of the literature in
women's studies . . . is the assumption that only women can or should
study women - what we might call the it-takes-one-to-know-one
position. This attitude, prompted by a feminist awareness of the
distorting views of women held by the largely male social scientific
mmﬁmwzmrﬁm:w also finds support in the practicalities of fieldwork; the
division between men’s and women'’s social worlds is sharply drawn in a
large number of societies. Tendencies towards a sexual division of labour
in our profession, however, require critical reflection more than they
require epistemological justification or a new source of ideclogical
support, After all, if it really took one to know one, the entire field of
anthropology would be an aberration. (Shapiro, 1981: 124--5)

Women in the ghetto

- Milton (1979), Shapiro (1981) and Strathern (1981a) have all pointed
.- to problems concerning the assumption of a privileged status by
‘women ethnographers with regard to the women they study. Critical
- reflection on this issue suggests that the problems are of three kinds:
- First, there is the argument about ghettoization and the possible
. formation of a sub-discipline. This argument is concerned with the
- position and status of women'’s anthropelogy within the discipline as a
.- whole. The most salient fear is that, if an explicit focus on women or

h work as the
in part because

grounded mmmﬁ. However, to see the issues in these terms misses the
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point somewhat because it totally fails to take into account the'very iti-

portant distinction between the ‘anthropology of women’ and feminist

f women' was the precursor to

anthropology. The ‘anthropology o

feminist anthropology; it was very successful in bringing women "back
iew’ in the discipline; but in so doing it was more rem than

the study of gender, of the interrelations between women and men,
and of the role of gender in structuring human societies, their histories,
ideologies, economic systems and political structures. Gender can no
more be marginalized in the study of human societies than can the con-
cept of “human action’, or the concept of ‘society”. It would not be pos-
sible to pursue any sort of social science without a concept of gender.

This does not, of course, mean that efforts to marginalize feminist
anthropology will cease. They will not. Anthropology has sometimes
been praised for the way in which feminist critiques have found
acceptance in mainstream anthropology, and for the way in which the
study of gender has become an accepted part of the discipline (Stacey
and Thorne, 1985). This praise may be deserved, at least in part, but we
do need to heed those who point to the relatively small number of
courses on gender, to the difficulty of getting research funds to work on
gender issues, and to the relatively small number of employed women
anthropologists. It is still abundantly clear that the political marginali-
zation of feminist scholarship has much to do with the gender of its
practitioners.

The accusation that the study of women has become a sub-discipline
within social anthropology can also be tackled by reformulating our
perception of what the study of gender involves. Anthropology is
famous for a remarkable intellectual pluralism, as evidenced by the
different specialist sub-divisions of the discipline, for example,
economic anthropology, political anthropology, cognitive anthro-
pology; the various specialist areas of enquiry, such as the anthro-
pology of law, the anthropology of death, historical anthropology;
and the different theoretical frameworks, such as Marxism, structura-
lism, symbolic anthropology.® It is true that there is considerable
disagreement in anthropology about how such typologies of the
discipline should be constructed. However, when we try to fit the
study of gender relations into a typology of this kind, we immediately
become aware of the irrelevance of the term ‘sub-discipline’ with
regard to modern social anthropology. In what sense are any of the
categories in such a typology sub-disciplinary? This question is one
which is further complicated by the fact that the study of gender
relations could potentially occupy a position in all three categories.
Attempts to assign sub-disciplinary status to feminist anthropology
have more to do with processes of political containment than with
serious intellectual considerations.

Feminist anthropology is more than the study of women: It is
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The universal woman

- Returning to the issue of women studying women, the second problem
concerning the proposition that ‘it takes one to know one’ concerns the
analytical status of the sociological category ‘woman’. The anxieties

- about ghettoization and the formation of a sub-discipline of ‘women’s

- anthropology” are, of course, related to genuine fears about marginali-

- zation, but they are also connected to the ghettoization of ‘'women’ as

- aicategory and/or object of study in the discipline. The privileged

. relationship between female ethnographer and female informant

" depends on the assumption of a universal category ‘woman’. How-

- ever, just as constructs like ‘marriage’, the ‘family’, and the

- 'household’ require analysis, so too does the empirical category

- ‘woman’, The images, attributes, activities and appropriate behaviour-

- associated with women are always culturally and historically specific.

-~ What the category ‘woman’, or, for that matter, the category ‘'man’,

- means in-a given context has to be investigated and not assumed

(MacCormack and Strathern, 1980; Ortner and Whitehead, 1981a). As

-Brown and Jordanova point out, biological differences do not provide

._..m..::?mammm basis for social definitions. ‘What cultures make of sex

:differences is almost infinitely variable, so that biclogy cannot be

- playing a determining role, Women and men are products of social

..relations, if we change the social relations we change the categories

~'woman” and “man” " (Brown and Jordanova, 1982: 393).

