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Week 19
Social Anthropology: 

Birth and Sex and Death
Session 14: Sexual Options I

Aims and objectives:

· To consider the nature of homosexuality

· To consider different roles in same sex relationships

Outline
· Introduction 

· Machistas and cochones in Nicaragua

·  Transsexualism in Oman

·  The Berdache in North America

Introduction
What is a homosexual?  What is a transsexual?

Machistas and cochones in Nicaragua

Read From Roger Lancaster 1988 ‘Subject Honour and Object Shame: the construction of male homosexuality and stigma in Nicaragua’ Ethnology 27 2 pp. 111-25

...social definition of the person and his sexual stigma derive from culturally-shared meanings of not just anal passivity and penile activity in particular but passivity and activity in general.  “To give” (dar) is to be masculine, “to receive” (recibir, aceptar, tomar) is to be feminine.  This holds as the ideal in all spheres of transaction between and among the genders.  It is symbolised by the popular interpretation of the male sexual organ as active in intercourse and the female sexual organ (or male anus) as passive.


Cochones [passive homosexuals] are, therefore, feminine men, specifically, feminised men, not fully male men.  They are men who are used by other men.  Their stigma flows from this concept of use.  Used by other men, the cochón is not a complete man.  His passive acquiescence to the active drive of other men’s sexual desires both defines and stigmatises his status.  consequently, when one uses a cochón, one acquires masculinity; when one is “used” as a cochón, one expends it.  The nature of homosexual transaction, then, is that the act makes one man a machista and the other a cochón.  The machista’s honour and cochón’s shame are opposite sides of the same coin.  The line that this transaction draws is not between those who practice homosexual intercourse and those who do not (for this is not at all a meaningful distinction at all in Nicaragua’s popular classes) but between two standardised roles in that intercourse.  Machistas make cochones out of other men and each is necessary to the definition of the other in a dynamic sense that is very different from the way North American categories of the hetero- and homosexual define each other.  While each is defined by his exclusion from membership in some normative category, the cochón is defined by his inclusion in the sexual practices of ordinary men, albeit in a standardised and stigmatised role, and the homosexual by his exclusion from the sexual practices of ordinary men.


This inclusive aspect of sex also has implications for the nature of the cochón status as a political concept, for that category lacks the theoretical independence attributed to Western homosexuality as a distinct category of activity and personal identity.  A cochón requires ordinary men and his activity and identity can never be quite independent of them.  Defined by its passivity, the status is ever a dependent one.

Questions
· What is a homosexual here?

· What implications does this discussion have for relations between men and women and in power relations in general in Nicaraguan society?

· What would happen if two machistas had sex?

· How are these ideas similar or different to those Aristotle had about sexuality? 

Transsexualism in Oman
Read  from Uni Wikan’s ‘Man becomes woman: transsexualism in Oman as a key to gender roles.’


It is the sexual act, not the sexual organs, which is fundamentally constitutive of gender.  A man who acts as a woman sexually, is  a woman socially.  And there is no confusion in this culture between the male and female role in intercourse.  The man ‘enters’ (yidaxil), the woman receives, the man is active, the woman is passive.  Behaviour, and not anatomy, is the basis for the Omani conceptualisation of gender identity.


Consequently when a man enters into a homosexual relationship in an active way he in no way endangers his male identity whereas the passive receiving homosexual partner cannot possibly be conceptualised as a man.  Therefore, in Oman, all homosexual prostitutes are ascribed the status of xanith.  

...
Yet Omanis recognise, as do all other peoples in the world, the fundamental, undeniable character of anatomical sex.  Girls and boys, female and male, are identities ascribed at birth.  This is one reason why the Omani homosexual prostitute becomes a transsexual, treated as if he were a woman.  Yet he is referred to in the masculine grammatical gender, nor is he allowed to dress in woman’s clothes...But since the transsexual must be fitted in somewhere in a society based on a fundamental dichotomisation of the sexes, he is placed with those whom he resembles most: in this society, with women.

Questions
1.
What makes a man a man and a woman a woman in Omani society?

2.
Is the xanith  a man, a woman, or something else?

3.
A xanith  is defined as a sexually receptive man but how do we know who is doing what to whom?  What does this say about how sex is understood in Oman?  Could two xanith be lovers?  Could a xanith have a sexual relationship with a woman?

