














of social issues of great consequence to
women such as abortion rights, the Equal
Rights Amendment, and conservative
feminism. In the study of women in the
United States, as in other culture areas,
attention has come to focus increasingly on
the diversity of women’s lives and on
ideologies of gender and their impact on our
actions.

Overall, the anthropological study of women
has moved, in these two decades, from a
search for broadly applicable explanations
of male dominance to the study of inter-
cultural and intracultural variability in
women’s lives, male-female relationships,
and gender concepts. We have found that
the biological differencesbetween thesexes,
whether in reproductive functions, body
structure, or hormone balance, impose few
absolute constraints and are themselves
interpreted and given cultural meaning in
a wide variety of ways. We have also found
that the many roles women occupy, often
simultaneously, may confer different
degrees of power, authority, and prestige,
and that there may be no one "status of
women" in any single society, let alone
cross-culturally. Our measures of women’s
status have been shown to be biased by the
values of our culture--values that may not
be shared by women of other cultures. We
have been led to question not only the old
androcentric paradigms, but also the new
feminist alternatives as we try to free
ourselves of Western cultural assump-
tions--such as the primacy of the individual
and of material production. In the process,
the focus has shifted from the study of
women to the study of gender--an analytical
concept comparable to kinship, economics,
and politics--and a position from which the
anthropological study of women should have
an even stronger impact on anthropology as
a whole.
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