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For all of the women – and men – in history whose work remains invisible









About the Book


THE UNTOLD STORY OF HOW WOMEN MADE THE WORLD WEALTHY


Humanity's journey from poverty to prosperity is filled with men who have become household names. But how many female entrepreneurs, merchants and industrialists can you name?


Economica places women at the centre of the story of economic growth. Starting in the Stone Age and continuing to the present day, it takes the reader through the key economic milestones of the past twelve millennia – from the birth of farming to the advent of computing – all told through the experiences of women as well as men.


Historian Victoria Bateman weaves a thrilling, globe-spanning narrative that proves women weren't 'missing' from economic life, they were merely hidden from view. We discover the female workers who helped to build the Great Pyramid of Giza, and to plumb the city of ancient Rome; the silk weavers who made a vital contribution to the development of the Silk Road and global trade; the women who dominated London's brewing trade during medieval times; and the brave twentieth-century pioneers who fought to make our economies not just richer but fairer.


Economica rewrites our understanding of women's role in the economy, and tells a more accurate economic history of us all.
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Introduction



Women are, quite literally, the origin of the world. The survival of the human race depends intimately on women’s reproductive efforts. While sixty percent of women’s prime age years have historically been spent either in pregnancy or breastfeeding, men have, instead, been expected to ‘bring home the bacon’, sustaining their wives and children with the money earned by working in fields and factories, or as butchers, bakers and candlestick makers.1 Men have been the ‘producers’, paid in money, while women have been considered the ‘reproducers’, paid in an altogether different currency – the love that makes the world go around. Or so the story goes.


The journey of humanity from poverty to prosperity – a journey that is ongoing today – is bursting with men who have become household names, from Giovanni de’ Medici, John D. Rockefeller and Henry Ford through to Vladimir Lenin, Mahatma Gandhi and Bill Gates. But how many female entrepreneurs, merchants, industrialists and economic revolutionaries can you name? You would be forgiven for thinking that, until very recently, there were none at all. Even today, if we gathered in one room all those who have gone from rags to riches, it would be a room full to the brim with men: fewer than six percent of the world’s self-made billionaires are women.2


Unsurprisingly, rather than being seen as the creators of wealth, women are commonly assumed to be the passive beneficiaries of the economic growth created by their fathers, husbands and brothers. We assume that economic history is made by men: that it is their entrepreneurial talent, their hard labour on farms and in factories, and their revolutionary ideas that have, generation after generation, lifted us out of a time when life was ‘poor, nasty, brutish and short’.3


But what about Phryne, the richest woman in ancient Athens, who offered to finance rebuilding the walls of Thebes after the city was razed to the ground by Alexander the Great? Or the canny businesswoman Khadija, better known as the first wife of Muhammad, who, after employing him to look after her troop of trading caravans, proposed to the prophet-to-be? And what about Johanna Ferrour, who helped orchestrate the Peasants’ Revolt in fourteenth-century London? Or Priscilla Wakefield, the writer who set up the first English bank for women and children, or Madam Tinubu, in her time the wealthiest and most influential trader in Lagos, driven into exile by the British, or Ching Shih, a sex worker turned pirate who amassed a fleet of ships that controlled trade in the South China Sea? And have you ever heard of Helen Walton, who grew her ‘five and dime’ store into an American supermarket empire, or Sarojini Naidu, who led an economic campaign of resistance against British rule in India, or Zhang Xin, ‘the woman who built Beijing’?4 And, just as importantly, what about the everyday women who laboured for the profit of others: the women who helped to build the Egyptian pyramids, the female slaves who worked on plantations or as domestics, the bare-breasted coal miners of the British Industrial Revolution, the ‘convict maids’ who laid the foundations of modern-day Australia, the female market-traders of Senegal, and the teenage girls who by day spun cotton in Boston’s factories and by night penned their own literary journal? And, of course, the women who labour in many a sweatshop in places like Bangladesh and Vietnam today?


When I first set out to write this book, I thought that I would be racking my brains – and endlessly scouring historical sources – in an effort to find enough women to fill the pages that follow. Once I began to look, though, I quickly realised that I could fill not just one book but multiple volumes. Women have never been ‘missing’ from economic life; they have simply been hidden from view by those writing the history books. Given that, until relatively recently, most universities did not admit women, this is hardly surprising; most historians, and most economists, were men. Even today, there are twice as many men as there are women writing about the economy.5 Fortunately, change is happening. It is thanks to the work of modern-day historians, archaeologists and archivists that the women workers and entrepreneurs of the past can be brought back to life and given the recognition that they deserve.


But, ultimately, this book isn’t simply about placing the spotlight on women. Having spent twenty years teaching economic history at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge, I am driven by a passion to weave together the threads of history into a single narrative that includes not only the lives of men but also the lives of women. We cannot understand the progress of our economies just by looking at the lives of men, nor can we simply supplement our current economic histories with a few additional lines – littered here and there – on what the other fifty percent of the population were doing with their time. The whole is, as ever, more than the sum of its parts. Once you ‘add women and stir’, our understanding of the past changes forever. What follows isn’t simply a history of women; it is instead a more accurate economic history of us all.


As we delve into the past and span the globe, we will transport ourselves to the centres of prosperity in each period of human history, taking in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Norte Chico Peru, the Indus Valley, ancient Greece, the Roman Empire, the Islamic ‘Abbāsid Empire, Song China, Spanish America, the Dutch Golden Age, Industrial Revolution Britain, colonial West Africa, twentieth-century America, twenty-first-century China, and more. We will consider what types of work women were doing in different periods of history, what challenges they faced and how their pay – and treatment – compared with that of their male counterparts. We will immerse ourselves in all the important economic moments of the past twelve millennia: the birth of farming, the invention of bronze and iron, the transition from feudalism to capitalism, the emergence of empires and global trade, the American War of Independence, the French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, the rise and fall of European colonisation, the Russian Revolution, the Great Depression, the advent of computing, the Global Financial Crisis, the rise of modern-day China, and today’s clean-tech revolution – all told through the perspectives of women as well as men.


Despite the many forces that have conspired against our female forebears, and their undeniable contributions within the home – without which, as we will see, the economy could not function – we will find that women have featured in almost every aspect of the economy. Amongst the numerous other roles and occupations, we will meet the female hunters of Stone Age Peru, the women plumbers of ancient Rome, the lady brewers of medieval London, the merchant queens of eighteenth-century West Africa, and the female computer engineers of the twentieth century. The sources that we will encounter in the process of documenting women’s working lives are eye-opening: ancient seal impressions (the product labels and signatures of the ancient world); fingerprints on centuries-old pottery; petitions to kings and queens; court records; government tax registers; bank-account records; tombs, sculptures and paintings; marriage records; and even women’s business cards from eighteenth-century London. Taken together, these sources help to provide a compelling and undeniable account of women’s long-standing contribution to our global economy.


By spanning time and place, we will find ourselves asking: How involved have women been in the business world? What type of jobs were women doing in the past? Is women’s hard work enough to guarantee that women themselves are recognised and rewarded for their efforts? Does where women work – whether inside or beyond the home – matter in terms of how much they are valued by society? What are the greatest obstacles to women’s full participation in the economy? Is paid work exploitative or liberating? How does the gender pay gap today compare with that in the past? And have the most successful economies – those that have accomplished the most – been those where women have been able to participate most fully? The answers not only inform the present, but will also help us to navigate our way to a more prosperous – and hopefully more equal – future.


At present, only one in two of the world’s working-age women are in receipt of a pay cheque, compared with more than three in four men.6 Globally, women who do work earn an average of only seventy-seven cents of every dollar earned by men.7 Women occupy only a fifth of corporate board positions and run only ten percent of Fortune 500 companies.8 While men are climbing the career ladder, women are still busy in the home providing three-quarters of all unpaid care.9 Every day of the week, women spend an average of 2.4 hours more on care than men.10 And not all of this care has been chosen. While many women might be making their own choices when it comes to the size of their families, others are denied that choice. Only half of women in developing countries are able to access contraception or have the right to say no to sexual intercourse with their husband.11 Since fewer women go out to work than men, then this, combined with the gender wage gap, means that women take home only fifty-seven percent of what men earn each year, leaving them financially dependent and at greater risk of poverty.12 Even more substantial than the gender gaps in employment and pay is the disparity in wealth between men and women. Women own far less of the planet than men: across the world, women constitute less than fifteen percent of agricultural landholders – in North Africa and the Middle East, that figure is fewer than five percent.13 If there were as many female billionaires in the world as there are male billionaires, we would have six times as many Taylor Swifts, Sheryl Sandbergs and Oprah Winfreys.14 Importantly, and as we will see, economic inequality isn’t purely the result of women being busy in the home; it is also a product of legal and social practices that limit women’s freedom to work, their ability to access bank accounts or credit, their right to own property and their right to inherit. The notion that a woman should be able to earn money, to keep and invest the money she earns, to do so proudly, and to spend it as she pleases, cannot – sadly – be taken for granted.


The issues that women face today are not new. As we will see, employment gaps, seniority gaps, pay gaps and wealth gaps have been a feature of many societies in the past. In the royal cloth workshops in ancient Sumeria, women dominated on the factory floor while men were more likely to be found working as overseers, and even women who did make it into senior roles were paid only a third as much as men.15 In ancient Egypt, where men and women were relatively equal compared with many other civilisations, it was nevertheless the case that only twelve percent of landowners were women.16 In ancient Athens, women faced a level of seclusion that rivals that seen in modern-day Afghanistan. In the Roman world, where women had far greater freedoms than in Greece, Emperor Augustus – employing a rhetoric that resembles modern-day social conservatism – launched an attack on working women and encouraged them instead to reproduce for the good of Rome.