~.On the basis of this argument, the concept ‘'woman’ cannot stand as

_an analytical category in anthropological enquiry, and consequently

there can be no analytical meaning in such concepts as ‘the position of

‘women’, the ‘subordination of women' and ‘male dominance’ when-

applied universally; The inevitable fact of biological difference

between the sexes tells us nothing about the general social significance
~of that difference. Anthropologists are well aware of this point, and
they recognize that feminist anthropology must not claim that women
cannot be confined to and defined by their biology while simul-

_taneously refining female physiology into a cross-cultural, social

category,

Ethnocentrism and racism

The'third problem with regard to the theoretical and political complex-
ities of women studying other women concerns the issues of race and
ethnocentrism:(bias in favour of one’s own culture). Anthropology has
._u..mm? and is still, critically involved in coming to terms with its colonial
past, and with the power relationship which characterizes the encoun-
: ﬂmn between those who study and those who are studied (Asad, 1973;
“Huizer and Mannheim, 1979). However, anthropology has yet to
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respond to the arguments of black anthropologists and black feminists
who point to the racist assumptions which underlie much anthropo-
logical theorizing and writing (Lewis, 1973; Magubane, 1971; OE.:m._.r
1979; Amos and Parmar, 1984; Bhavnani and Coulson, 1986). This is,
in part, because anthropology has tended to approach the problem
of Western cultural bias - which it recognizes and has analysed
exhaustively — through the notion of ethnocentrism. The mc:n_.mam:.ﬁﬁ
importance of the critique of ethnocentrism in mﬂzﬁom.omomx is not in
doubt (see chapter 2 for a demonstration of this point). Iwmﬁodnmmv.: an-
thropology has emerged out of, and been sustained by, a dominant
Western discourse. Without a concept of ethnocentrism, it would be
impossible to question the dominant categories of discipline :ﬁ:ﬁ:m.
to think outside the theoretical parameters those categories impose,
and to interrogate the foundations of anthropological thought. The
concept of ethnocentrism underlies anthropology’s critique ﬁ.vm mﬁgov-
ology. However, there are issues which cannot be contained in, or
confronted under, the notion of ethnocentrism, because they are not
engaged by the terms of this internal critique. Anthropology talks
about the ‘ethnocentric’ assumptions of the discipline rather than the
‘racist’ assumptions. The concept of ethnocentrism, while immensely
valuable, tends to sidestep the issue somewhat.? This can be demon-
strated by looking afresh at some of the material already discussed in
this chapter, .

At the beginning of this chapter | discussed the debates s;.dnr. arose
in the new ‘anthropology of women’ concerning male bias in the
discipline. One sort or layer of male bias was correctly analysed as vm-
ing inherent in Western cultural assumptions, and was seen as wm.:gm
imposed on other cultures through the process of m:?ﬂﬁowomﬂnmﬂ
interpretation. This argument is undoubtedly noqmnﬁ.w:w it must ,U.m
seen itself as part of an emerging body of anthropological theory. M.ﬂ is
quite clear that as a theoretical proposition it contains the assumption
that anthropologists come from Western cultures, mnm. .&.m.r w..u\
extension, they are white. Critics would, of course, be quite justified in
saying that to assume that someone comes from a Western nc:.c% does
not mean that it is also assumed that they are white; they might add
that Western cultural biases will be evident in the work of Western-
trained anthropologists whether they are Westerners or not. These are
fairly standard responses, but to accept them uncritically mwm.o means
accepting the argument that when the term ,mﬁﬁraowuowom_m.ﬁ is cmmg it
automatically refers to both black and white anthropologists. This is
difficult because feminist anthropologists know only too well that the
term ‘anthropologist’ has not always included women. Exclusion by
omission is still exclusion.

However, the deconstruction of the sociological category ‘woman’,
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with the recognition that the experiences and activities of women
~-.-always have to be analysed in their socially and historically specific
contexts; provides a basis from which feminist anthropologists could
. begin to respond to the arguments concerning racism in the discipline.
There are a number of reasons why this should be so. First, it forces us
.7 to reformulate the privileging of the woman ethnographer with regard
7 ‘to'the women she studies, and to acknowledge that the power relations
“in=the ethnographic encounter are not necessarily ones which are
- erased simply by commonalities of sex. Secondly, it brings into
- theoretical and political focus the fact that, while wornen in a variety of
- societies share similar experiences and problems, these similarities
- have to be set against the very different experiences of women
- worldwide, especially with regard to race, colonialism, the rise of
industrial capitalism and the interventions of international develop-
- ment mmmnnmmm.b Thirdly, it shifts the theoretical focus away from:
" notions of ‘sameness’, from ideas about the ‘shared experience of
~'women’ and the ‘universal subordination of women’, towards a critical
~rethinking of concepts of ‘difference’. Anthropologists have always
recognized and emphasized cultural difference; it has been the bedrock
of the discipline. Furthermore, it has been the aspect of anthropology
which feminists and many others outside the discipline have ap-
‘plauded most. Anthropological data have been extensively used as the
‘basis for a critique of Western culture and its assumptions. This is why
itis necessary to say something about why the anthropological concept
-of ‘cultural difference’ is not the same thing as the notion of ‘difference’
which is beginning to emerge in feminist anthropology.
- Anthropology has struggled long and hard to establish that ‘cultural:
difference’ is not about the peculiarities and oddities of ‘other cultures’,
but rather about recognizing cultural uniqueness,while at the same
“time seeking out the similarities in human cultural life® This is the
‘basis for the comparative project in anthropology. Understanding
cultural difference is essential, but the concept itself can no longer
stand as the ruling concept of a modern anthropology, because it
addresses only one form of difference among many. Anthropology has
always investigated kinship, ritual, economics and gender in terms of
the way in which these are organized, constructed and experienced:
through culture. The differences which have been observed have
therefore been interpreted as cultural differences. But, once we agree
that cultural difference is only one form of difference among many, this:
approach becomes insufficient.-Feminist anthropology has recognized
this insufficiency in so far as it formulates its theoretical questions in
terms. of how economics, kinship and ritual are experienced and-
structured through gender, rather than asking how gender
-is:experienced and structured through culturei-It has also gone on to
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ask how gender is structured and experienced through colonialism,
through neo-imperialism and through the rise of capitalism. But it
must be said that it has, for the most part, still to confront the question
of how gender is constructed and experienced through race. This is
largely because anthropology still has to unravel and take on board the
difference between racism and ethnocentricism (see chapter 6).

