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of sociocultural integration. He included a chapter
on that topic in Theory of Culture Change.

Steward always preferred the name cultural ecol-
ogy for his approach, a set of ideas that he com-
plained had been hard to “sell.” That name proved
to be the one that endured, and his theoretical
ideas began gaining ground after the publication of
Theory of Culture Change. Steward’s environmen-
tal perspective helped stimulate a range of ecologi-
cal approaches later in the 20th century, including
human behavioral ecology, which has drawn adher-
ents from biological anthropology, archaeology,
and cultural anthropology. Cultural ecology’s influ-
ence on three of the four subfields of American
anthropology is undeniable but perhaps not widely
appreciated.

Steward has become a figure of controversy
among cultural anthropologists and Native schol-
ars for his role in the Indian Claims Commission
trials and the way in which he represented Great
Basin Indians in his testimony and in his published
writings; for his conviction that anthropology was
a value-neutral science; and for his notable preoc-
cupation with men’s labor but his near silence about
women’s, despite having learned in fieldwork as
early as 1935 that women had made the larger con-
tribution to subsistence in much of the Great Basin.

Many archaeologists, among others, continue to
find great heuristic value in Steward’s cultural ecol-
ogy. His founding role in environmental anthropol-
ogy also continues to receive favorable attention. The
Julian Steward Award, launched in 2002 and given
periodically by the Anthropology and Environment
Section of the American Anthropological
Association, recognizes what is judged the best new
book in ecological/environmental anthropology.

Virginia Kerns

See also Columbia University; Cultural Ecology; Harris,
Marvin; Human Behavioral Ecology; Kroeber, Alfred
L.; White, Leslie; Wolf, Eric
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STRATHERN, MARILYN

Dame Anne Marilyn Strathern (1941-) is a British
social anthropologist, Melanesianist, and an ethnog-
rapher of British society, kinship, reproductive tech-
nologies, and intellectual property.

In her 1994 William Wyse inaugural lecture,
Marilyn Strathern brought center stage the ques-
tion of the relations between anthropologists and
those whom they study. Anthropology routes its
knowledge through persons, she observed, gestur-
ing to the specificity of the anthropological method
of fieldwork. It would not be too much to say that
Strathern’s pioneering works on the social and
cultural dimensions of a range of technological
and ethical changes in our times have had a defin-
ing, that is routing, role in articulating the stakes
of a number of current research projects across the
humanities and social sciences. Strathern’s take on
analytical categories in ethnography famously tends
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to dislocate them, introducing incommensurabili-
ties of time, place, and size between tokens of the
same socially current meaning. Her uneasiness with
congealed explanations itself partly explains why
Strathern has won esteem as one of the most innova-
tive and respected anthropologists of the latter half
of the 20th century.

Despite the fact that Strathern’s original fieldsite
was Melanesia, her intellectual projects equally exca-
vate western Euro-American (i.e., her own) society.
She recounts the inception of her interest in the clas-
sifications mediating between objects and meaning
in her fascination with her father’s cabinet of curi-
osities, a case of drawers holding various butterflies,
stones, and minerals. As a schoolgirl at Bromley
High School, she became interested in the archaeo-
logical ruins of lost civilizations. As a Girton College
undergraduate in 1963, Strathern felt her curiosity
taking a reflexive turn, away from the sheer phe-
nomenality of the past and toward the problematic
of research itself, insofar as research practices neces-
sarily embed epistemological uncertainties and fail-
ures of resolution in specific institutional dilemmas.
Rather than inquiring what objects might mean,
Strathern came to ask, “What does it mean anthro-
pologically to ask after them?” How do attributions
of sense, and especially effects of size and scale,
lie between cultures and the analytical procedures
that reconstruct them? After finishing her doctoral
work, Strathern became curator in the ethnographi-
cal section of Cambridge’s Museum of Archaeology
and Anthropology, and a ready theorist of her own
practice. She later returned to Papua, family in tow,
and after stints at the Australian National University
and 9 years at Cambridge and in California, took
up a chair in social anthropology at the University
of Manchester in 1985. She subsequently held the
William Wyse Professorship of Social Anthropology
at Cambridge from 1993 to 2008.

