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Feminist Challenges To Archaeology: Avoiding An
Epistemology Of The “Other”

Bill Maurer

Any explication of an “archaeology of gender”
must begin with the question — why? What

does archaeology have to offer the field of gender
studies? Similarly, how and what could gender
studies contribute to archaeology? As an ethnog-
rapher trained in feminist theory, I will answer the
former question first, putting it in the context of that
body of theory with which I am most familiar. T hope
to arrive at the common-ground shared by gender
studies and archaeology, to investigate the germina-
tives of that ground, and to ask several questions
about the viability of those germinatives in the con-
text of a feminist critique.

Starting from the premise that gender is a system
of cultural codes inscribed on biological sex, gender
studies in anthropology have worked toward an
- understanding of the unequal valorization of
genders cross-culturally, and of social, political and
economic stratification based on gender. In univer-
salizing what gender is, however, scholars constitute
gender as an immutable fact, an ahistorical, unchan-
geable reality which, once apprehended, can never
be transcended. Gender, originally problematized as
a cultural construct, becomes ‘“naturalized.” This
teleological naturalization of what we have defined
as a cultural construction results in a sort of
academic fatalism — studies of gender invariably
fall into studies of gender hierarchy and gender
oppression, even where such oppression may not
exist. As numerous feminist scholars have pointed
out, one of the major problems with this formulation
of gender is its ahistoricism, its amaterialism, its
ethnocentrism and its overgeneralized universalism
(e.g., Yanagisako and Collier 1987).

The resulting tendency to universalize the “nature”
of gender hierarchy leads to two alternatives for
critical theory building, each of which seems almost
more polemical than anything else. One, that gender
oppression is universal (Rosaldo 1974 is the classic
example), leads to problems involving the historical

and cultural specificity of such oppression, and the
a priori, perhaps ethnocentric assumption that such
oppression exists. This standpoint further results in
the creation of analytic dichotomies used to “ex-
plain” this oppression; dichotomies which are usual-
ly more culture-bound than the original assumptions
regarding gender itself.

The alternative position is that gender oppression
is not a universal fact of human existence. This
position relies for much of its backing on the
shortcomings of universalizing dichotomies. Here,
however, problems arise involving ethnographer
versus informant interpretation, and the over-
simplification of the various dimensions of gender
relationships. Infrequently is a middle road between
these two positions explored.

To attack this question of universalism, some
scholars have attempted to explore the origins of
gender and the formation of hierarchies of in-
dividuals based on biological sex. Early formula-
tions ranged from the psychological, in which
processes involved in differentiation from the
mother were seen as the root (Chodorow 1974),
through the sociocultural, which focussed on the
organization and symbolization of social life into
assumed “public” and “domestic” spheres (Rosaldo
1974), to the political economic which examined the
stratification of society through the development of
increased complexity leading to state-formation and
control of labor (e.g., Rubin 1975). Each of these has
been expanded upon and revised. The psychological
models aside, these formulations rest on, for the
most part, extrapolation of present structures into the
past and speculation about past forms. Very few
scholars interested in the origins of gender support
their hypotheses with empirical data since these data
would ideally come from pre-state, hopefully pre-
historic societies and can therefore only be ex-
plained archaeologically. Unfortunately, few of
these scholars are equipped to deal with the concepts



of archaeological analysis. Archaeology thus should
prove a useful ground for gender studies to explore.

Two further archaeological aides to gender studies
relate less to the prehistoric context of archaeologi-
cal research than to its physical subject matter.
Gender studies have suffered from a lack of empiri-
cal and theoretical work on the spatial dimensions
of gender. Several recent works, especially in geog-
raphy, have addressed themselves to this particular
problem. In a variety of contexts, feminist geog-
raphers have begun to examine the “space” of
gender relationships (e.g., Momsen 1987). Yet, with
few exceptions (Moore 1986; Ardener 1981), such
an integration of spatial and gender data has yet to
be realized in any serious way in anthropology.
What little work exists for the most part focuses on
apresumed public/private distinction. Archaeology,
with its emphasis on spatial patteming and distribu-
tion, seems to have something to offer this void in
gender studies.