As we will see, rather than being one long march towards economic liberation for women, history has been a roller-coaster ride. The pendulum has swung between periods in which women’s involvement in the economy has been welcomed and rewarded, and periods when it has been obstructed and rendered invisible. After all, patriarchs typically did not want to admit that women were the source of their riches. Success was instead attributed solely to men – the astute rulers, brave warriors, savvy merchants and creative geniuses that populate the history books. Legends developed that warned of uncontrollable women who distracted emperors, leaving their nation vulnerable to invasion, or of women who wreaked havoc – Pandora-style – by refusing to obey. The ancient Greeks, the Islamic Empire and numerous Chinese and Indian dynasties adopted the same mantra: that women’s freedom was the cause of past ruin, and that only by restricting women – their bodies, their movements and their choices – could future prosperity be guaranteed. The irony, as we will see, was that it created a vicious cycle of economic ruin that led to the collapse of many a civilisation. Indeed, in what were once some of the wealthiest economies of the world (including ancient Egypt, Iran and India), women live a far more restricted life today than they ever did – and the economy has paid the price. China has been one of the few historic civilisations to realise its mistake, resulting in what is the greatest economic success story of the modern day. And it was also, as we will see, by increasing women’s freedoms that the West was able to make its way from being a global economic backwater to dominating the global economy.


From the most successful women of their day to those who struggled to make ends meet, this is the story of how, throughout history, millions of women have managed to financially support themselves, their families and their communities, providing food to fill stomachs and clothes and fuel to keep warm, along with the plays, books and songs that have kept everyone entertained. It is the story of how women have made the world rich.
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Description

Black and white map of the first five global centres of economic prosperity. These early civilisations are Peru, China, Indus Valley, Egypt and Mesopotamia.
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Hunters, Farmers and Clothiers:
The Women of the Stone Age


Long ago, when we more closely resembled apes than we did human beings, the male of the species could not be relied upon to ‘provide’. Mating males roamed the land and impregnated females who were quite literally left ‘holding the baby’. Deadbeat dads generated economic needs in the form of extra mouths while single mums had to meet these needs by foraging for food and searching for a suitably dry cave in which to shelter their brood. Men provisioned for themselves, whereas women provisioned for the next generation. The economic survival of the human race thereby depended on the hard work of mothers – work that was more of a necessity than a choice. Then, between eight and five million years ago, something changed. As Africa – the homeland of the earliest humans – experienced drought, food became harder to source, and the most successful communities were those where men cooperated with women rather than abandoning them.1 We began to work together to source food and, in the process, evolved to walk on two legs. As fathers learned to share parental responsibility, doting dads replaced cads in what was an age of primitive stone tools, woolly mammoths and sabre-toothed tigers. With time, as global warming made other parts of the world more habitable, these early bands went in search of new land, crossing into the Middle East, with some venturing eastwards to China and others westwards to Spain.2 Some time between 30,000 and 15,000 BCE, our ancestors reached the Americas.3 The ‘Flintstones’ were populating the globe.


This chapter places women at the heart of the Stone Age. Contrary to the popular image of muscular and hairy men who journeyed far and wide to hunt for wild beasts in order to provide for meek women who pottered around their caves caring for infants, we will see that our understanding of the past has recently undergone a sexual revolution. Not only did women hunt alongside men, but they also had their hands quite literally to the grindstone, grinding as well as planting the seeds that helped transform foragers into farmers, ushering in the first economic revolution in history. But, as we will also see, it was in this transition to a more settled life – one that we might recognise today, with chickens and pet dogs – that patriarchy began to take root. This is the story of how sexism first began.


Reindeer in Paris


The story of mankind passed down through the generations is one of distinct gender division; of strong men and docile women who took on completely different roles within their hunter-gatherer communities.4 Today, when it comes to understanding gender inequalities, appeal is often made to our historic past: that men behave one way because they were the hunters and women behave another because they took on an altogether different role, sealing the fate of generations to come. Gender equality, we are told, is at odds with human evolution; social conservatives instead would like us to aim for complementarity – a world in which men and women continue with the different roles they were ascribed in the Stone Age. It is a story of the past that is, however, now being overturned.


In 2018, high in the hills of Peru, some thirteen thousand feet above sea level, archaeologists uncovered the remains of a young woman. She was buried alongside a twenty-four-piece hunting kit, including long, pointed projectiles, a knife and meat-processing tools. Initially, the young woman was presumed to be male. It has long been standard practice in archaeology to assume that any skeleton found with hunting gear or weapons was, by default, male. While some thought otherwise, the woman’s skeleton had deteriorated so badly that it was, in fact, difficult to prove. But, through new scientific analysis – which uses teeth instead of bones – archaeologists were, at last, able to establish the truth: that the remains of this particular hunter were in fact female.5


Known to archaeologists as ‘Wilamaya Patjxa individual 6’ (WMP6), we can understand more about this spear-throwing young woman than might initially meet the eye. She lived nine thousand years ago, as part of a hunter-gatherer community in the Andean highlands, where the land was barren, speckled only with the occasional tuft of grass and – of course – the infrequent wild beast. In a constant battle to find food to stave off hunger, she would have been continually on the move, hunting deer and vicuña – a small member of the camel family – and sharing the resultant meat with her wider community. The mountains would have looked like they continued forever, and would have offered little in terms of natural vegetation, though they did afford a diet of wild potatoes. Feeling cold would have been an everyday occurrence, and hypoxia (shortness of breath caused by a lack of oxygen) would have been a constant risk. Exactly why she passed away between the ages of seventeen and nineteen we can only hypothesise, but the fact that she was ceremoniously laid to rest with her tools – which were still in full working order and so could easily have been put to use by another hunter – suggests that she was respected and held in high esteem. Her life and her contribution to her community were being honoured.


This Peruvian huntress, today known by the local population as Warawara (‘star’), was, it turns out, not alone. Of the twenty-seven big-game hunters uncovered in archaeological sites across the Americas dating to the period between 12,000 and 8000 BCE, eleven – some forty percent – have now been identified as female.6 While some have questioned whether women buried with tools really were hunters, the hunting technology of the day is entirely consistent with the evidence that women did indeed hunt. The weapon of choice amongst early hunters was a spear-thrower known as the atlatl, a precursor to the bow and arrow. Proficiency could be achieved at a young age, meaning that females could become proficient hunters well before the onset of childbearing. Furthermore, hunting was a communal task, one which involved not only throwing spears but also finding and droving big game. Everyone could make a valuable contribution to the hunt.


On the left bank of the Seine, about forty kilometres outside present-day Paris, archaeologists have uncovered an almost perfectly preserved hunting ground and butchery camp occupied by a group of about thirty people some thirteen thousand years ago. Perhaps the most standout feature of the site is that it is filled to the brim with the bones of around seventy-six reindeer. This isn’t a random location along the Seine; it is located at a ford in the river, providing a natural place where wild animals could cross from one bank to another, albeit slowly as they battled the currents in the water. Rather than requiring humans to set their own animal traps, the river acted as one big snare, allowing groups of hunters to capture multiple big game in one go.7


While the fruits of the hunters’ labour could be quickly gained, the processing of the captured beasts required an immense team effort. In addition to a combination of spear-wielding and droving, numerous hands were needed to process, butcher and preserve the meat. Each unlucky reindeer needed to be cut up and cured, with their antlers harvested and hides removed. The resources yielded from the hunt went well beyond meat, and the archaeological remains suggest that this involved people of all ages, sexes and talents.8


While big-game hunting has left its mark, the contribution of Stone Age gatherers has – until recently – gone under the radar. Unlike hunting, gathering was something archaeologists and anthropologists long assumed to be women’s work. As a result, it is also the area of work that they considered the least important. Recent research, however, indicates that plants, shellfish and small creatures snared in nets and traps formed the mainstay of the hunter-gatherer diet, particularly in landscapes more hospitable than the one inhabited by our Peruvian huntress. The historian Merry Wiesner-Hanks suggests that it might therefore be more accurate to refer to early humans as ‘gatherer-hunters’ rather than ‘hunter-gatherers’, while some have dropped the hunting element altogether and instead refer simply to ‘forager societies’.9 The assumption that hunting was key – and was carried out by men – is rapidly being overturned, and so too is our wider understanding of the Stone Age economy.


Decomposing Women’s Work


In some ways, it wasn’t the ancestors of engineers and inventors who instigated the first ‘industrial’ turn in human history, but instead the humble cook. Crunchy, naturally occurring plants and chewy raw meat – freshly removed from the carcass of an animal – can wreak havoc with digestion. Most primates spend hours of their time simply chewing. Gorillas chew for six and a half hours every day, while grazing animals have little time for either work or play as they are constantly eating in order to fulfil their calorific needs.10 It is little wonder that cattle produce up to 500 litres of methane a day, most of which is the product of burping. The invention of cooking – the ability to soften food and to render it less toxic – aided human digestion and freed up time for other types of productive activity.


Cooking involved harnessing the power of fire. Meat and fish could either be placed on an open fire – barbecue-style – or in a pit in the ground lined with heated stones and covered with plant matter, where the food could instead be roasted. By about 30,000 BCE, early cooks had also invented flatbread.11 Not only did cooking free the human race from a life of indigestion; the ability to cook food down into a mush liberated women from a much lengthier period of breastfeeding.12 As stomachs of all ages were filled with hot cooked food, life’s little luxuries were born. Time previously spent chewing, digesting and breastfeeding could now be devoted to other tasks. This creation of ‘spare time’ meant that our growing brainpower – fuelled by protein – could be put to good use. Over the course of the Stone Age, fibres, reeds, animal skin and leaves were turned into a plethora of new products: cloths, mats, animal traps, fishing nets and blankets. This was an age of creativity and – unlike today – everything was organic.


While the chipped stone tools more commonly associated with the Stone Age have survived the ravages of time, the much wider material culture of the era has disintegrated and decomposed. In today’s forager societies, nine in ten objects are produced using perishable materials, and much of their production is carried out by women.13 The artisanal skill involved is impressive, but, unlike flint tools, any such perishable items produced in the past have long since vanished, fuelling the impression that the economy was dominated by men who, when they weren’t hunting, were instead chipping away at stone. Perhaps, as a result, the Stone Age has been misnamed. Once we recognise the plethora of work carried out by women, this period of human history might be better referred to as the Stone Plus Age.