Strathern’s Papuan research concerns self-
decoration, urbanization and migration, and deci-
sion making in both Hagen clans and their over-
lapping political organizations. In her later research
in England, she examined questions of how the
English middle classes understand traditional kin-
ship patterns. Her writings also consider different
perceptions of the relations between English towns
and villages, of gender, of new procreative technolo-
gies, and of contemporary legal interventions in
intellectual property and patents. Her work further

analyzes how concepts of nature, biology, and
genetics constitute contemporary understandings of
personality and consumption. Always placing her
subjects in cultural and social formations, such as
the idea of professional accountability, her most
recent writing has displayed a growing preoccupa-
tion with bioethics, a topic straddling disciplinary
boundaries and especially amenable to interdisci-
plinary inspection.

Strathern’s work is exceptionally innovative
in terms of language, ethnography, methodology,
and theory. Her inductive reasoning from observed
phenomena is frequently counterintuitive, daring,
subtle, and demanding. Her most imposing book,
The Gender of the Gift (1988), offers a founda-
tional account of Melanesian society, exploring
how Melanesians represent their gender relations to
themselves as fundamental to their sociality. In this
work, as elsewhere, gender and feminist identifica-
tion are not merely givens, or motivating principles
for activist political projects, but also objects of seri-
ous theoretical investigation. Even while examining
the different (and at times incommensurable) power
dynamics between men and women, Strathern
refuses to rehearse the themes of oppression and
domination, preferring rather to understand gender
as a multivalent categorization of persons, artifacts,
things, events, and sequences. In Melanesia, for
instance, a sense of male and female distinctiveness
is secured through sexualized imagery. A person’s
gender identity is specified through his or her man-
agement of objects, especially tools, so that the
question of gift exchange becomes connected to the
form that domination (including patriarchal domi-
nation) takes in a certain society. Gender serves
as an analytical concept and an aesthetic form,
permitting the conceptualization of certain social
exchanges, which, in turn, underwrite certain social
conceptions and norms. This reconceptualization
of gender throws down a challenge to fundamental
assumptions in the social sciences. Strathern’s impli-
cation is that little separates the presuppositions
around gender of the Papuan Hagen people and the
Western feminist anthropologists who study them.
The Gender of the Gift is thus doubly admonitory.
It first warns anthropologists against restricting
their research to certain presumed features (gender,
Melanesianness, and Englishness) and then insists
on the historical, social, and situational specifici-
ties of the constructs they investigate, reminding
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readers that these are constructs only. Constructs do
things; they are just not already done things to be
approached.

Another work, Partial Connections (1991),
generally acclaimed as an anthropological classic,
was received on publication as an equally daring,
dauntingly complex text. The book is an experi-
mental treatise on anthropology’s epistemological
frameworks, setting out with precision what we
do when practicing the discipline or thinking of
ourselves as its adherents. How does anthropology
structure our representation and documentation of
others? Reflecting on the premises of anthropology’s
means of collecting, segmenting, categorizing, and
ordering its data, Partial Connections works with
mainly Melanesian details to construct a nonre-
gionally specific study of meaning making. Besides
making use of her own fieldnotes and readings of
others’ theories, Strathern launches her disciplinary
reflections by reading a selection of metaphors put
forward by anthropologists as conceptualizations
of their research. The Melanesian material is taken
out of its context to serve not as interpretatum but as
interpretans—that is, as an analytical tool—throwing
into relief Euro-American practices of sense making,.
Anthropologists, for Strathern, always interpret oth-
ers according to their own perspectives or preroga-
tives. “Native” concepts are thrown into relief by
the logic of the Western thought that organizes, and
then presents, them.

