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Most agricultural civilizations, including China,
downgraded the status and potential of women, at
least according to modern Western standards and to
the implicit 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 politcal, eco-
nomic, and cultural life. Furthermorc, as agriculrural
civilizations developed over time and became more
prosperous and more elaborately organized, the sta-
tus of women deteriorated from its initial level. Indi-
vidual farmulies were normally set up on a patriarchal
basis. The husband and father determined fundamen-
tal conditions and rnade the key decisions, and the
woman gave humble obedience to this malc author-
ity at least in priuciple. Patriarchal family structure
rested on men’s control of most or all property, start-
ing with land itsclf. Marriage was based on property
relationships, and it was assumed that marriage, and
therefore subordination to men, was the normal con-
didon for the vast majority of women. A revealing
symptom of patriarchy in family life was the fact thar
after marrying, a woman usually moved to the orbit
(and often the residence) of her husband’s family:

Characteristic patnarchal conditons had devel-
oped in Mesopotamian civilization. Marriages were
arranged for women by their parents, and a formal
contract was drawn up. The husband scrved as author-
ity over his wife and children just as he did over his
slaves. Early Sumerians may have given women greater
latitude than they c¢njoyed later on. Their religion
artribured considerable power to feinale sexualiry, and
their law gave women ymportant rights, so that they
could not be treated as outright property. Still, even in
Sumerian law, the adultery of a wife was punishable by
death, while a husband’s adultery was treated far more
lightly-—a double standard characteristic of patriar-
chalism. Mesopotamian societies after Sumerian times
began to emphasize the importance of a woman’s vir-
glnity at marriage and ro impose the veil on respectable
woren when they were in public to emphasize their
modesty. These changes showed a progressive cramp-
ing of women’s social position and daily freedom. At
all points a good portion of Mesopntamian law (such
as the Hammurabic code) was given over to prescrip-
tions for women, assuring ccrtain basic protections but
clearly emphasizing limits and inferiority.

Specific patriarchal conditions variced from one
agriculrural civilization to another. This means that
coinparisons are important, and sometimes subtle.

Women in Patriarchal Societies

Egyptian civilization gave upper-class women more
credit than Mesopotamia did, knd there were several
powerful queens. Jewish law traced descendance from
mothers rather than fathers, though it held women to
be separate and inferior even in worship. Confucian-
ism, in China, had importaat implications for women,
involving recommendauons of good treatment but
amid demonstrations of deférgnce and subservience
to men. Variery, in other words, operated within a
clearly patriacchal framework.

Why was patriarchalism so!pervasive? As agrical-
turc improved with the use of betrer rechniques,
worhen’s labor, though still absolutely vital, became
less important than it had been in hunting-and-gath-
ering socicties. This was particujarly truc in the upper
classes and in cities, where men frequently took over
the most productive work—craft production, for
example—and poligcal Icadersh‘ip, The inferior posi-
tion of women was less marked in peasant families,
where their work was essential. More generally, agn-
cultural societies were based on concepts of property.
It seemed essental for men to know who their heirs
were, In order to pass along ltnd; and this meant
attention to regulating women’s sexuality, to try to
assure faithfulness. All this helps explain why women
became seen as both inferior arjd ornamental, really
as part of men’s property. Patfiarchalism, in sum,
responded to economic and legal condirions in agri-
cultural civilizadons and often decpened over ume.

Patriarchalism raises important questions about
women themselves. Many womgdn internalized patri-
archal culture, believing that r[jcy should obey and
please men and agreeing that they were inferior. Bur
patriarchalism did nor preclude some important
options for women. In many societies a minority of
womeén fould gain some rclief thlough religious func-
tions, which could provide them a chance to operate
independent of family suwuctures. Patriarchal laws
defined some rights for women even within marriage,
protecting them at least in theory from the worst
abuses. Confucian theorists argued that women must
obey men bur urged men to treat them decently in
return. Women could also wield informal power in
patriarchal societics by their emortjonal hold over hus-
bands or sons. Such power was indirect, behind the
scenes, but a forceful woman might use these means
to figure prominently in a socieﬁr’s history. Women
could also form networks, within a large household.
Older women, who cormnmanded the obedience of

many davghters-in-law as well as unmarried daugh-
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ters and servant women, could powerfully shape the
activities of a family.

The fact remains that patriarchalism 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, they might have come
close. Their options were severely constraingd. Girls
were reared to accept patriarchal condidons, and boys
were fully conscious of their own superiority. In many
agricultural civilizatons, patriarchalism dictated that
boys, because of their importance in carrying on the

family name and chief eponomic activities, were more
likely to survive. Whenipopulation excess threatened
a family’s well-being, gfar_riarchal assumptions often -
determined that female|infants be killed as a means of

population control.

Questions: How do you think most womien
reared in a patriarci’mi society would react to
their conditions? What might cause differ-
ences in women’siconditions in patriarchal
socicties, or from| one society to another?
Why were upper-class women often consid-
ered more inferiof to men than lower-class
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