A piece of string helps to unlock the secrets of this perishable past. Discovered only recently, it is the oldest surviving fibre-based artefact from human history, dating to around 40,000–50,000 BCE. Only 6.2 mm long and 0.5 mm wide, the string was found three metres underground on the surface of a stone tool fragment at the archaeological site of Abri du Maras, France, on a tributary of the Rhône River.14 The string was constructed by twisting together three pieces of tree-bark fibre, displaying the same skills that would later lead to the development of spinning and weaving. While the earliest pieces of woven cloth have long since decomposed, evidence of their existence is visible in the neatly woven textile impressions found on 28,000-year-old fragments of clay in the region spanning from Moravia (in modern-day Czechia) down to Mesopotamia in the Middle East.15 It is likely that the criss-cross checkerboard impressions were accidental rather than intentional – the result of handling clay while holding a piece of cloth. Some of the first fired-clay items in human history were small sculptures of animals and humans, and their fragments can in turn reveal quite a lot about who produced them. Those found in abundance in archaeological sites in Czechia, dating to between 25,000 and 15,500 BCE, bear fingerprints with fine ridges, suggesting that women were the ones working the clay.16 Indicative of their creation by women, early pots had a distinctly female flavour of decoration, featuring numerous symbols of fertility.17


The processes used in the production of perishable items have also left another kind of mark: on the jaws of female skeletons.18 Basketry – which was vital for everything from fishing to fetching – required the careful preparation of plant fibres, such as stripping rushes of their outer layers. When carried out orally, and at great speed, the stripping process creates grooves on human teeth. Evidence suggests that the female mouth was also all-important when working animal hides into leather goods: chewing was part of the process used to soften the skins. Similarly, when it came to weaving cloth while on the move, teeth could be helpful as a third hand – something which would not surprise any modern-day seamstress.19 While the products of these women’s labour have since decayed, looking carefully at the toll taken on their bodies, the evidence of their contribution to the ‘gatherer-hunter’ economy is abundantly clear. Not only were women hunting and gathering alongside men; they were pivotal to the invention of manufacturing.


Fashioning the Farm


When life was nomadic, belongings needed to be kept to a bare minimum. As today, there was a limit to how much people could carry while on the move – albeit in the age of baskets rather than suitcases that limit would have been somewhat less. Once humans began to settle down in one place, this constraint was lifted and ‘manufacturing’ could reach a whole new level. In Turkey, Syria and Israel, permanent homesteads started to appear by around 10,000 BCE, millennia ahead of the colder northern parts of the continent, where people continued to wander the grassy plains. The first villages comprised between ten and fifty families, who likely worked together – Amish-style – to clear the land, to construct shelter and to create pens for animals.20 With this more sedentary existence, people could now possess much more than they literally ‘stood up in’, ushering in a material world like never before.


After forming settled communities, and as a step on from hunting and gathering, our ancestors began collecting the seeds of wild cereals and planting them on land suitable for human habitation, where – for the first time – they grew their own food. Alongside, animals were captured, placed in pens and bred for their meat. Land was increasingly enclosed, fenced off and farmed, no doubt making life more difficult for those who continued with the more nomadic way of life. Unsurprisingly, the assumption has been that the development of farming – like hunting – was a largely male endeavour. But, in the legends of the Inca, it was a woman – Mama Huaco – who first introduced corn to the Andes and, according to no less an authority than Charles Darwin, it would have been strange if women had not been involved in the invention and diffusion of farming more generally.21 Women were perfectly capable of using a hoe and a digging stick, which was the height of farming sophistication in the Neolithic.22 Since women were hunters, why indeed could they not also have been some of our earliest farmers? And, for those societies where men really were more likely to be away from the village hunting for animals or fishing in the seas, isn’t it then even more likely that the women – left behind – would have been the ones collecting and planting the first seeds? Indeed, if women were, like today, the people most likely to be cleaning the toilet, then they would have been the first to notice the way in which seeds naturally sprouted from the human excrement deposited in latrines, which likely provided the first natural example of the potential for planting (rather than simply eating) seeds.23 As the archaeologist Dani Nadel writes, when it comes to planting the first crops ‘it’s impossible to say who had the idea first, man or woman . . . It’s difficult to know for certain what happened 20,000, 12,000 or 10,000 years ago . . . But perhaps we have denied women a very important role.’24


While we will never know for sure who fenced off and sowed the first fields, archaeological evidence suggests that women were the ones on the front line, milling the grain and transforming it into something edible. Female skeletons from the 9,500-year-old Abu Hureyra settlement in Syria show visible joint damage and lesions on the ankles, toes, knees and lower backs.25 More or less every home had its own grindstone, and grinding cereals was no mean feat: it involved kneeling at a grinding stone fixed to the floor, moving back and forth while exerting physical force for a prolonged period of time. To produce enough flour to feed a family of six, you would need to grind grain in this way for two to three hours a day every day.26 No wonder it took a toll on the female body.


Recent research has also revealed something rather radical: that farms existed to supply us with clothing as much as they did to supply us with food. Around the time that humans settled down to farm the land, the climate underwent a mighty shift. The end of the Ice Age had brought warmer weather, leading to the release of glacial meltwater that created a sudden and unexpected drop in global temperatures, which presented quite a challenge for a scantily clad species that had long since lost its own fur.27 Not only were our ancestors left feeling cold, but as sea levels rose, evaporation increased and rains became more frequent, meaning that we needed a form of clothing that could breathe in the humid weather and protect us from the rain. At the same time, woolly mammoths and other sizeable beasts did not much like the change in the climate, and those that did manage to survive were quickly hunted to extinction for their skins.28 Societies in the Middle East, the Indus Valley and China therefore hatched a plan: to domesticate sheep and goats, which could in turn be bred for their fleeces.29 In the Andean highlands of Peru, llamas and alpacas provided an equivalent source of wool.30 Farm animals were, in other words, ‘walking wardrobes’ as much as they were walking larders.31 That may well explain why, for the Incas, killing an alpaca has traditionally been considered criminal.32 Alongside using animals, people ingeniously began to turn plants into cloth: Egypt cultivated flax, China grew hemp, and the Indus Valley domesticated cotton. So too did northern Peru, where cotton cultivation – which began 8,000 years ago – predates both corn and the chilli pepper.33 Nearby in Mexico, the earliest textiles were woven from the cactus-like maguey plant, while in Papua New Guinea, where the signs of an early civilisation are only just being discovered, the first domesticated banana – which was somewhat less edible than modern-day varieties – was likely grown for its fibres more than for its flavour.34 Across the world, our ancestors were cultivating plants and breeding animals in order to clothe our wet and cold bodies, not just to fill our stomachs.35 For the first time, clothing was becoming big business. Farming and cloth-making were inextricably linked.


Weaving cloth required serious equipment, providing further reason to pursue a more sedentary lifestyle. Looms loom large: whether it is conducted horizontally or vertically, weaving takes up space. In parts of the world where the weather suited courtyard and rooftop living, weaving tended to take place on the floor, with the fibres stretched out horizontally on a large frame. With these ‘warp’ threads in place, the weaver could then weave the ‘weft’ in and out between the parallel strands. Funerary art from ancient Egyptian tombs suggests that horizontal looms were being used by women from as early as 4500 BCE.36 Where the weather was less well suited to the outdoors, looms instead stood tall – as if flipped ninety degrees – with the fibres stretched across a vertical as opposed to horizontal frame. In the case of these vertical looms, the weaver typically used a set of weights attached to the bottom of each set of warp threads to hold them in place during the weaving process. While the wooden frames have disintegrated with time, the weights – typically made from clay – have been found by archaeologists in the residential living quarters of both Chinese and Middle Eastern homes, and in many a woman’s grave.37 Cloth was a woman’s business – and it was a business that could not have gone unnoticed given the scale of the equipment involved.38


For women with small children, the production of cloth had a rather important feature: it could easily be conducted from the home, where the work could be combined with childcare. Spinning and weaving can be very repetitive, and – at least in the hands of a skilled person – can therefore be easily interrupted and resumed; something of a necessity while taking care of infants. Unlike work done with stone or metals, there was no need for sharp or dangerous tools of a kind that could injure a child. While there was, of course, no reason why men were not equally as capable as women when it came to producing cloth, there was a doubly good reason for childbearing women to specialise in cloth production: fertility was soaring. Since a settled existence meant that baby-making became a more regular occurrence, women had to juggle work and childcare.


The home was the bedrock of the Neolithic economy. While in more recent history, working from home has been seen as secondary and trivial, in Neolithic times the home was the main arena of production. The economy started and ended with the family unit: to ensure that the basic needs of their families were met, women had to provision their households, ensuring sufficient food, clothing and other necessities. Women were, in other words, the ‘chief operating officers’ of their families.39 They wove their own cloth, produced their own food, brewed their own beer and made their own pots, ensuring every step of the way that the muscle and brain power of each family member was put to good use. That included young children, who could help by brushing and preparing raw wool before it was spun by their mothers. The home was the workplace and the workplace was the home.


Inheritance Rules


Once humans began to lead a settled existence, saving for the future became a distinct possibility. Not only was it possible; it was necessary. The natural world was unpredictable – as was our own health. Rather than consuming everything at once, it made sense to save surpluses for a later date. Grain could be stored, milk could be churned into cheese, and cloth could be rolled up to trade for future needs. Unlike forager societies, farming societies could more easily accumulate and preserve wealth, and no more so than in the form of land and livestock. While saving solved one problem, it also begged a question: how to pass on the contents of your barn to future generations. While the custom of legacies – along with family names – passing through the male line has become reasonably standard practice in recent history, this ‘patrilineal’ (or more generally patriarchal) way of life is neither natural nor inevitable. In fact, Victorian anthropologists proposed that all societies were, in their early days, matrilineal, with names and property passing from woman to woman.40


Societies had good reason for passing lineage and property through the female line. While the father of a child could never be known for sure, the mother was the one who physically gave birth, meaning that a mother always knew that a child was her own. The greater responsibility that a mother might therefore feel towards her children in turn meant that many societies felt that mothers should be the ones in charge of the land, so that they could secure sufficient food for their family. The wife was the custodian of her children, and so it was she – not her male partner – who had effective usage or ownership rights over the land the family inhabited. As a result, before the American founding fathers, there were the clan mothers: the women of the Haudenosaunee people (the Native American confederacy of the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca and Tuscarora nations), who were customarily in charge of both land and government.


