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Then he said, “Today, Nisa will just continue to live with us. Some
day, another man will come and marry her. If she stays healthy and her
eyes stand strong, if God doesn’t kill her and she doesn’t die, if God
stalrllds beside her and helps, then we will find another man to give
to her.”

That night, when darkness set, we all slept. I slept beside mother.
When morning broke, Bo took Nukha, her mother, and the others and
they left. I stayed behind. They were gone, finally gone.

We continued to stay at that water hole, eating things, doing
things, and just living. No one talked further about giving me another
husband, and we just lived and lived and lived.

ELISE BOULDING
Women and the Agricultural Revolution

Because women were the foragers or gatherers in hunting-gathering
societies (while men were normally the hunters), women probably de-
veloped agriculture. The earliest form of agriculture was horticulture,
a simple process of planting seeds with a digging stick and tending the
plants in a garden. Sociologist Elise Boulding imagines how the plant-
ing of wild einkorn, a wheatlike grain of the ancient Middle East,
must have transformed the lives of men and women about ten thou-

sand years ago. How might this early agriculture or horticulture have
contributed to women’s power or prestige?

Thinking Historically

Boulding draws a distinction between the early horticultural stage of
agriculture and the later agriculture that depended on animal-drawn
plows. How did this later stage of agriculture change the roles of men
and women?

Is agriculture one stage for the history of women, or are there two

stages? How does our idea of stages of history depend on what we are
studying?
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There is some disagreement about whether the domestication of ani-
mals or plants came first. In fact, both were probably happening at the
same time. There is evidence from campfire remains as long ago as
20,000 B.c.E. that women had discovered the food value of einkorn, a
kind of wild wheat that grows all through the fertile crescent." An en-
terprising Oklahoma agronomist, Professor Jack Harlan of the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma, noticed several years ago, on an expedition to east-
ern Turkey, how thick these stands of wild einkorn grew. He tried
harvesting some, and once he had resorted to a nine-thousand-year-old
flint sickle blade set in a new wooden handle (he tried to use his bare
hands first, with disastrous results), he was able to come away with an
excellent harvest. After weighing what he had reaped, he estimated that
a single good stand of einkorn would feed a family for a whole year.
He also found that the grains had 50 percent more protein than the
wheat we use now in North America for bread flour. Einkorn grains
are found everywhere on the ancient home-base sites of the fertile cres-
cent, either as roasted hulls in cooking hearths, or as imprints in the
mud-and-straw walls of the earliest preagriculture huts.

It would be inevitable that grains from sheaves of einkorn carried in
from a distant field would drop in well-trodden soil just outside the
home base, or perhaps in a nearby pile of refuse. When the band re-
turned the following year to this campsite—perhaps a favorite one, since
not all campsites were revisited—there would be a fine stand of einkorn
waiting for them right at their doorstep. We might say that the plants
taught the women how to cultivate them. Planting, however, was quite a
step beyond just leaving some stalks at the site where they were picked,
to seed themselves for the next year. There was less reason for deliberate
planting as long as bands were primarily nomadic and there was plenty
of game to follow. But in time there was a premium on campsites that
would have abundant grain and fruit and nuts nearby, and then there
was a point in scattering extra grain on the ground near the campsite for
the next year. Because of the construction of the seed, einkorn easily
plants itself, so it was a good plant for initiating humans into agriculture.

Gradually, bands lengthened their stays at their more productive
home bases, harvesting what had been “planted” more or less inten-
tionally, and letting the few sheep they had raised from infancy graze
on nearby hills. One year there would be such a fine stand of wheat at
their favorite home base, and so many sheep ambling about, that a
band would decide just to stay for a while, not to move on that year.

If any one band of nomads could have anticipated what lay in store
for humankind as a result of that fateful decision (made separately by

"The Tigris-Euphrates viver valley, so called because it forms a crescent of highly fertile
Lind berween the Perstan Gull and the uplands near the Mediterranean Sea. [Ed.|




18 Prehistory and the Origins of Patriarchy

thousands of little bands over the next ten thousand years), would they
after all have moved on? While it may have been a relief not to be on
the move, they in fact exchanged a life of relative ease, with enough to
eat and few possessions, for a life of hard work, enough to eat, and
economic surplus. As [archaeologist V. Gordon| Childe says, “a mild
acquisitiveness could now take its place among human desires.”