4.
Are the xanith  homosexuals or are they heterosexuals of a third gender?

The Berdache
It is said that the moon would appear to a man having in one hand a burden strap, in the other a bow and arrows, and the man would be bidden to make a choice.  When he reached for the bow, the moon would cross its hands and try to force the strap on the man. [Fletcher and LaFlesche 1972:132]

Read from ‘Institutionalised homosexuality in native North America.’ p. 88-9

By anatomy the berdache was a man, by occupational pursuit and garb, a woman.  In the eyes of the American Indians, he was therefore a mixed creature.  The most frequent thumbnail description of the berdache given investigators is ‘man-woman,’ ‘part-man, part-woman,’ or, phrased in the negative, ‘not-man, not-woman.’  Hermaphroditism was the analogue to berdachehood in the animal kingdom when such an analogy was drawn.  Navajo, Cheyenne, and Mohave lore about the berdache’s  exceptional abilities as matchmaker, love magician, or curer of venereal disease again expresses the logic that the berdache unites in himself both sexes, therefore he is in a position to facilitate the union of the sexes.  

...In order for this peculiar mixed status to come into being, the two defining dimensions of gender - anatomical and social - had to be given equivalent weight, for then when a nonconcordance arose when occupational interest was one way and anatomy another neither criterion was used as a final determinant of gender status.  Instead, the individual became half the one thing, half the other.  Attempts can be made to circumvent this logical outcome only by mystifying anatomy, as westerners do when they say of an effeminate man or a masculine woman, ‘his/her genes are mixed up.’  But this reasoning has the effect of making the anatomy the final determinate.

Questions

1.
How does this compare to the xanith  of Oman?

2.
What are the implied consequences of gender being defined substantially by productive 

activity?

3.
Is the berdache an instance of homosexuality, transsexuality, transgendering, or something 


else?

The Berdache as a case of gender crossing & institutionalised homosexuality

· “In native North America it was permissible for a man to become, in important social respects, a woman. Homosexual practice was one of the common accompaniments to this alteration of gender status. In some areas too, a female-to-male transition was possible” (Whitehead 1981: 83). 

· This is a form of institutionalised homosexuality.

· A berdache is a ‘gender-crosser’, that is one ‘who behaves and dresses like a member of the opposite sex’ (Cf. Whitehead 1981).

· ‘Person of one anatomical sex assuming part or most of the attire, occupation, and social – including marital – status, of the opposite sex’ (ibid).

· Linked to the beliefs on the power of dreams and visions.

· High status accorded to women. Women had equal access to the prestige system through food and craft production, childbearing and running of the household. Men may therefore be motivated to pursue female activities and become an ‘ultra-successful female’. 

The Berdache as Third Gender

·  The Berdache is a mixture of two genders and therefore constitutes a third gender

·  The Berdache is a separate gender within a multiple gender system

Why the berdache is a Third Gender

“Both positive and negative evidence supports the argument that berdache status constituted a culturally and acknowledged gender category. On the one hand, it can easily be shown that a dual gender model fails to account for many of the behaviours and attributes reported for berdaches – for example, berdaches who did not cross-dress or attempt to mimic the behaviour of the ‘opposite’ sex or those who engaged in a combination of female, male and berdache-specific pursuit. On the other hand, the consistent use of distinct terms to refer to berdaches, a practice that prevented their conceptual assimilation to an ‘opposite’ sex, is positive evidence that berdache status was viewed as a separate category. Such native terms have various translations, from the obvious ‘man-woman’ (e.g. Shoshoni tanowaip) to ‘old woman-old man’ (e.g. Tewa kwidó) to terms that bear no relation to the words ‘man’ or ‘woman’ or simply cannot be etymologised (e.g. Zuni Ilhamana)” (Roscoe 1994: 339).

· In Whitehead’s analysis, “social gender is based on the ‘natural facts’ of sex, and, since there are only two sexes, there are only two genders. If follows that if an individual is not one, then she must be the other. The only variation possible is an exchange of one gender for its ‘opposite’ or some form of gender-mixing; but there are no possible variations that cannot be defined by reference to male or female. It also follows  that in such a system there can be only one sexual orientation, namely, heterosexual (Roscoe 1994: 345).
· “If [berdaches] are to be understood as entering a distinct gender status … neither male nor female, then something more complex is occurring. A multiple gender- paradigm makes it possible to see berdache status not as a compromise between nature and culture or a niche to accommodate ‘natural’ variation but as an integral and predictable element of certain sociocultural systems, not a contradiction in Native American beliefs but a status fully consistent with them” (Roscoe 1994:346)
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