Farming in North America traditionally involved hoes and digging sticks made from animal bones, and women – not men – held the right to farm the land, a right that they could pass on to their daughters. Women controlled both the production and the distribution of food, and clans were named after animals or birds and followed the female line. Women remained within their family’s community, rather than moving into the community of their husband. Communities were ‘matrilocal’: husbands – rather than wives – were the ones who were expected to move from one community to another upon marriage. Families lived communally in bark-shingled longhouses, with shared hearths and partitions that offered privacy when sleeping.41 Even after marriage, men were expected to continue helping their mothers and their sisters when needed; men, in other words, worked for women, rather than (as is more usual in today’s economy) women working for men.42 This continued outside the home, too. While men were the ones who held seats on political councils, they were selected by women who could depose them if they acted against their interests, and war could not occur without female consent.43 Evidence of society being similarly female-centred in Britain has also recently come to light as a result of an in-depth study of human skeletons found in an Iron-Age burial site in Dorset. Using DNA evidence and carbon dating to reconstruct family trees, researchers have found that – compared with men – deceased females were more closely related to other people in their community, suggesting that women (not men) continued to live in the same community throughout their adult lives.44 In the Pacific, genetic evidence suggests that society has been similarly women-focused for millennia.45 Societies in which descent passes through the female line are also deeply rooted in parts of West Africa, South East Asia and in the grassy hills of northeast India, home to the Khasis.


But not all societies in the distant past were akin to female communes. There is plenty of evidence of ‘Big Man’ societies headed by male chiefs, including in the form of lavish male burials.46 There is also evidence from some parts of the world, including large parts of continental Europe, that women were being ‘exchanged’ between communities. Scientists have recently studied the remains of more than a hundred people buried in a makeshift graveyard in central France in around 5000 BCE, finding that family members were related through the male as opposed to female bloodline. Unlike fathers, mothers had been brought into the community during their youth, and while sons remained within the community, daughters did not.47 This means that either at or before puberty, girls were being moved between communities. The fact that the female skeletons did not display evidence of violent abduction suggests that a ‘peaceful’ exchange of girls was taking place, although we can never know the degree to which the girls (as opposed to their parents) had a choice in the matter. The analysis of DNA from an even older – 50,000-year-old – Neanderthal site in Spain similarly reveals that men were much more closely related than women, again indicating that it was women – not men – who were the ones being ‘exchanged’ between communities, consensually or not.48


Since early humans lived in small bands of between twenty and thirty people, they needed to mix with those beyond their own circle.49 Inbreeding could be highly destructive, and so surviving generation on generation meant meeting new people. The question is: why did some societies exchange women more than men? Perhaps it was because women were understood to be valuable property before other forms of property – land, cattle and farms – even existed.50 At a time when the world’s total population numbered in the thousands rather than the billions (only reaching a million about twenty thousand years ago), food and resources were abundant and extra hands could be put to good use. This meant that women were considered to be in possession of a special gift: the gift of fertility. Parallels were drawn between women’s fertility and the fertility of the natural world, and the ‘mother goddess’ was praised and revered across the world. Given that more than a third of children died in infancy and that childbirth itself was a risky business, a mother with a babe in arms was a sight to be celebrated.51 Since that which is most prized is also most vulnerable, fertility was a double-edged sword: it could lead women to a situation of power but also to a situation of being captured and controlled. Women’s lives were on a knife-edge, which explains why Stone Age societies were so varied and why historians present us with two diametrically opposed visions of the past: at one extreme, the matriarchal societies in which women commanded power and, at the other extreme, a society in which men dressed in animal skins, club in hand, abducted unsuspecting women as they foraged for food.52


Not every Stone Age society was the same – there was certainly plenty of room on the continuum between matriarchy and patriarchy. But, with time, it appears that more societies moved in the patriarchal direction, with descent, rank and property passed down the male rather than the female line, and women being absorbed into their husbands’ families.53 The result is that seventy percent of societies today exhibit such patriarchal features.54 The question we therefore need to ask next is: why did some societies abandon more women-friendly practices in favour of more patriarchal ones? As we will see, the plough, pastoralism and property rights – the three Ps – all had a role to play.


Ploughs, Pastoralism and Property Rights


Farming was not an easy life. Working the land often required being in the fields from dawn until dusk. The skeletal remains of foragers tell us that they were better nourished than our first farming ancestors – and had more time to spare. Foraging was part-time work: in around three hours a day, you could find enough food from the natural environment to fill your stomach.55 It’s not surprising therefore that, for a long period of time, foraging and farming continued to exist side by side. Some foraging societies lived their lives regardless of their more sedentary peers – a diverse range of such societies continue to exist today. Those who did settle down to farm the land supplemented their food needs with food acquired from naturally foraging the surrounding environment. But, starting in the seventh millennium BCE, a new invention transformed the farming world, resulting in the virtual extinction of the forager way of life in large parts of North Africa and Eurasia. That invention was the plough.


By attaching a wooden frame with sticks that dragged on the floor to the back of a strong muscular animal, such as a water buffalo or a cow, a farmer could cut furrows into the land. This meant that seeds could be planted more easily. Angular strips could also be attached to the frame and dragged across the land, allowing the soil to be turned. The result was that each farmer could cultivate a larger area of land, producing food that went beyond the needs of their own family.56 While the plough raised productivity, it also had a serious downside. The earliest artistic depictions of ploughs – which include models and paintings from Egyptian tombs – show that men were almost consistently the ones in charge of ploughing the land. Handling a plough required more muscular strength than the older farming technology of using digging sticks and hoes. The result was that – in areas where the plough was adopted – farming became seen as men’s work.57 Women were instead pushed into the domestic sphere, grinding grain and making cloth. In Sipar, not far from present-day Baghdad, millstones were treated as women’s property, gifted either from the husband to the wife or from the father to the daughter.58 It was the equivalent of being gifted an oven or a vacuum cleaner for Christmas. History casts a long shadow: in regions which have historically made greater use of the plough, the gender gap is largest today.59


The plough wasn’t suited to all terrains. Where more traditional methods of farming persisted, women continued to work and maintain rights over the land. On more inhospitable terrain – in the mountains, deserts and expansive arid grasslands that stretch from eastern Europe to Mongolia – herding grew in popularity, whether of sheep, goats, yaks, reindeer or cattle.60 In some places, such a life remained, by necessity, nomadic. Where the land was arid and water was in short supply, it was easier to take animals to water (and fodder) than it was to bring water (and fodder) to animals. In other places, the pastoral life required the seasonal movement of livestock: spending summers on higher land and then moving down the mountainsides as the winter set in. For men who lived in matrilineal societies, herding offered a potential way out: a chance to escape matrilineal control and to build their own property in the form of a herd. Like ploughing, nomadic pastoralism became dominated by men. And, so as to guarantee their own patrilineal family line, some of these pastoralists went to great efforts to acquire women and shield them from impregnation by other men. Even today, women living in the parts of the world with a long history of nomadic pastoralism experience some of the greatest restrictions on their participation in wider society. They have less freedom of movement, experience higher rates of male violence and adhere to stricter and more restrictive sexual norms, such as veiling and female genital cutting.61


According to Friedrich Engels – the famous compatriot of Karl Marx – private property was at the root of the sexist turn. Foraging communities, in Engels’s view, offered a primitive form of communism, in which land was communally owned and people worked cooperatively to achieve common goals. This more egalitarian society began to disappear in parts of the world where farming was invented. What was key for Engels was that farming brought ownership. Previously communal land was fenced off and made inaccessible to everyone except the owner. The herds of animals that were being shepherded across mountains and plains also became privately owned. With fields and herds therefore came the invention of private property. In the way that Marx saw private property as being at the root of wealth inequality, Engels saw private property as being key to understanding gender inequality. Where men were the ones in charge of ploughing and herding, it was men – not women – who were granted property rights. Land on which they had previously been able to freely wander – foraging and hunting – was now ‘enclosed’ in private hands. Activities that had previously been part of everyday life were now branded as poaching and trespassing. Rather than being able to fend for themselves, women were left dependent on their menfolk – who in turn wanted to ensure that ‘their’ women were producing heirs to whom the land could pass. In Engels’s own words, the result was that women ‘became the slave of his [man’s] lust and a mere instrument for the production of children’.62



From Sexism to States


Whether it was the plough, pastoralism or property rights, the uptick in patriarchy is visible in one shocking fact: between 7,000 and 5,000 years ago, the genetic diversity of human males collapsed across the Middle East, Africa, Asia and Europe, to the point that the male population had only one seventeenth of the genetic diversity of the female population.63 The reason for the extinction of such a large number of Y chromosomes is that men were increasingly living with their own relatives – in patrilineal groups – and competition between these groups (which included killing each other) therefore had the power to wipe out entire male lineages. Since women were scattered – expected to move to their husband’s communities upon marriage – their DNA could not be extinguished if the community they married into faced destruction. In other words, since brothers lived together but sisters were dispersed across numerous communities, it was the survival of male lineage that was dealt a fatal blow as societies began to compete with one another.


