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Session 13
Social Anthropology: 

Birth and Sex and Death

The Nature/Culture Debate Revisited

· Ortner – Nature versus Culture
· The criticism
· Debate and discussion
Ortner revisited

Nature vs. Culture

Ortner sorts out three areas for discussion at which the physiological fact that women are mothers has significance:

1. 
Woman’s body and its functions, involve more of the time with “species life,” seem to place 

her closer to nature, in contrast to man’s physiology, which frees him more completely to take up the projects of culture.

2.
Woman’s body and its functions place her in social roles that in turn are considered to be at a 


lower order of the cultural process than man’s.

3.
Woman’s traditional social roles, imposed because of her body and its functions, in turn give her a different psychic structure, which like her physiological nature and her social roles, is seen as being closer to nature
The criticism  
But there is a problem here: not what we mean by culture but what we mean by nature and on this point Ortner has been strongly criticised.

1. The nature-culture difference is highly specific to European culture.

2. Other cultures do not see nature as problematic in the same way.

Read from L. Jordanova ‘Natural Facts: a Historical Perspective on Science and Sexuality’ in MacCormack and Strathern (eds.)

In the self-conscious scientism of the Enlightenment, the capacity of the human mind to delve into the secrets of nature were celebrated.  Increasingly this capacity for scientific prowess was conceptualised as a male gift, just as nature was the fertile woman, and sometimes the archetypal mother.  People had explored their capacity to master and manipulate nature for many centuries, but the powerful analytical tools of the natural sciences and the techniques of engineering and technology enormously enhanced their confidence that human power over the environment was boundless.  As Bacon expressed it in the early seventeenth century, ‘My only earthly wish is...to stretch the deplorably narrow limits of man’s domination over the universe to their promised bounds.’  And the process by which Bacon though this would be achieved was a casting off of ‘the darkness of antiquity’ in favour of the detailed study of nature.  ‘I am come in very truth leading to you Nature and her children to bind her to your service and make her your slave.’
Discuss
· What is the relation between technology and the desire to dominate the environment.

· Why might technologically simpler people be less inclined to see the environment as something to dominate?

· Many people see people with less powerful or more simple technology as ‘living closer to nature’.  Do, say, the Maasai, live closer to nature than we do?  And what does it mean to say that they do/don’t.

· How does the fact that this idea of nature is an historically European one effect Ortner’s argument’s?

Read from Gillian Gillison ‘Images of Nature in Gimi Thought’ pp143-4



The debasement of Gimi women cannot be attributed to their symbolic association with the surrounding rainforest because that realm is regarded as a male refuge from women and from ordinary life within the settlement.  The Gimi wilderness is an exalted domain where the male spirit, incarnate in birds and marsupials, acts out its secret desires away from the inhibiting presence of women.  Gimi men’s mundane existence is degraded and their mortal potential is unfulfilled because of the inescapable nearness of women inside the hamlet and of the powerful contamination which female sexuality exudes.  Men’s fear of menstrual blood, their obsessive efforts to avoid contact with women through the foods they eat, the places they sleep and the subsistence tasks they undertake, are not explained by an underlying contempt for lower forms of life in nature nor by a drive to control them.  On the contrary, men’s ambition, as expressed in their rituals, is to identify with the non-human world and to be revitalised by its limitless masculine powers.  Men’s desire to escape from women ‘into nature’ suggests that sexual conflict determines rather than reflects the dichotomisation of the Gimi universe.



The idea of  “the wild” is central in Gimi thought.  It refers to pure forms of plant life animal life which occur “spontaneously” in the rain forest but which originate from an immortal human essence.  The fantastic variation and abundance of the Gimi wilderness demonstrate the infinite creativity of this transmogrified male spirit.  Both the uncultivated and the after-life are designated by the word kore.

1. How does the example of the Gimi refute Ortner’s thesis?
2. How is Gillison defining ‘nature’ and ‘the wild’ here?  To what extent is she imposing Western concepts onto the Gimi universe?

3. How similar is the idea of kore to Western ideas of ‘nature’ or ‘wilderness’?
4. Based on your further reading of this article, why do men desire to escape from women.?

Ortner’s Rejoinder:
“While I do think there are such things as structures in the sense of large existential questions that all human beings everywhere must cope with, I also think that the linkage between such structures and many sets of social categories –like male/female – is a culturally and politically constructed phenomenon” (Ortner 1996: 170).  

Further Discussion
· Looking at the article by Harris, how does it refute Ortner’s thesis, how is ‘nature’ represented among the Laymi?

· Could we adapt Ortner’s thesis to take these cases into account or is it too crude to account for cross-cultural variation?

· Discuss amongst yourselves where you stand on this issue.

· Think about what you mean by nature, what you mean by culture and how men and women relate to it.

Philippe Descola La Nature Domestique

Conclusion
There are two ways of thinking about nature.  

1. We can think of the forest, the wild, of bodily processes.  But as we know, these are all culturally constructed so they themselves cannot be separated from culture.

2. We can think of nature in a much stricter sense.  As simply the fundamental laws of species existence: birth and sex and death; the basic facts of life. 

