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Dearer is her husband’s shadow to the loved and loving wife.





                  The Mahabharata

To tell the story of civilization is to describe the evolution of humans from primitive quasi-animals to modern sophisticated beings organized as societies of like-minded individuals. Several recognizable themes characterized the journey, one of which was how women fared differently than men, mostly due to a matter of perspective imposed by the dominating half of the species: men.  In the historical records prior to 1500 C.E., we can identify a few specific times and places where matriarchy influenced a social group to the extent that women enjoyed total recognition within that culture. These examples can form one end of a spectrum of analysis at the other extreme of which we must place the more common incidence of men treating women like owned property.  

To devise an average representation, we must expose that throughout the long history of the development of civilization as we know it, women could aspire to live happily only in the shadow of their men. 


Women possibly enjoyed a comfortable status during the late Paleolithic and early Neolithic eras, when, although men evidently appraised women’s value in terms of fertility, they also seemingly revered women for it.  We can extrapolate this thought from the thousands of female “Venus” figurines found in ancient sites all over the world.
  However, the best suggestion that at least at one time, in one place, women may have enjoyed total equality and recognition without any sexual distinction whatsoever is in the archeological evidence found on the Minoan culture. Historians of high reputation have pointed out that in Minoan artifacts “women are shown enjoying a freedom and dignity unknown elsewhere in the ancient near east”.
  In some of the excavated mementos from the past, Minoan women are not portrayed as secluded in the home; they are shown “sitting with men and taking an equal part in public festivities.”
 Of added importance is that the women do not appear intimidated in any way against wearing revealing clothes.
 The latter of course insinuates that they were not sexually suppressed.  In Japan and Thailand and North America, we can also find an impression that matriarchal considerations dominated some societies to the point that women were unsuppressed. Up until the fifth century CE, Japanese wives enjoyed social equality and even became Queens.
  In Thailand, liberal attitudes by men towards women must have existed, as evidenced by the report of the navigator Zheng He, circa 1413-1415, that wives in that land managed all affairs and were intimate with strangers without angering their husbands.
  More recently, Iroquois women somehow found themselves in the ultimate position of control because they decided which men would rule and could replace any one whose performance was unsatisfactory.
    

If we now jump from day to night, as a metaphor, in describing the status of women in the blossoming of civilization, we must observe how the worst seems to have occurred to women in cultures striving to be unemotional machines. Two of the most glaring examples of this from history are China and Sparta. The first obsessively applied principles of Confucianism to try and create a perfectly ordered society. The second was fixated entirely on military values.  Confucius must have had a very low opinion of women, as he did not propose a healthy place for them in his rationalized bureaucracy. In what was termed “the five relationships”, he defined the ideal interaction between husbands and wives in terms that placed women in a very lowly position.
  During the Song era of 960 to 1279 C.E., what historians refer to as “the Confucian doctrine of rigid male dominance”, was reintroduced in such a way that wives were treated as “consumer items”, that is, bought and sold like owned property.
  If they were not killed outright at birth, girls were condemned to a life-long torture of foot binding, presumably so they could be perfect little dolls in a perfectly ordered society.
  It hardly seems believable, but a few centuries after the Song episode, the official status of women degraded even further in China. During the Ming era, not only did women suffer the indignity of being treated as mere chattels (young virgins were sold openly), but they were kept in seclusion, out of sight of “proper” society.
   As to the Spartans, they regarded their women as child-making machines and valued them accordingly, but in a rather de-humanizing way. The impression is that Spartans probably treated their women like they handled their horses: if one did well, she was pampered, if performance was low, the lame horse or woman was done away with.
   

After contemplating the best and the worst, we can now consider the average situation of women throughout history. Their more common condition was that of second-class citizens, sometimes theoretically “equal”, but still at least one step back from the men in their lives.  In some cultures, men tempered the concept of “owning” women with principles of protectiveness. In other words, they alleged that women belonged on a different level for their own good.  We can find the oldest observation of control through protectiveness in the Laws of Manu which state that “In childhood a female must be subject to her father, in youth to her husband, and when her lord is dead, to her sons; a woman must never be independent”.
   When Rome came about, it was also a patriarchal society, and it is said that at the beginning of the Common Era, women began to be better “protected” under Roman law.
  Unfortunately, Romans did not seem to differentiate very well between “protecting” and “dominating”.  It is however in Homer’s epic Iliad that we can see the best example of the power of male protectiveness and the deterioration of a woman who finds herself without it. During the war over Troy, Andromanche foresees that her husband Hector is going to die in battle and she will be left without his protection. She begs him not to go, because he is “her father, brother, and husband, all rolled into one”. She is clearly aware that without a man to belong to, the society of their time and place will consider her as nothing. So bad are her prospects that she even exclaims “better for me to sink beneath the earth”.
  Andromanche was not crying over the approaching loss of her lover, she was expressing her fear of being left alone without a man to belong to.
  