The creation of wealth – in the form of land, livestock and other property – incentivised theft and so destruction on a grand scale. Land was increasingly attractive, and so too were people. Not everyone wanted to do the hard work of ploughing fields, looking after livestock or weaving cloth, particularly if they were men in the game of acquiring more land and herds. In a world which was far less populated than it is today and which lacked labour-saving machines, people were scarce and valuable. As the people who could in turn produce even more people, women were particularly prized. Men raiding villages and capturing their female inhabitants was an all-too-common occurrence. As a result, women could be removed from the safety of their own clan and transported to a new society in which they may have been unable to speak the language, with no claim on either land or property. In order to guarantee paternity, their first-born child was typically killed, with all successive children being treated as the property of the father. Daughters could be gifted to neighbouring societies as a means of maintaining peaceful diplomatic relations.64 Whenever diplomacy failed, full-blown warfare ensued – the ultimate means to gain ownership of more land and people. In this process, a large number of male chromosomes were wiped out – and the first states and empires began to emerge.
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Description

Black and white map of Mesopotamia, showing it situated between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers and surrounded by the mountains bordering Turkey, the Syrian and Arabian desert and the Persian Gulf. The Mediterranean sea is to the left of the region.
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Doctors, Scribes and Innkeepers:
The Women of the Bronze Age


What was the first city in human history? It wasn’t Beijing, Rome, London, Athens or New York, however great those cities might be today. Instead, Jericho – of biblical fame – dating to at least 8000 BCE, is one of a number of cities that could lay claim to the top spot.1 So too is the much lesser-known Çatalhöyük, a city that grew up at the foot of a volcano in modern-day Turkey. Nine thousand years ago, it housed family homes, constructed from brick and clay and entered via a ladder up to the roof. Rooftops functioned not only as meeting places but also as streets. Each home had its own hearth and some also had their own shrines, decorated with paintings of livestock, hunting scenes and goddesses. Inhabitants of the city herded livestock, farmed with hoes, drank alcohol, wore jewellery and could see their reflections staring back at them in mirrors.2 It was a relatively equal society, both in terms of wealth and gender. Women worked outdoors as well as indoors, were as well nourished as men and were sent into the afterlife with the same degree of ceremony as their menfolk.3 The city’s shared wealth was built on selling obsidian, the glass deposited by volcanic lava, which was highly prized by tool-makers.4 Obsidian – along with amber, jade and lapis lazuli – was one of the first traded items in history.5


While impressive, Çatalhöyük lacked the governmental structures and geographic scale of the societies that developed later in history.6 It was in the Bronze Age – starting around five thousand years ago – that the world’s first such ‘civilisations’ began to emerge. These civilisations were much more substantial in size than the societies that had come before, and developed sophisticated systems of administration that could plan public works, from grain stores and large-scale irrigation systems to defensive structures and networks of temples. Borders were defined and tightly guarded, writing systems and legal codes were developed, and the economy became more complex – and with that, more capable of producing surpluses.7 In some societies, these surpluses were used to enrich those in power, resulting in lavish palaces and glorified monumental structures that came at the cost of poorly paid workforces and enslavement. Inequality – both in terms of wealth and gender – had the potential to reach higher levels than ever before, although, as we will see, the extent to which it did varied greatly from one civilisation to another.


This chapter depicts life in five of the earliest civilisations: the ancient Egypt of the pyramids; the historic heart of the Middle East known as Mesopotamia; the Indus River Valley spanning modern-day Pakistan and India; China, the home of magnificent tombs filled with pottery, jade and tiger heads; and, Peru, the home not only of corn and chilli but also of wool and cotton. Five millennia ago, these were the five great centres of prosperity, and they spanned the entire spectrum, from warmongering Mesopotamia to the more peaceful and idyllic Indus. Notable for its absence from our list is any part of Europe or North America. While today the West features at the top of the international economic league tables, for most of history it was a backwater of little consequence. And the world has changed in more ways than one. While women in Egypt, India, Pakistan and the Middle East today are often considered marginal to the economy, the lives of their distant ancestors – as we will see – could not have been more different. This is the story of women’s working lives in some of the most formative years of human history.



Ancient Egypt


Ancient Egypt – a land blessed by the River Nile – existed in splendid isolation for thousands of years, protected by the surrounding deserts. It was a place of peace and tranquillity, and created its own unique civilisation. Egyptian wealth was ploughed into pyramids, commissioned by Egyptian rulers in order to provide a safe route into the next world. Central to the Egyptian belief system was the notion that creating a visual record of life on earth would aid the transition to the afterlife. Whether or not this helped the ancient Egyptians, it has certainly helped historians by providing a wealth of images of daily scenes. Tomb paintings from burial sites in ancient Egypt depict men, women and children in vivid colour. The women have long black hair and are dressed in long, white linen dresses. During festivities – such as in banqueting or musical scenes – they wear make-up around their eyes, bangles on their arms and necklaces that form collars around their necks. Sometimes their linen clothing is so fine that it is virtually translucent – something that would be considered unacceptable in modern-day Egypt. Carved stone reliefs and statues from the tombs add further to the mix. Despite being thousands of years old, the scenes look remarkably modern. We see women not only occupying domestic roles, but also working in fields, weaving in workshops and entertaining the royal court with musical performances.8 One statue of a woman – with her left hand lifted and placed on her right breast – is inscribed with the name Sitsnefru. Archaeologists believe that she was a wet-nurse for an elite household. The fact that she was memorialised suggests that she was a respected and valued member of the family.


Not far from the opulence of the pyramids, one can find more evidence of women’s working lives. The construction of a pyramid took a workforce of between ten and thirty thousand people a period of around twenty years.9 Some of these workers lived permanently on-site, which meant the creation of an entire camp – much like a modern-day town. Others worked on temporary contracts for three or four months at a time, meaning suitable lodgings needed to be found.10 These worker camps were, until recently, off the archaeological radar, but are now being explored. The results have shocked archaeologists. While traditionally the pyramids were assumed to have been built by ‘whip-driven slaves’, evidence from the camps suggests that the majority were in fact paid labourers.11 While slavery no doubt existed in Egypt, it was less of a slave-based economy than some of the other societies that we will encounter. For labourers, the standard daily pay was around ten loaves of bread plus beer, some of which could be traded for meat, fish and clothing.12 Much of what was consumed was produced on-site, creating opportunities for all kinds of craft producers and market stall holders. Given the scale of the workforce – and the twenty-year period involved in building a pyramid – death also needed to be dealt with. Every workers’ camp therefore had its own cemetery, which included miniature pyramids and tombs. What is notable, however, is that half of all skeletal remains found in the workers’ cemetery at the Great Pyramid of Giza are female.13 While some presume that women lived on-site to look after their husbands, the fact that female – and not just male – skeletons show signs of heavy labour suggests that women were very much involved in construction, whether directly or indirectly, such as by mixing mortar, making food or producing uniforms for the workforce.14 The pyramids were not just a spectacular achievement of architectural ingenuity; they also owe a debt of gratitude to the labours of both men and women.


In the settlement at Deir el-Medina, home to some of the people who built the Valley of the Kings and Queens, we get a taste of Egyptian family life higher up the social ladder. This was a ‘middle-class’ settlement for some of the better-paid workers, including many of the leading artists and stonemasons of the day. Its residents occupied four-room family homes, each with its own oven and grindstone. In the hot summers, people would sometimes sleep on their roofs, which would also be home to the family’s pet geese and pigeons. A love poem found at the village reads: ‘He does not know my desire to embrace him / And that he would write to my mother’. It suggests that, at that time, young men were expected to ask a young woman’s mother for permission to marry.15 Egypt was neither patrilineal nor matrilineal; it practised bilateral descent, meaning that people could trace their lineage through both their mother’s and their father’s kin.16


While a women in a middle-class home was considered the ‘mistress of the house’ – not just at Deir el-Medina but also elsewhere in Egypt – she was also free to pursue a life beyond the home.17 Though the daily lives of many Egyptian women involved sweeping the mud floors of their homes with reed brushes, shaking out mats to remove sand and dust, baking bread and brewing beer, they could, alongside these domestic tasks, also earn an income.18 Egyptian women could own property and start their own businesses; they were also free to divorce and were equal to men before the law.19 One of the economic activities most associated with women was the production of linen, whether within the home or on a more industrial scale. Linen was the cloth of choice in Egypt as it suited the hot and humid climate. While linen did not hold dye as well as wool, meaning that clothing was plain, the Egyptians introduced colour into their wardrobes via jewellery, such as collar-style necklaces.20 Linen also had another advantage: it was easier to wash and keep clean. Tomb paintings and miniature wooden models – often found in the burial sites of the less well-off – depict women spinning and weaving in workshops, while men not only collect the raw material – flax – but also tend to the laundry in the waters of the Nile, braving the crocodiles.21 What is notable – based on the items that appear in their graves – is that women from poorer families were buried on more equal terms to their husbands than women from wealthier families were with theirs.22 Women’s weaving clearly made a crucial contribution to their household, but that could easily be overlooked when the husband’s salary started to grow.23


Not all higher earners, however, were men. Around a fifth of Egypt’s elite were women.24 Women held responsible and senior positions in the workforce, as government administrators, managers of royal family households and doctors.25 A woman by the name of Peseshet – who lived almost five thousand years ago – can lay claim to being the world’s first known female physician. Not only was she a doctor, but she also taught at Egypt’s medical school in Sais.26 Egypt was at the forefront of medical knowledge in the ancient world.27 Medical papyri detail symptoms, diagnoses and treatments for all kinds of illnesses and diseases, and include the first known treatise on gynaecology.28 The skeletal remains of the pyramids’ workers’ villages show that complex surgery was carried out in response to accidents and illness. One cemetery includes the remains of two people whose bones properly healed following amputation – one the left leg and the other the right arm.29


Women could be found throughout the Egyptian economy but, as we will see next, they were more likely to be free in the land of the pyramids than they were in the land of empire-building Mesopotamia.


Mesopotamia


Rising from the mountains bordering Turkey, and then winding through the Syrian and Arabian desert and out into the Persian Gulf, are the two great rivers – the Tigris and the Euphrates – between which lies the fertile crescent of Mesopotamia. Encompassing modern-day Iraq and parts of Turkey, Syria and Iran, Mesopotamia became the trading centre of Eurasia in the fourth millennium BCE. It is known to archaeologists and historians as the ‘cradle of civilisation’.


At first sight, Mesopotamia might appear to have been an unlikely place to play host to one of the world’s first civilisations. The soil was marshy and there was little in the way of trees or stone from which to construct buildings. But, despite the odds, it was the place where the civilisation of Sumer emerged, at the mouth of the Persian Gulf.30 Six thousand years ago, farmland in the region was communally owned by extended family groups.31 Women farmed, fished and caught small game.32 With time, land became concentrated in the hands of fewer people, in a process that was not always even-handed.33 By offering generous-seeming loans to fellow landholders but on extortionate terms, the most successful families were able to magnify their wealth, not only through interest payments but also by forcing anyone who could not repay to give up their land – and themselves – in lieu of their debt.34 The process snowballed until every part of Sumeria had its own wealthy elite, who in turn declared themselves kings and queens. Their rule was legitimised not only by wealth but also by an insistence that they could offer a special relationship with the heavens, one that would guarantee their people a prosperity similar to that with which they had themselves been blessed.