Successful nomads have a much easier life than do farmers. Among
the !Kung bushmen today, the men hunt about four days a week and
the women only need to work two-and-a-half days at gathering to feed
their families amply for a week. (At that, meat is a luxury item, and
most of the nourishment comes from nuts and roots.) The rest of their
time is leisure, to be enjoyed in visiting, creating, and carrying out ritu-
als, and just “being.”

The First Settlements

For better or worse, the women and the men settled down. They settled
in the caves of Belt and Hotu to a prosperous life of farming and herd-
ing on the Caspian. They settled in Eynan, Jericho, Jarmo, Beidha, Catal
Huyuk, Hacilar, Arpachiyah, and Kherokitia in Cyprus, and in un-
counted villages that no archaeologist’s shovel has touched. These places
were home-base sites first, some going back thousands of years. By
10,000 B.c.E. Eynan had fifty houses, small stone domes, seven meters in
diameter, around a central area with storage pits. This was probably
preagricultural, still a hunting and gathering band, but a settled one.
The village covered two thousand square meters. Each hut had a hearth,
and child and infant burials were found under some of the floors. Three
successive layers of fifty stone houses have been found at the same site,
so it must have been a remarkably stable site for a settlement.

What was life like, once bands settled down? This was almost from
the start a woman’s world. She would mark out the fields for planting,
because she knew where the grain grew best, and would probably work
in the fields together with the other women of the band. There would
not be separate fields at first, but as the former nomads shifted from
each sleeping in individual huts to building houses for family groups of
mother, father, and children, a separate family feeling must have devel-
oped and women may have divided the fields by family groups.

Their fire-hardened pointed digging sticks, formerly used in gather-
ing, now became a multipurpose implement for planting and cultivat-
ing the soil. At harvest time everyone, including the children, would
help bring in the grain. The women also continued to gather fruit and
nuts, again with the help of the children. The children watched the
sheep and goats, but the women did the milking and cheese making,.
Ethnologists who have studied both foraging and ageicultural societies
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comment on the change in the way of life for children that comes with
agriculture. Whereas in foraging societies they have no responsibilities
beyond feeding themselves and learning the hunting and foraging skills
they will need, and therefore they have much leisure, it is very common
in agricultural societies to put children to work at the age of three,
chasing birds from the food plots. Older children watch the animals,
and keep them out of the planted areas.

The agriculture practiced by these first women farmers and their
children, producing enough food for subsistence only, must be distin-
guished from that agriculture which developed out of subsistence farm-
ing and which produced surpluses and fed nonfarming populations in
towns. The first type is commonly called horticulture and is carried out
with hand tools only. The second is agriculture proper, and involves in-
tensive cultivation with the use of plow and (where necessary) irriga-
tion. In areas like the hilly flanks of the fertile crescent in the Middle
East, horticulture moved fairly rapidly into agriculture as it spread to
the fertile plains. As we shall see, trading centers grew into towns and
cities needing food from the countryside. Women and children could
not unaided produce the necessary surpluses, and by the time the dig-
ging stick had turned into an animal-drawn plow, they were no longer
the primary workers of the fields.

The simpler form of farming continued in areas where the soil was
less fertile, and particularly in the tropical forest areas of Africa. Here
soils were quickly exhausted, and each year the village women would
enlist the men in helping to clear new fields which were then burned
over in the slash-and-burn pattern which helped reconstitute the soils
for planting again. The slash-and-burn pattern of horticulture has con-
tinued into this century, since it is a highly adaptive technique for mea-
ger tropical soils. Where the simple horticultural methods continued to
be used, women continued as the primary farmers, always with their
children as helpers. In a few of these societies women continued also in
the positions of power; these are usually the tribes labeled by ethnolo-
gists as matrilocal. Not many tribes have survived into the twentieth
century with a matrilocal pattern, however, though traces of matrilin-
cal descent reckoning are not infrequent.