Feminist anthropology is not alone, by any means, in its attempts
to understand difference and to look at the complex ways in which
gender, race and class intersect and cross-cut each other, as well as the
way in which all three intersect with colonialism, the international
division of labour and the rise of the modern state. Marxist anthro-
pology, world systems theory, historians, economic anthropologists
and many other practitioners in the social sciences are engaged in
parallel projects. The question of difference, however, poses a particu-
lar problem for feminists.

Feminism and difference®

When we move away from the privileged status of the woman
ethnographer with regard to the women she studies, and away from
the concept of ‘sameness’ on which the notion of the universal
‘woman’ is based, we find ourselves questioning, not only the
theoretical assumptions of social anthropology, but the aims and
political cohesiveness of feminism. "Feminism’, like ‘anthropology’, is
one of those words which everybody thinks they know the meaning
of. In a minimalist definition, feminism could be taken to refer to the
awareness of women'’s oppression and exploitation at work, in the
home and in society as well as to the conscious political action taken by-
women to change this situation. Such a definition has a number of con-
sequences. First, it implies that, at some fundamental level, there exists
a unitary body of women’s interests, which should be-and-can be
fought for. Secondly, it is clear that although- feminism recognizes
differences in feminist politics - socialist feminists, Marxist feminists,
radical separatists and so on - the underlying premise of feminist
politics is that there is an actual, or-potential, identity between women
This premise obviously exists because it is the basis on which or from
which the unitary body of women’s interests is derived. Thirdly,
ferninist politics further depends for its cohesion - whether potential or
actual — on women'’s shared oppression. The recognition of shared
oppression is the basis for ‘sexual politics’ premised on the notion that
women as a social group are dominated by men as a social group

(Delmar, 1986: 26). The end result is that feminism as .a-culfural

critique, as a political -critique and as a basis for political action is
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- identified with women ~ not.with -women in their socially -and
- ‘historically distinct context, but with women as a sociological category.
- The problem for feminism is that the concept of difference threatens to

o deconstruct this isomorphism, this ‘sameness’, and with it the whole
~edifice on which feminist politics is based.

Both anthropology and feminism have to cope with difference.
‘Looking at the relationship between feminism and anthropology, we
-can see that feminist anthropology began by criticizing male bias

within the discipline, and the neglect and/or distortion of women and
- 'women's activities, This is the phase in the ‘relationship’ which we can
- refer to as the ‘anthropology of women’. The next phase was based
~on a critical reworking of the universal category ‘'woman’, which was
-accompanied by an equally critical look at the question of whether
- women were especially well equipped to study other women: This led,
. quite naturally, to anxieties about ghettoization and Emu.mm:mmmmmo_.ﬂ,
Ew.:dn the discipline of social anthropology. However, as a result of
wEm phase, feminist anthropology began to establish new approaches
new areas of theoretical enquiry, and to redefine its project not as the
'study of women’ but as the ‘study of gender’. As we enter the third
ﬁmmmm of this relationship, we see feminist anthropology begin to try to
come to terms with the real differences between women, as opposed
to-contenting itself with demonstrations of the variety of women’s
mxﬁmam:nmms _situations. and activities worldwide. This phase will
involve the building of theoretical constructs which deal with differ-

nce,, and will be crucially concerned with looking at how racial
: @mmwm:nm is constructed through gender, how racism divides gender
dentity and experience, and how class is shaped by gender and race. In
.Em process of this, feminist anthropology will be involved not just in
reformulating anthropological theory but in reformulating feminist
theory. Anthropology is in a position to provide a critique of feminism
ased on the deconstruction of the category ‘woman’. It is also able to
.oigm cross-cultural data which demonstrate the Western bias in
Hnnw.gmmnmqgﬂ feminist theorizing (see chapters 5 and 6 for further
discussion of this point). The third, and current, phase of the
m&.m.zom.ﬂmzﬁ between feminism and anthropology is thus characterized
oy @ move -away from ‘sameness’ towards ‘difference’, and. by an
attempt to establish the theoretical and empirical grounds for a
feminist anthropology based on difference.,