Rather than managing the land themselves, the elite often left this task to temples. Temples were the business-places of the day: they organised irrigation and drainage to improve the productivity of agriculture, they managed the system of sowing and harvesting, and they doled out basic rations to the servile workforce.35 Much of the hard labour on temple or palace estates was provided by servile labourers in the form of enslaved prisoners of war or local people who had fallen on hard times and become dependent on temple authorities. In addition, the ruling elite insisted on collecting not just tribute but compulsory labour service from peasant families who leased or owned their own land – the equivalent of a rent or tax collected in kind rather than in money.36 Anyone who attempted to escape their obligatory labour service could be punished with enslavement. Where peasant families faced financial difficulty, wives and daughters could find themselves in debt bondage. The death of a patriarch provided no escape from servitude: widows who had not produced a male heir might be locked out of the chain of patrilineal inheritance, leaving them landless. It was through such impoverishment that women found themselves institutionalised as servile labourers on temple estates.37 Taken together, enslavement, impoverishment and debt bondage meant that close to half of people lived their lives in some form of servitude.38 It was the immense administrative effort involved in this system of labour coercion that helped give rise to the written word. Starting life in the fourth millennium BCE as simple pictorial representations, and written on soft clay that then hardened, the cuneiform language employed the ‘rebus principle’ in which, for example, a sketch of a bee followed by a leaf can be read as ‘belief’. The fact that clay was used as opposed to parchment has fortuitously provided historians with a wealth of written documents, a large proportion of which relate to the economy of the day. It was also around this same time that Egyptian hieroglyphs developed, making the written words of Mesopotamia and Egypt the oldest known languages in the world.39


Flourishing agriculture wasn’t, however, the most distinguishing characteristic of Sumeria. Instead, these were its cities and its trade: more than thirty cities emerged across southern Mesopotamia, each with its own landed elite, craft producers and merchants. Since Sumeria lacked wood and stone, trade was important from the start. The elite tasked merchants with going in search of raw materials for the building of palaces, temples and water systems. In their trading missions, merchants also discovered copper, which was imported from Anatolia in the north (in present-day Turkey) and also, via the Persian Gulf, from Oman.40 It was by building on these trading connections – by sea and by land – that the region was able to prosper in the course of the Bronze Age.


From around 3500 BCE, Anatolians began smelting copper and tin to produce a new, stronger substance: bronze. Pure copper had long been worked by coppersmiths – as is clear from the presence of copper crowns and axes in archaeological digs – but it was extremely difficult to cast. Metal production was, as a result, limited to either the barest necessities or the most prized luxuries. One option was to combine copper with arsenic, which achieved a more workable and at the same time harder metal, but with somewhat poisonous consequences. Tin provided an alternative, but was much harder to source, requiring long-distance travel to Central Asia – to Afghanistan and the surrounding region – either via Persia by land or from the Persian Gulf by sea via India.41 Sparking the first long-distance trade boom in history, this search for tin not only saved the lives of Anatolian blacksmiths, who would have otherwise continued to die from arsenic poisoning, but also created the first globally connected economy, and it was Mesopotamia that provided the vital trading link with Central Asia.42 The presence of clay ‘tablets’ written in Sumerian throughout the region is testament to the trade which took place.43 The trade in metals stimulated all other forms of trade, and with it manufacturing. Caravans of draught animals – loaded with all kinds of cargo – journeyed to and from Anatolia. The written records from Sumerian palaces – lavishly decorated, with multiple courtyards and shrines – reveal that the wives of male rulers were active in this growing economy, not only owning their own land and livestock, but also commanding their own industrial workshops, and arranging purchases of leather, wool and cloth.44


Booming trade brought a flourishing interconnected economy across Mesopotamia, with the only downside being the creation of intense rivalry and competition. As alliances developed and waned, Mesopotamian city-states veered between cooperation and conflict. The land to the north of Sumeria – Akkad – was increasingly jealous of Sumeria’s more favourable coastal position and the prosperity that came with it. By the third millennium BCE, their ruler – Sargon – was on the rampage. Not only did he conquer Sumeria, but he also conquered land further north – in modern-day Syria and Iran – uniting the whole region between bronze-producing Anatolia and the Persian Gulf. It was the world’s first empire. Sargon parachuted his daughters into temples as priestesses, thereby placing them in positions of immense power. One of these daughters – Enheduanna – can lay claim to being not only a priestess but also the first known literary author in history. Enheduanna wrote extensively about her life, her admiration for the goddess Inanna, and her experiences of sexual abuse. Having been captured by a warlord in the course of her father’s rise to power, she described how his ‘slobbered hand’ covered her ‘honey mouth’ and turned her body to ‘dirt’. Despite their intimate nature, her words were used for centuries to teach others how to write – including Mesopotamian women. Based on the clay tablets, we know that women were amongst the earliest scribes in the region. Writing wasn’t just for men.45


While cuneiform gave birth to the world’s first stories – the Epic of Gilgamesh and the Enuma Elish, in which the Garden of Eden and the Fall of Man feature long before the Old Testament – the vast majority of tablets relate to economic dealings. Women’s names are present throughout these legal documents, many of which involve property disputes, suggesting that women were able to seek justice if family members misappropriated their land or other assets.46 Early Mesopotamian women could own their own land, start their own businesses and file for divorce. A large number of the cuneiform tablets also document everyday business, taking the form of letters between merchants and suppliers, financial demands, loan contracts and rental agreements, with women visible in a number of the documented transactions. The private letters between a businesswoman named Lamassi and her husband, Pusu-ken, reveal that textiles were central to the boom in long-distance trade.


From the letters, we know that Pusu-ken moved to a merchant colony in the Anatolian city of Kanesh in around 1900 BCE, while Lamassi, his wife, remained behind in Ashur to look after the family’s business interests in the city. They were 1,200 km apart, and kept in touch by letter. In addition to sending family news, Lamassi’s letters also contain her business dealings, including lists of the cloth she had gathered together ready to send to her husband and estimates of when he could expect it to arrive by caravan. At this time, tin sourced from Afghanistan was commonly packaged up with textiles and then taken – along the caravan route – all the way to Anatolia. Softer, bulkier and lighter than tin, cloth was wrapped around the precious metal, cushioning the tin and the donkeys that carried it. Not only did tin and textiles provide the right balance in transportation terms – perfect for the side packs of a donkey – but without the textiles, there would have been no bronze. Cloth was traded for the raw material – tin – as well as for finished bronze and other desirable items. It formed a currency of its own.


The letters between our husband-and-wife duo reveal the scale of family businesses at the time and the involvement of daughters as well as wives. A letter from Pusu-ken to his daughter tells her that her cloth is selling well and includes feedback on which styles and patterns are most fashionable in Anatolia, helping the family to adjust their cloth-production patterns in a way that maximised their sales. Pusu-ken says that he will be sending a mina (approximately a pound) of silver as payment for his daughter’s cloth, and that it can be expected to arrive by donkey on the next caravan returning to Ashur. A third letter – this time between the daughter and one of her brothers – chastises the brother for failing to pay for the batch of cloth entrusted to him. She writes: ‘All this is my production, my goods entrusted for [sale with] profit . . . My gold you have taken! I beg you . . . send it to me with the first caravan and give me courage.’47 This young woman would, indeed, have been anxious to receive her payment, as without it she would not have been able to buy the wool needed to make her next batch of cloth, and the success of the family business depended on it.


At this time, the Sumerian city of Ur, located at the mouth of the Euphrates on the Persian Gulf (which then reached further inland), was the largest city in the world, with a population of one hundred thousand people. It was the central hub of twelve thousand female weavers, many of whom lived and worked in the surrounding villages. Even Girsu, a somewhat smaller city, was home to six thousand female weavers.48 The demands placed on cloth-production by the boom in long-distance trade meant that the industry underwent a profound shift: production increasingly moved out of the home and into the workshop. A couple of generations on from Lamassi, Queen Iltani of Karana (a small city-state on the caravan trail between Assyria and Anatolia) was running her own textile workshop, with twenty-five spinners and weavers. The majority – fifteen of the twenty-five – were women, two of whom brought their children into work each day.49 Her husband wrote to her on one notable occasion to announce: ‘The king of Shirwun has arrived; he asked the caravan that was going out of Karana, but it had no garments fit for presents available. Now send me quickly any garments that you have available, whether of first-rate or second-rate quality, for presents’.50 Cloth was vital for political relations, but recognition was not always paid where it was due. In the Sumerian city of Lagash, the royal workshop was manned entirely by women, though men often took on the role of overseer, for which they were paid handsomely: female overseers received only a third of what their male counterparts earned.51 Women worked, but the gender pay gap was many times greater than we are used to in the modern world – and, since many of Mesopotamia’s workers were in servitude, they had no choice at all over their labour, leaving them ‘overworked, underfed, and poorly housed’.52


Beer was another sector dominated by women. Beer was considered the drink of the gods – and was believed to promote health and wellbeing – which made brewing a vital part of the economy. Taverns were situated along the caravan route to quench the thirst of merchants, and the law prosecuted innkeepers who sold short measures to unsuspecting guests with punishment by drowning. Women were the archetypal innkeepers of Mesopotamia and, through their taverns, became intricately involved in the wider business world.53 In addition to serving beer, these ‘tapstresses’ sourced dates and barley for brewing, engaged in lending – including lending their own grain in the event of food shortages – and dried and sold their waste sediment as fodder for cattle and pig farmers. Queen Kubaba of Sumeria – the first female ruler ever recorded in history – had herself been a brewer of beer, and, according to cuneiform tablets, ruled for a hundred years, having been blessed by the gods for diverting some of her grain to feed hungry fishermen.54