Moving further out of the shadow and into the light of recognition of women as independent equals, we must then contemplate societies where women could enjoy an almost-but-not-quite equal status with men, if they provided serious help in matters usually handled by men.  This was certainly the case of Ban Zhao, the Confucian woman who was actually appointed to a lofty position in the Emperor’s court. The quality that made her so useful was her ability to apply a personal understanding of women to the task of creating a code for the “ideal Confucian woman” to follow.
  In Roman times, forewomen ran estates on a day-to-day basis for practical reasons.
  The same apparently occurred during medieval times.
  Even during the Renaissance, when women finally obtained access to education, it was for the practical purpose of making them “better companions and conversationalists for their husbands”.


There were also societies in which women not only had to live as shadows but the protectiveness of men extended itself to keeping them in seclusion. During the “Golden Age” of Byzantium, high-born women were totally secluded.
  The moral discourses of Leon Battista Alberti during the Renaissance favored equality for women, but he nevertheless felt they belonged “in the home”.
  During the same era, the Church considered women should be either housewives or virgin nuns.
 In other words, they should be locked up, either in homes or nunneries.
In cases where the shadows of women successfully emerged into the light of independence, the closest that men permitted them to stand was the psychological equivalent of “one step behind”. Getting this far was not a lineal progression by women through history, it happened sporadically from the very beginning of civilization. For example, Egyptian women enjoyed a lot of equal rights; however, they were banned from certain professions, such as that of scribe.
  Then  there was Buddha, revered as “the enlightened one”, who seems to have had difficulty with granting women the right to become nuns in what he proclaimed was not a religion but a path to achieving total freedom.
  One of the freedoms that he promoted as a goal had to do with abolishing desire, and perhaps he was confused about how women could fit into a spiritual movement partially dedicated to freeing men from desire for women. And finally, we must recognize the effect on millions of women of the Mahabharata, the great Indu epic, which presented the goddess Sita as the perfect woman. She was all-powerful but described as devoted and submissive to her husband, in fact happy to “live in her husband’s shadow”.


As a statistical observation, we must say that prior to 1500, only small numbers of women infrequently emerged totally out of the shadow to become absolute equals with men, to “stand side-by-side” with them, in a continuation of our perspective through analogy. But the idea that women and men were equal parts of a single whole was presented to the world, which obviously was not ready for it, more than once.  Plato for one did not hide his belief that “there was no essential difference between men and women”.
  Aristotle stated the case for gender equality very eloquently when he said “…in the civilized and more intelligent animals the bond of unity is more perfect…the female and the male cooperate to ensure not merely existence but a good life…”
  And, right at the very beginning of civilization, the code of Hamurabi points out that women deserve fairness, such as in rule 128 which states “If a man take a wife and do [sic] not draw up a contract with her, that woman is not a wife.”
  The implication was that if she was not a wife she was not obliged to abide by the rules of a wife and therefore, by extension, we can assume Hamurabi was dictating that men could not take advantage of women.


Ultimately, we must appreciate that there is a logical and rational reasoning in support of equality between men and women, and it was presented a long time ago in a speech attributed to the Emperor Augustus in 9 C.E. He pointed out how the intercourse of male and female is what creates potential immortality for our race of mortal individuals.
  Neither gender can survive without the other, except perhaps as the product of laboratories, but even that would have its time limitations.  The human race will continue to grow and flourish as long as the two genders interact in a mutually beneficial way. Perhaps to see that in its original purity we need to look again at our very beginnings.  When humans were struggling cave-dwellers, there was a simplistic equality of the sexes based on need. Work was hard and men were stronger-bodied so labor was divided according to physical strength and this of course highlighted a contrast between the two sexes.
  However, there is no evidence that women were considered any lesser, just different, in the very beginning of civilization.  Their status deteriorated progressively after that, with many ups and downs. Since 1500 C.E., mostly in the western societies and particularly in America in the past century, we can see women in their rightful place as co-partners in the family unit. The drive for positive change goes on, but women in many cultural groups all over the earth still have a long road to walk, to become recognized and accepted as more than the shadows of men.
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