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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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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.


[image: Black and white map of Mesopotamia.]



Description
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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
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