The first women farmers in the Zagros foothills were very busy.
Not only did they tend the fields and do the other chores mentioned
above, they also probably built the round stone or mud-brick houses in
the first villages. The frequency with which women construct shelters in
foraging societies has already been cited.

Women also began to spend more time on making tools and contain-
ers. No longer needing to hold the family possessions down to what they
could carry, women could luxuriate in being able to choose larger and
heavier grinding stones that crushed grain more efficiently. They could
make containers to hold food stores that would never have to go on the




20 Prebistory and the Origins of Patriarchy

road. They ground fine stone bowls, made rough baskets, and in the
process of lining their baskets with mud accidentally discovered that a
mudlined basket placed in the hearth would come out hardened—the
first pottery. [Archaeologist] Sonja Cole suggests that pottery was in-
vented in Khartoum in Africa about 8000 &.C.E., spreading northwest to
the Mediterranean, but the same process probably happened over and
over again as people became more sedentary.

The evidence from food remains in these early villages, 10,000 to
6000 B.C.E., indicates that men were still hunting, to supplement the
agriculture and modest domestic herds. This means that they were not
around very much. When they were, they probably shared in some of
the home-base tasks.

Evidence from some of the earliest village layouts suggests that
adults lived in individual huts, women keeping the children with them.
Marriage agreements apparently did not at first entail shared living
quarters. As the agricultural productivity of the women increased, and
the shift was made to dwellings for family units, husband-wife interac-
tion probably became more frequent and family living patterns more
complex.

With the accumulation of property, decisions about how it was to
be allocated had to be made. The nature of these agreements is hardly
to be found in the archaeological record, so we must extrapolate from
what we know of the “purest” matrilineal tribes of the recent past.

The senior woman of a family and her daughters and sons formed
the property-holding unit for the family. The senior woman’s brother
would be the administrator of the properties. His power, whether over
property or in political decision making, would be derivative from his
status as brother (usually but not always the oldest) to the senior
woman in a family. This role of the brother, so important in present-
day matrilineal societies, may not have been very important in the pe-
riod we are now considering, between 12,000 and 8000 B.C.E.

GERDA LERNER

The Urban Revolution:
Origins of Patriarchy

Often called “the rise of civilization,” the urban revolution ushered in
many changes five thousand years ago. The city societies or city-states
that developed in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus River Valley
after 3000 B.C.E. gave rise to the first kings, temples, priests, and social
classes, as well as to writing, laws, metallurgy, warfare, markets, and
private property. With the city-state came patriarchy, the assertion of
male power, and the subordination of women—the signs of which
were clear in Sumer and Mesopotamia, both ruled by assemblies of
men or kings. Mesopotamian law codes favored men: Women could
be divorced, punished, or sold into slavery for adultery, while men
could not. Laws also required that women wear veils, restricted
women’s freedom of movement, and treated women as the property of
fathers or husbands.

People in ancient Egypt worshiped their kings as gods. Cities wor-
shiped Sky Father Gods. One Egyptian creation myth describes the
great god Ra emerging from the waters of Nun and creating the
Egyptian universe from his own body. A Mesopotamian creation
story, the Enuma Elish, recounts a primordial battle between the male
god Marduk and the mother goddess Tiamat: Marduk splits Tiamat’s
heart with his arrow and then cracks her dead body in half like a
shellfish, her hollowed-out form becoming heaven and earth.

In this selection, The Creation of Patriarchy, the author, modern
historian Gerda Lerner, gives considerable attention to the way in
which religious ideas changed as city-based states replaced the world
of small Neolithic villages. At the beginning of the selection, Lerner
notes the impact of urban social classes and patriarchy. Because cities
legislated the rule of the rich and powerful classes above the poor and
slaves, there were periods in which some women—the wives and
daughters of wealthy and powerful men— benefited at the expense of
other women. Eventually, though, city law curtailed the freedom of all
women, rich and poor. Despite these restrictions, some women contin-
ued to play a role in popular religion. What was that role? How im-
portant do you think it was?
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