Strathern argues that the ways in which anthro-
pologists organize material cannot then aspire to
any kind of status as objective anthropological
tools. Methodological themes and principles must
remain constructs. Yet “constructs” or “con-
structed” is not opposed to “objective” or dealing
with objects; rather, a measure of methodological
self-consciousness sharpens a concern with the
form and scale of the artifacts anthropologists use
in symbolizing their field sites. In particular, anthro-
pologists must beware of too easy an assumption
of the commensurability of image-artifacts across
explanatory contexts. A cautionary example for
anthropologists of the commendably restrained use
of explanatory induction in the use of objects is,
for Strathern, provided in much of experimental
natural science; and in Partial Connections, science
becomes a constructive model for the analysis of
Melanesians’ techniques for understanding their
own social forms.

Partial Connections is thus simultaneously the
document of its own analysis and a palimpsest of
postmodern attitudes in the production of what,
somewhere, passes as knowledge. Positions that
would be broadly accepted by most symbolic anthro-
pologist and actor network theorists, for example,
interpretive feminist readings in a plural frame or
a postcolonial search for neo-Marxist explanatory
totalities in censuring colonial ethnography (i.e., sta-
tistical practices of counting or measurement), are
understood by Strathern only as variants in the field
of constructs. These constructs are further taken
ceaselessly to relate to, or articulate with, each other
in producing complexity, diversity, and difference.
The anthropologist gains her vantage on these com-
plexities (i.e., Strathern’s own), she argues, through
changes of observation and perspective. While this
could mean switching to a more “scientific” idiom,
it could also mean seeking a purchase on contem-
porary society’s distinctly managerial relationship
to knowledge(s). This differs from noninstrumental
anthropological knowledge, which, even if quanti-
fied, retains a certain suppositional character, as
a kind of controlled fiction. Once again, little dis-
tinguishes the epistemological bases or validity of
anthropological knowledge from the “knowledge”
claimed by Melanesians in interpreting their culture.
For Partial Connections, then, knowledge produc-
tion is fictional, but these fictions can enable contes-
tatory thought.

Some people find Strathern’s writing complex and
elliptical. The final effect, though, of her strategic,
almost programmatic, emancipation of the language
from the habitual terms of academic anthropo-
logical discourse is to spur the reader into thought.
This is always enriching, if sometimes unsettling.
For Strathern, field sites, professional-academic
language, and modes of organizing data and even
ethnographic descriptions all present themselves as
aesthetic forms and potential analytical tools. The
effect is to redirect attention both to the meaning
of words, images, and acts (as interested symbolic
anthropologists) and to their work—which she char-
acteristically describes as what “they set in motion.”

Strathern’s thinking and writing keeps the rela-
tions between their descriptive and critical concepts
in a constant state of flux. Her readers likewise
find themselves unsettled by her problematization
of the temporal dimension of anthropological writ-
ings, as she points out how often the authority of
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ethnography is vested in its organizational time
scheme, which lays down the writer’s own analyti-
cal framework and projects the illusion of an “eth-
nographic present.” Yet anthropological analysis
evidently “happens” as much during conceptualiza-
tion and writing up as in data collection. Strathern’s
insistence on the temporality of research, though,
is more than just another version of the critique
of ethnocentrism or a reflection on asymmetrical
power relations between the studied and the student.
In displacing the level of examination, Strathern
repositions the anthropologist as bereft of any form
of analytical authority other than an awareness
of his or her own positionality and the position’s
resources. At the same time, Strathern’s writing does
not disavow her own status within the anthropologi-
cal profession, further tending to make explicit the
differences between social fractions. Her analysis of
kinship, class, and cultural differences aims at their
illumination, not at their dissolution.

Strathern’s pioneer work in reframing anthropol-
ogy so that its objects may include local professional
cultures of accountability and professionalism has
earned her membership in the British Academy
of Science and the honor of damehood. She was
awarded the Rivers Memorial Medal in 1976 and the
Viking Fund Medal in 2003. Despite her insistence
on the context and time frame in which the schol-
arly work was produced, her writings remain fresh,
inspirational pieces of literature and are key texts in
the philosophy of contemporary anthropology.

Strathern retired in June 2008 after 14 years of
chairing the Department of Social Anthropology in
Cambridge. She was also Mistress of Girton College.
She still lives in Cambridge and is currently active in
writing new studies of bioethics and transdiscipli-
narity in academic research.

Maja Petrovié-Steger
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Science
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