In addition to their appearance on clay tablets, women’s presence throughout the Mesopotamian economy has also been revealed by another type of item found in abundance in archaeological digs: seal impressions. In a world before the lock and key, seal impressions – stamped onto clay by a cylinder seal – were used to secure all kinds of wares. These impressions operated like a signature or guarantee, sealing shut containers filled with everything from beer to flour, and acting as a stamp of ownership or maker’s mark. Every person of importance had their own cylinder seal – onto which their name and image was carved – that could be carried with them and rolled over clay to create seal impressions whenever needed. The visual markings on the seal impressions allowed someone to verify the contents, to identify the owner or supplier, and to be safe in the knowledge that the produce had not been interfered with. Excavations from the living quarters of a royal palace in Urkesh have revealed numerous cylinder seals as well as associated seal impressions – the equivalent of today’s packaging labels – littered across the working areas of the palace. From the kitchen and utility area to the adjoining courtyard, seal impressions were dropped and discarded as bottles were opened and sacks were emptied. The seals depict everyday scenes, and they show some of the key members of the queen’s staff at work, including Zamena the wet-nurse and Tuli the cook. Each senior staff member in the palace had their own seal, allowing them to take charge of the produce they needed for their everyday work. Unlike the seals of female staff members, which depicted their work, the seals of male staff members depicted their heraldry.55 While this is a sign that patriliny was on the rise – that the line of descent was by now passing through the male line – it also tells us that women remained a significant part of the economy. The guarantees issued by women – in the form of the impressions formed by their seals – were accepted and trusted.56


In its quest for tin, Mesopotamia became linked with another of the world’s first civilisations: that of the Indus Valley. But, as we will see, this was a civilisation that managed to combine economic prosperity with a much greater degree of equality, both in terms of wealth and gender.


The Indus Valley


Between the Middle East and Central Asia, in the valley of the Indus River, covering an extensive area of modern-day Pakistan and India, was a civilisation that might have appeared to be something of a utopia. Here, there were no elaborate tombs, no huge monuments, no splendid temples, and no spectacular palaces of the kind found in either Mesopotamia or Egypt. Unusually, no artistic depictions of royalty or of slavery have been found, and quality objects – and precious rocks and minerals – are spread across all types of housing; housing which was much less varied in size and grandeur than was the case in these two other civilisations.57


Five millennia ahead of New York, the Indus Valley’s two main cities – Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro – housed tens of thousands of people in multi-storey homes that were built in an impressive grid-like fashion. The typical home had baths and flushing toilets, connected by systems of communal sewers, and internal walls were not bare brick but were instead covered in plaster.58 There was a mix of residential areas, connected by narrow streets, and a much longer and wider main shopping street, which would once have been alive with haggling shoppers, stallholders, merchants and the occasional elephant. Different sectors of the city were associated with different types of activity, from cloth-making to ceramics. Sizeable granaries suggest that the cities were well provided for in terms of food supplies.


Aside from the main cities, the Indus was home to numerous well-connected towns and a thousand or more villages, in total covering a geographic area that was larger than either Egypt or Mesopotamia. The Indus River provided the underlying sustenance, but needed to be managed, as its natural strength risked flooding homes and fields. An extensive water-management system succeeded in taking control, turning dry, baked and cracked land into fertile plains while alleviating the risk that they would become unexpectedly drenched in water. Barges, carts and water buffalo were a common sight on the land, and as crops from the fields and salt fish from the coast made their way into the cities, pottery and cloth moved in the opposite direction.59


While political structures were clearly capable of town planning and water management, and took care of a geographical area that was both large and populous, it seems that those in power did not exploit the many in order to enrich the few.60 There were, for example, no self-glorifying monuments of the kind found in other civilisations.61 While the Indus and Mesopotamia were linked by trade, on the Indus side this trade tended to be in the hands of private merchants rather than palaces and temples, which acted to limit the accumulation of wealth by the political elite.62 Both economies were prosperous, but in the Indus that prosperity was far more evenly distributed.63


Like Mesopotamia and Egypt, the Indus civilisation – which archaeologists only began to explore in the 1920s – was unearthed at a time when the territory was under European rule. When British archaeologists – dressed in their linen suits – supervised the removal of layers of soil and the careful brushing of the bronzes, bones and relics that lay underneath, they soon were forced to admit that India had a history and heritage that was much older than their own. But while Indus society was clearly complex, it still remains relatively mysterious. Like Egyptian hieroglyphs and Mesopotamian cuneiform tablets, it has left archaeologists with a wealth of written sources. The only problem is that archaeologists have yet to find an equivalent of the Rosetta Stone, which means that the Indus script remains – for now – undeciphered. Lacking the written evidence, there is therefore a limit to what we know about the lives of the men and women who lived in ancient India and Pakistan. But, based on other types of archaeological evidence, the relative equality of wealth appears to have been matched by a similar degree of equality when it came to gender. Indus society remained matrilocal, which meant that men – not women – moved into their spouses’ communities upon marriage.64 We can see this from scientific analysis of skeletons, which reveals that women were more highly related in their communities than were men. This meant that women were surrounded by a tight female network throughout their lives. In addition, terracotta figurines of Indus women are both plentiful and realistic in form, unlike those found in some other time periods, where reproductive body parts were exaggerated for artistic effect. The ‘mother goddess’ continued to be praised in the Indus civilisation at a time when, in other civilisations, godlike figures were being promoted.65 Just as significantly, male and female Harappan graves were equal in terms of their opulence.66 Compared with Mesopotamia and Egypt, the Indus appears to have been the most equal civilisation of all. Sadly, as we will later see, it was a civilisation that did not last.


China


Cut off from the rest of Eurasia by the Himalayan mountains and the Tibetan highlands lay China’s own unique civilisation, located in the valley of the Yellow River.67 Meandering downhill from the Tibetan plateau, then through the desert and into the north of China, before turning southwards into the lower-lying plains and then eastwards towards the sea, the Yellow River was aptly named: the plains that surrounded it were almost as yellow as sand.68 This yellow-tinged soil – or loess – was soft and full of mineral nutrients, making it highly fertile. According to Chinese mythology, it was Huang Di – the Yellow Emperor – who secured the Yellow River valley from nomadic tribes, giving birth to the Chinese civilisation in the third millennium BCE.69 It was a period which archaeologists describe as one of gated and walled villages, geometric pottery and human sacrifice.70


It was on a fine summer’s day during this reportedly ordered and tranquil time that Lady Hsi-ling, the wife of the Yellow Emperor, sat quietly sipping her tea in the gardens of the palace, when her calm contemplation was, all of a sudden, disturbed by a cocoon from an overhanging mulberry tree falling into her cup. As she removed the unexpected intruder, the cocoon began to unravel, moistened and warmed by her favourite drink. By chance, Hsi-ling had – according to the legend that followed – invented sericulture, the cultivation of mulberry trees and the care of silkworms. Though fate had offered a helping hand, it was curiosity and commitment that made Hsi-ling the mother of silk production – not just in China but across the world.71 While her husband, the emperor, was popularly credited with clothing the Chinese people in something other than animal skins, it was his wife he had to thank for this history-changing invention.72


For centuries to come, Chinese empresses sacrificed a pig and a sheep to give thanks for the mulberry trees that burst forth each spring.73 The mythological association of silk production with a woman – and one with regal associations – suggests a long-standing connection between women and silk in Chinese history. So too does the association of silk production with goddesses. As sericulture spread to the rural regions of Nanking and Chengdu, silkworm breeders built shrines containing life-size goddesses, where they made their own sacrifices of wine and fowl.74 Cheaper forms of fabric – of a kind more likely to be worn by peasant families – were produced from wool and hemp: sheep imported from Mongolia and Kazakhstan were domesticated and fed on grain, providing a ready supply of wool, and the Yangtze River basin became the first part of the world where hemp was grown.75 By the first millennium BCE, tax was being collected from peasant households in the form of cloth and grain.76 Every peasant woman could expect to spend up to six weeks a year producing cloth for the state. This cloth was in turn used to clothe the army, to pay for state officials, and for diplomatic gifts – bribes to discourage enemy states and northern tribes from launching an attack. The making of textiles – disentangling fibres before smoothing, spinning and weaving them together in a pattern – became a metaphor for good governance. In Chinese script, ‘to govern’ and ‘to reel silk’ are connected pictographically.


Unlike the Indus Valley, China was a place of stark divisions between rich and poor. Much as in Egypt and Mesopotamia, queens in China were buried in an opulent style, surrounded by vast quantities of pottery, precious metals and precious stones. Large numbers of female sacrificial victims, likely drawn from their own servants, also accompanied the female elite to the grave.77 The lives of wealthy women were clearly much longer and much more comfortable than those of poorer women, and involved a greater range of economic opportunities. Cloth was the one thing that united all women. While elite women owned and supervised cloth workshops, poorer women spun and wove the cloth, whether as servile labourers in palace workshops – as in Mesopotamia – or as peasants within their own homes.78 The resultant cloth provided a currency with which to trade with the wider world. In that sense, Chinese women were laying the foundations on which the ‘Silk Road’ would be built, enabling the integration of China’s vast civilisation with the wider world.79


Peru


Textiles were also at the heart of the final one of our first five centres of global prosperity, nestled between the Pacific Ocean and the Andes in the parched valleys and plains of modern-day Peru. In fact, it was only towards the end of the twentieth century that Peru was identified as having had its own complex and independent civilisation in ancient times, making it the civilisation about which we know the least, but also the one with the most exciting potential for new discoveries.


