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Women in Patriarchal Societies 

Most Jgricultural civilizations, including Chirta, 
downgraded the status and potential of women, at 
least according ,to modern VVest.ern standards and to 

th.e imp1.1cit standards of hunting and gathering soci­
eties. Agricultural civilizations were characteristically 
patriarchal; that is, they were run by men and based 
on the assumption that men directed political, eco­
nomic, and cultural Life. Furthermore , as agricultural 
civilizations developed over time and became more 
prosperous and more elaborately organized, the sta­
tus of women deteriorated from its initial level. Indi­
vidual famibes wcre normally set up on a patriarchal 
basis. The husband and father derermined fundamen­
tal conditions and fI1Jde the key decisions , and the 
woman gave humble obedience to this male author­
iry at least Ln principle. Patriarchal family structure 
rested on men's control of mOSl or all property, start ­
ing with land itself. Marriage was based on property 
relationships, and it was assumed that marriage, and 
r.herefort su borctination to men, was the normal con­
dition for the vast majority of women . A revealillg 
symptom of patriarchy in famil y life was the fact thar 
after marrying, a woman usually moved co the orbit 
(and often the residence) of her husband 's fanl.ily. 

Characteristic patriaJ"Chal conditions had de\'el­
oped in Mesopotarnian civilization. j\.hrriages were 
arranged for women by their parents , and a formal 
contract was drawn up. The husband served as author­
iry over ll is wife and children JUSt as he did over his 
slaves. Early Sumerians may have given women greater 
latintde than t.hey enjoyed later on. Their religion 
artributed considerable power ro female sexuali ty, and 
their law gave women important. rights, so that they 
could nor be treated as outright property. Still, even iIl 
Sumerian law, the adultery of a wife was punishable by 
death, while a husband's adultery WJS treated far more 
Jigbtly--a double standard characteristic of patriar­
ehaJism. Mesopotamian socieTies a.fi:cr Sumerian times 
began to emphasize the importance of a woman's vLr­
ginity at marriage and to impose the veil on respectable 
women when they were in public to emphasize their 
modesty. These changes showed a progres.>ive cramp­
ing ofwomm's social position and daily freedom. At 
all points a good portion of ,\/lesopoLU1uan law (such 
a.s the Hammurabic code) was given over to prescrip­
rions for women, assuring certain basic protections but 
ckarl), emphasizing lillUts and inferiority. 

Specific patriarchal condjtions varied from one 
agricultural Civilization to another. Tbis means that 
comparisons arc important, and sometimes subtle. 

Egyptian civilization gave uPRer-class women more 
credit than Mesopotamia did, \I-nd there were several 
powerful queens. Jewish law tr~ced descendance from 
mothers rather than fathers, th ugh it held women to 

be ,eparate and inferior even in worship. Confucian ­
ism, in China, had i.mportant· . plications for women, 
involving recommendations of good treatment but 
amid demonstrations of defer9nce and subservience 
to men. Variery, in other woros, operated within a 
clearly patriarchal framework. I ­

vVhy was patriarchaJism solpcrvasive? As agriClll­
mre improved with the use Qf belrer techniques, 
women's labor, rhough still absolutely vital, became 
less important than it had been in httnting -and -gath­
ering societies. Tlus was particuJarly true ill the upper 
classes and in (jties, where me n frequently took over 
the mOst· productive work-qraft production, for 
example-and political leaders~ip. The iruerior posi ­
tion of women was less marked in peasant families, 
where tlleir work was essential. More generaJJy, agri­
cultural socieries "vere based on Iconcepts of property. 
It seemed essential for men to tnow who their heirs 
were, in order to pass along lpnd; and this meant 
a rteoti on to regulating womenfs sexuality, to cry to 

assure faithfulness. AJI this help~ explain why women 
became seen as' both inferior arid ornamental, really 
as part of m~n's property. Paqiarchalism, in sum, 
responded to economic and iegjU conditions in agri­
cultural civilizations and often rkepened over time 

Patriarchalism raises important questions abolll 
women themselves . Many womqn internalized patri ­
archal culrure, believing r.hat rl~ey should obey and 
plea.se men and agreeing r.hat thfY wen:: inferior. Bur 
patriarchalism did nor preclude some important 
option.s for women. In many societies a minority of 
women t'ould gain some relief through religious func ­
tions, wh.ich could provide them a chance to operate 
iodependent of family structures . Patriarchal laws 
defined some rights for women even within marriage, 
protecting them at least in r.heCDry from the worsr 
abuses. Confucian theorists argu d that women must 
obey men bur urged men to tH:'l t them decently in 
rerum. Women could also wield informal power in 
pauiarchaJ societies by their em090nal hold over hus­
bands or sons. Such power was indirect, behind the 
scenes, bm a forc-enll woman nU&ht use these means 
to figure prominently in a socierl"s his(Qry. Women 
could ;tlso form networks , wirhinja large household. 
Older women, who commanded the obedience of 
many dallghters-in-bw 3S weli as unmarried daugh­
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ters and servant women, could powerfully shape the 
activities of a family. 

The fact remains that patri;u·chalism was a com· 
manding theme in most agricultural civilizations. 
Enforcement of patriarchalism, through law and cul­
ture, provided one means by which these societies 
regulated their members and tried to achieve order. 
While women were not reduced to literal servitude 
by most patriarchal systems, th ey might have come 
close . Their options were severely constrain;.d .. Girls 
were reared to accept patriarchal conditions, and boys 
were fully conscious of their own superiority. In many 
agricultural civilizations, patriarchalism dictated t.hat 
boys, because of their importance in carrying on the 

family name and cruef eFonomic activities , we[(~ more 
likely to survive. When fpopulation excess threatened 
a family's weU-being, patriarchal ass umptions often 
determined that female/infants be killed as a meilIls of 
population control. 

Questions: How dGl you think most WOrht n 
I 

reared in a patriarchal society would reac" to 


their conditions> 0hat might cause differ­

ences in women's conditions in patriarchal 

societies, or from lone society to another? 

Why were upper-c)ass women often consid ­
ered more inferior to men than lower-cla ss 


women were> How (eviL!) p,t:r(l;fA£.Ci4I\LrSJ'\. 
&i C::c",SSVEi.E (') A ~~ c F 

Cu~ru~ (;luc.? 