Furthermore, except for a few political economic
studies and highly specific cultural inventories (e.g.,
Cowan 1983), little work has been done on the
material culture aspects of gender relationships.
Many authors concern themselves with the material
dimension of women’s oppression, for example, yet
few specifically analyze the actual physical
“material” itself. Material culture, integral to ar-
chaeology, has been relatively neglected in gender
studies. Material culture analyses (e.g., Rathje 1979)
could contribute to a greater understanding of the
material bases of gender construction and gender
relationships.

Many of the archaeologists whose work I examine,

here engage at least one of the problems I have
outlined above. Yet, as archaeologists, they also
play on the other side of the fence and ask, albeit
sometimes implicitly, what do gender studies hold
for archaeology? As has been effectively argued
(Conkey and Spector 1984), the main value of
gender studies, and specifically feminist gender
studies, for archaeology is its focus on people — the
individuals and agents who actively construct their
world. The feminist project is one which seeks
dialectically to link individual experience to broader
issues. Much of feminist thought is based upon and
firmly grounded in the perceptions and life ex-
periences of women and men as they relate to gender
relationships. As the slogan goes, “the personal is
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political”; the individual project cannot be separated
from the systemic.

In contrast, a main criticism of traditional systems
theory in archaeology has been its neglect of the role
of the individual (Conkey and Spector 1984:22-23).
Archaeological systems theory tends toward arigid
compartmentalization of cultural realities. We no
longer have a holistic system, but economic, politi-
cal, cultural, social, etc. subsystems, each of which
is often seen in isolation from the others (see Conkey
and Spector 1984:23). Feminist gender studies, in
contrast, occur almost exclusively in the interstices
of compartmentalized thought — they are by defini-
tion multidisciplinary. Gender studies can thus help
tremendously in the archaeological effort to re-in-
tegrate the agents in prehistory, and to obtain a more
holistic view of past cultures. :

What has happened, then, in previous archaeologi-
cal studies of gender and feminist studies of ar-
chaeology? To what extent has the potential of the
interrelationships between gender studies and ar-
chaeology been realized? We are given little to work
with.! Previous studies straddle many of the
problems outlined above without specifically ad-
dressing them. These works can be divided roughly
into two categories according to methodology and
underlying assumptions: the task differentiation ap-
proach and the contextual approach.

The task-differentiation framework, as described
by Conkey and Spector (1984:24-27; Spector 1983),
is a four-stage method for compiling and analyzing
data having social, temporal, spatial and material
dimensions. Using available ethnographic and ar-
chaeological sources, the archacologist “identifies
the tasks performed in a given cultural setting”
(Conkey and Spector 1984:25). These tasks are
defined very broadly, from resource procurement,
through facilities construction and household main-
tenance, and so on, to include all aspects of human
existence involving material things. Next, again
relying on ethnographic and/or ethnoarchaeological
data, the archaeologist examines the social dimen-
sion of the tasks — who does what, who organizes
whom, and in what fashion, etc. The temporal
dimension of task differentiation attempts to iden-
tify the frequency, duration, time and schedule
during which each task is performed. These are then
put in spatial context, and finally, in material con-
text. At the end, the archaeologist has produced an



exhaustive catalogue of tasks (e.g., Spector 1983),
each cross-referenced according to its various
dimensions.

This is more a model-building approach than an
idiographic one, and its implications for model-
building on the interrelationships between gender
and material culture are great. The model-building
quality of the task-differentiation framework is its
strongest asset; in the hands of archaeologists like
Conkey and Spector, it becomes a powerful analytic
tool. On its own, however, task differentiation
analysis does little to advance the archaeological
analysis of gender. The exhaustive cataloguing
process necessary to arrive at any conclusions is
somewhat daunting, and reminiscent of a sort of
Boasian call to particularize, and only particularize.
Although Spector writes that “the archaeological
application of the framework must await further
research” (Spector 1983:93), one wonders exactly
how much further research will be needed to bring
task differentiation analyses into archaeological
contexts. The overriding practical problem with the
task differentiation approach for archaeology is its
reliance on ethnoarchaeological data. What do we
do when we have no such data? Further, how can we
be sure, when using primary and secondary sources,
of the accuracy of such data? Finally, how do we
know when we have enough data to start making
some hypotheses about the archaeology of gender?