In addition to sharing China’s focus on cloth, ancient Peru was, like Egypt, the home of mummies and pyramid-builders – and, like the Indus Valley, it appears to have been a reasonably peaceful society. One of its most important centres was the city of Caral. Now said to be the oldest city in the Americas, Caral’s discovery has succeeded in extending back in time the origins of complex society in the Americas. Five thousand years ago, Caral was home to three thousand people across a 626-hectare site. Today, it is an archaeological site that stands in the middle of the arid desert plains of Peru, in an environment that could not seem more inhospitable. The ancient architecture was on a monumental scale, featuring sunken plazas – with concert-style acoustics – and seventy-foot-tall terraced mounds that resembled Egyptian pyramids.80 Constructed from stone and tightly packed bags of boulders, the pyramids were colourfully covered in fine clay, some with a red-pink tinge and others yellow-beige in colour.81 Caral was not alone in its magnificence. The Norte Chico region – which consisted of four river valleys – was dotted with thirty such monumental sites, with pyramids that loomed large across the landscape.82


Whereas civilisations elsewhere in the world developed in river valleys that were disconnected from their surrounding highlands – which were the preserve of nomadic enemy tribes – ancient Peruvian civilisation consisted of a much more integrated whole. The coast, the lowlands and the highlands supported one another. Anchovies, sardines and shellfish were brought inland and exchanged not only for plant-based produce, such as squashes, beans, corn, avocado and chilli – produced with the help of irrigation channels that brought water to the parched land83 – but also for something of equal importance: cotton. It was cotton – worked into fishing nets – that enabled greater catches out at sea, in turn providing the foundation for population growth and, with it, an increasingly dense and sophisticated society.84 Cotton was key to making the most of what the sea had to offer, creating a symbiosis between mountain and sea: a whole that was more than the sum of its parts.


The inhabitants of Peru had been honing their cotton-making skills for some time. Seven thousand years ago, the people of Huaca Prieta (‘Black Pyramid’) – a settlement situated along the northern coastline – were eating popcorn and corn-on-the-cob while weaving a striped fabric consisting of three different colours of thread: tan, blue and white.85 Tan was the natural colour of cotton, the white thread came from the fibres of a bright-white vine and the blue thread consisted of dyed cotton. It was the world’s earliest known use of blue indigo dye.86 Dental remains from the Huaca Prieta site reveal that – over the generations – the diet of those producing the cloth became increasingly varied, to include the produce of the sea and that of the land.87 Cotton underpinned the economic integration of the diverse landscapes of ancient Peru.


The politics of the Norte Chico civilisation remain something of a mystery. Arranging and managing the construction of pyramids and irrigation networks likely required some form of state structure. Evidence of communal feasting during the construction process is apparent in the huge cooking pits and sizeable piles of buried refuse – consisting of fish bones and shellfish – found close to excavated monuments.88 But this wasn’t entirely a pescatarian commune. Some residences were large and consisted of plastered stone walls, while others were smaller and constructed from simple wattle and daub. Whether the relationships between such city-dwellers – and similarly between the coast and cities like Caral – were based on trade or on compulsion remains an open debate.89 The fact that there were no defensive structures – no city walls – suggests that warfare and conquest were not, however, the chief occupation of whatever form of state existed. Like early Egypt and the Indus, this was primarily a peaceful civilisation.


Whether men and women were equal in the Norte Chico civilisation is still relatively unknown. The recent discovery of a mummified forty-year-old woman – buried with eight flutes – suggests that women could achieve positions of wealth and power.90 We also know that in the much later and less peaceful period of the Inca Empire, women were supervising state weaving workshops manned by the daughters of defeated communities.91 In the societies conquered by the Incas, the presence of textile tools doubled following invasion, indicating that conquered peoples were expected to spin and weave as payment to the state.92 In the Aztec and Maya societies which developed further to the north, female gods were depicted spinning and weaving, fibres in hand.93 Wherever states sprung to life in the Americas, cloth remained integral, and it was clear who was producing it: women.


While there is still a lot to be discovered about the economy of ancient Peru – making it one of the most active archaeological centres of the world today – we know that thousands of years before the Incas, cotton was already king. Whether the system of producing cotton textiles was based on servile labour – as in Mesopotamia – or on the home production of peasants – as in China – remains, for now, a mystery.


Patriarchy Proliferates


Five thousand years ago, women were busy building the world’s first five civilisations in Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, China and Peru. In some of these societies, they were more likely to be enslaved, while in others they were more likely to be free peasant women or even members of a burgeoning middle-class whose wealth depended on trade. This meant that not all women were fully rewarded for their efforts: their hard labour sometimes showed in the splendour of palaces and pyramids – or in the flourishing businesses of their husbands – rather than in their own pay packets. One thing, however, is clear: with time, gender – and class – divides began to widen.


Warfare was a harbinger of change. Towards the end of the third millennium BCE, the bearded herdsmen of the Syrian mountains – a people known as the Amorites – descended from their highlands in search of greener pastures for their flocks. Travelling along the Euphrates River, they were described in cuneiform tablets as giants who knew neither home nor grain, though they were soon happily making themselves comfortable in the towns and cities that dotted Mesopotamia’s fertile crescent.94 In an attempt to prevent their onward march to Sumeria, the king of Ur built a wall between the Euphrates and the Tigris. Despite it being 155 km in length, the Amorites simply walked – or, rather, rode – around it. Transforming themselves from conquerors to rulers, these Syrian interlopers gave rise to some of the most notorious kings in Mesopotamian history. By 1755 BCE, King Hammurabi was in command of the vast swathe of land between Syria and the Persian Gulf, creating the Babylonian Empire that features in the Bible.


Best known for the ‘Code of Hammurabi’ – a set of laws which the King claimed to have received from the gods – Hammurabi transformed the legal landscape by shifting the focus of law from the victim to the perpetrator. Harsh punishment replaced compensation as payment for crime, and, as a precursor to the Law of Moses, was applied in an ‘eye for an eye’ fashion. Under the auspices of protecting the weak, the code also created what was arguably the first legalised system of patriarchy, one that made women the property of men – supposedly for their own protection. By the Late Babylonian era, women beer sellers had disappeared,95 women no longer appeared as witnesses in legal documents,96 and cloisters previously run by women were under male administration.97


Women were instructed to veil and to seclude themselves from the rest of society, and the amount of bodily coverage became a means of distinguishing between women on the basis of wealth, rank and occupation.98 The later Assyrian Law Code described in detail which women should and should not veil, and assigned punishments for those transgressing the rules. In sum, all women were legally obliged to veil, with the exception of ‘harlots’ and ‘slave girls’ and ‘daughters who lacked status’ (i.e. were poor). In order to maintain the distinction between these groups of women, any ‘harlot’ who was caught veiled was to be stripped of her clothing, caned fifty times, and have ‘pitch poured on her head’. Any slave girl caught doing the same was to have her ears chopped off. If a man failed to report a veiled harlot or slave, he was also to be stripped and caned, and would have his ears ‘pierced [and] threaded with a cord tied behind him’ while doing a month of ‘hard labour for the king’.99


In a move paralleling the invasion of the Amorites in Mesopotamia, the people of the ‘steppes’ – the pastoral nomads from the extensive mountainous terrain that lay between India, China and the Middle East – descended across Eurasia over the course of the second millennium BCE. Their mighty weapon was the horse-drawn chariot – the tank of its day. It was at this time that the peaceful and relatively equal Indus civilisation disappeared. How and why such a sophisticated and prosperous society suddenly vanished are questions that continue to evade historians and archaeologists, but the descent of the steppe people ranks highly amongst all explanations.100 Wherever they invaded, the chariot riders sent shockwaves through the societies they conquered. Some historians have argued that they brought an uncivilised, brutish and patriarchal culture that was responsible for a sexist transformation across Eurasia.101 Whether or not they did, the very act of invasion certainly gave added impetus to patriarchy, as it meant that homes and farms were raided and wives and daughters were raped, kidnapped and sold as sex slaves. In response, some communities introduced greater restrictions on women, limiting their ability to leave the home and enforcing stricter dress codes when they did. There were also implications for sons. In times of unrest, families wanted to keep their sons at home to act as protectors, tipping the balance away from matrilocality and further towards patrilocality. This meant that wives were expected to move to their husband’s home or community – rather than vice versa – which deprived them of their own family network and left them under the watchful eye of their parents-in-law.


Patriarchy was, however, also on the rise in civilisations that managed to keep the chariot-riding nomads at bay. While Egypt was still relatively ‘woman friendly’, by the Middle Kingdom (2030–1786 BCE), lists of government administrators featured fewer women supervisors and overseers.102 Weaving was still considered women’s work, but workshops were increasingly being run and controlled by men rather than women.103 Being a good wife and mother – wearing the title ‘Lady of the House’ with pride – became a woman’s principal role.104 In the subsequent New Kingdom (1567–1085 BCE), when Egypt became less politically isolated, women featured less prominently in artistic depictions of everyday scenes105 and, while they could still in theory own property, relatively few did in practice. The ten-metre-long Wilbour Papyrus, a survey of fields in Middle Egypt undertaken by Egyptian administrators in the reign of Ramesses V, includes the names of 131 female landowners, equating to only twelve percent of the total number of landowners listed in the papyrus.106 And as Egypt expanded eastwards into Palestine and Syria, enslaved women became a part of the booty and were allocated work as servants, weavers, brewers, agricultural labourers or cloth makers.107 As surrounding communities sought to appease the Egyptians, they sent women as a form of tribute, some of whom found themselves housed in a royal ‘harem’.108 Egypt was becoming more like Mesopotamia, both in its use of slave labour and in its lack of women’s rights.


Around the same time in China – when the Yellow River valley was ruled by the Shang Dynasty – sexism was also on the rise. It was a period of China’s history about which we knew very little until, a century ago, a Chinese official was feeling unwell and requested ancient ‘dragon’ bones, which could be ground into a herbal medicine. He noticed that one of the bones was marked with an inscription, which read that ‘Lady Hao would give birth to a girl, which would not be good’.109 The bones were subsequently dated to the second millennium BCE, making them China’s earliest known example of ‘son preference’. At that time, Chinese emperors communicated with the heavens through the cracks that were generated when heat was applied to the bones of the dead. The cracks were interpreted as containing secret messages from the afterlife.110 Curious about the strange messages contained on the ancient bones, archaeologists began to dig, and, in the process, unearthed the tomb of Lady Hao. Containing objects made from bronze and jade, along with weapons, sixteen human skeletons and the remains of four tigers – likely human and animal sacrifices – the tomb’s scale and opulence is indicative of a society with stark divisions between rich and poor. While the contents suggest that Lady Hao – one of the emperor’s sixty-four wives – owned her own land and led military campaigns, she lived in a society in which women like her were losing ground.111
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