The second approach to the archaeology of gender
— the contextual approach — may help us work
around this problem. It is best represented by several
archaeologists working with the symbolic and struc-
tural archaeological formulations of Ian Hodder, as
well asa few archaeologists involved in activity area
analysis.2 When applied to gender, the contextual
approach seems to bring to light symbolic and struc-
tural relationships between material culture and
gender, providing the possibility for extrapolation of
these into postulates about gender relationships and
hierarchy. Yet the contextual approach runs the risk
of observer-bias, a risk which, for the purposes of
feminist studies of gender, may seriously detract
from the value of this type of analysis.

Flannery and Winter, for example, in their study
of household activity areas, make an important as-
sumption in analyzing Mesoamerican household
goods — that areas and artifacts associated with
food preparation and clothes production were

416

“female work areas,” while flint chips, scrapers, and
the like were associated with men (Flannery and
Winter 1976:43). While this may have been exactly
the case, Flannery and Winter’s data do not, on their
own, support this conclusion about the gender
division of labor and the gender organization of
household space. They instead base their assump-
tion on ethnographic data. The validity of this data,
notto mention the validity of the use of ethnographic
data in this context, remains to be examined.

Price (1978), in his analysis of mesolithic tool kits
in the Netherlands, draws similar conclusions
without any such ethnographic data to fall back on:

Clearly only a very general distinction can be
made in terms of the kinds of activities taking
place at H2:1. Wood/bone working appears
to be a major focus of activity in the south-
east half of the site, . . . while more cutting
activities are found to the northwest. These
differences may be related to the locations of
male and female activity. The presence of
points and backed blades (hunting tools) and
blade cores (tool manufacture) in Area E
suggests that this area may be dominated by
male-specific tasks. The scrapers, borers, and
notched pieces . . . may be associated with
female-specific tasks [Price 1978:19-20].

Like the early feminist scholarship which postulated
a universal public/domestic division, these analyses
rest largely on Western assumptions about the roles
and activities of men and women. Although many
contemporary examples may suggest predictable
patterns of sex-specific material culture and ac-
tivities, feminism asks us to challenge all such
generalizations and calls into question our own
biases about sex-specific behavior.

Other contextual analysts are much more careful
about making such universalist assumptions. Liv
Gibbs (1987) has identified different associations of
material artifacts with differently sexed burials and
hordes and has identified changes in these associa-
tions over time. On the basis of this, she has drawn
conclusions about the statuses of women and men
relative to each other and their changes in status over
time. Marie Louise Stig Sorensen (1987) has
similarly investigated the role of artifact associa-
tions in gender relationships. Each of these analyses
of material remains seems valid, perhaps more so



because of the wealth of data available to both
archaeologists.

Yet what are the underlying assumptions of this
method of analysis? To what extent should we as-
sume that objects buried with individuals were
necessarily used by those individuals or symbolical-
ly associated with those particular individuals? This
is a huge problem, and one beyond the scope of this
paper to investigate fully. Yet, when we are dealing
with gender relationships and material culture, it is
not a question we can ignore. In the ethnographic
record, at least, there seems to be no direct relation-
ship between grave goods and gender status or
gender division of labor, nor is there any clear
relationship between grave goods and the status of
particular individuals, male or female. There is a
great diversity in what goes into the grave, if any-
thing. The first question this diversity suggests is
whether grave goods are necessarily conceptually
linked to the individual being buried, or to some
religious or cosmological notions of an afterlife?
Were grave goods necessarily possessions of the
dead individual, and do they represent aspects of the
quotidian existence of the individual while alive?
The answers to these questions would vary from
culture to culture, representing a diversity not
reflected in Gibbs’s (1987) and Sorensen’s (1987)
analyses.

As the task-differentiation approach gets bogged
down in questions of secondary-source accuracy,
availability of ethnoarchaeological data, and the
labors of cataloguing all the activities of a people,
the contextual approach suffers from a tendency to
rely uncritically on some of our own assumptions
about what it is to be “female,” “male,” and in fact,
“human.” The answer to the question I posed before
about the task-differentiation framework’s reliance

on ethnoarchaeological data — has been answered,

albeit inadvertently, by the contextualists: we make
it up out of our own experience. We create, as it
were, an archaeological “other” imbued with char-
acteristics defined by us and, thus, a part of us. We
posit universal “male” and “female” attributes and
activities and then “discover” them in our analyses.

Recent developments in ethnography have
focused on just such observer-biased constructions.
James Clifford, among others (Clifford 1986), has
examined the constitution of the “ethnographic
other,” and how this other is reified in the eth-
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nographic text. While moves toward understanding
this “other” seem to have direct application to the
archaeological problem outlined here, the critiques
of Clifford point out the biases in this line of think-
ing. For example, the important new ethnographic
text Writing Culture, though addressing itself to the
problems of the “other” in ethnography, does not
make any contributions to the problems of women
being defined as “other” in our culture, and thus
being made into the “other” of the ethnographic
other (Mathieu 1988) in our ethnography (see Mas-
cia-Lees, Sharpe and Cohen 1989).

This very problem — first creating an other, be it
ethnographic or archaeological, and then infusing
that other with our own notions of the Western
“other” — Woman — is the hurdle blocking any real
strides toward an archaeology of gender. This hurdle
can be overcome in ethnography for the simple
reason that those whom we study are living, and can
interact with our texts and our analyses. The inter-
action of informant with ethnographer holds the key
to overcoming the essentially epistemological prob-
lem of defining “other.” Yet in archaeology, we do
not have the luxury of human interaction — our data
are mute. Any models we develop, any hypotheses
we put forth are ours and ours alone, full of personal
and cultural biases.

How can we overcome this roadblock? I tentative-
ly suggest that the internal relationships within the
distorted Western opposition between subjectivity
and objectivity, both in archaeology and ethnog-
raphy, must be investigated to arrive at an archaeol-
ogy that avoids an epistemology of the “other”(see
Rowlands 1984:112-113; Keller 1985) This is the
goal toward which a feminist archaeology, and in-
deed, any feminist inquiry, must work. In so doing,
we open up an entire field for new research in
archaeology as well as gender studies, research not
only tied to the material aspects of gender, but to a
self-reflexive anthropological critical practice, in-
terested in the recognition of differently constituted
subjects and individual notions of the seif and
selfhood.

NOTES
1. Although it does not form a major part of this

argument, one should note that only three articles
deal specifically with the institutionalized



androcentrism of archaeology (Gero 1983, 1985;
Yellen 1983).
2. Those not associated with the work of Hodder
include Myers 1978 and Zagarell 1986. The Hod-
derian approaches are represented by Gibbs 1987;
Sorensen 1987, and Hodder 1983. Activity area
studies include Flannery and Winter 1976; Hill
1970; Price 1978, all of which involve some mention
of “sex-specific” activity areas; Kent 1984 provides
an excellent summary and critique of some of this
literature. See also Hodder 1982.
Acknowledgements. This is an expanded version of
a paper presented at the 29th annual Northeast
Anthropological Association meetings, held in
Montreal, March 19, 1989. Colleen B. Cohenand L.
Lewis Johnson read and provided useful criticisms
on earlier verisions of this paper. I would also like
to thank Margaret Conkey for her support, and Mar-
cia-Anne Dobres for reading this paper for me at the
Chacmool Conference on the Archaeology of
Gender, in Calgary, November 11, 1989.
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