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For all the women of the world
who have had no history 


Woman is and makes history.
—MARY RITTER BEARD

Praise for Who Cooked the Last Supper?
“The greatest story never told . . . it’s the history of love, life and the whole damn thing.”
—The Times of London
“The most astonishing thing about this astonishing book is that it hasn’t been done before. . . . Wonderfully precise, yet witty.”
—Booklist
“Witty and fascinating . . . a stunning job of redressing a shameful imbalance.”
—Newsday
“Women have a history, a marvelous one. Understanding its unsurpassable range and richness both restores us our past, and sends us forward with confidence and inspiration into a better future.”
—Cosmopolitan
“With her sharp and satirical feel for language, Miles sets light to some of history’s enduring images and watches them crackle.”
—New Society

Introduction
Who cooked the Last Supper? If it had been a man, wouldn’t he have a saint’s day by now, with a fervent following of celebrity chefs? Questions like this got me into trouble from my earliest schooldays, when it seemed that all history, like everything else in the world, belonged to men. On every primary school chart of “The Dawn of Time,” primitive man strode purposefully into the future with never a female in sight. Man the Hunter had ensured our transition to meat eaters and hence increased the size of our brains, Man the Toolmaker had fashioned arrowheads and Man the Cave Painter had invented art. “Man,” it seemed, had single-handedly climbed down the tree of evolution on behalf of the rest of us. No one ever suggested that women might have had anything to do with it.
The ages rolled on with hardly a female in view. Among history’s colorful pageant of wars, popes and kings, women surfaced only in default of men. Joan of Arc led the French because there were no guys with the right stuff around. Elizabeth I ruled England because there were no guys left in line to the throne. Later heroines like Florence Nightingale and Susan B. Anthony were somehow apart from the world of men, another common prerequisite for famous women of the past. Like Joan’s martyrdom and Elizabeth’s virginity, their muscular but austere spinsterhood held few attractions for my girlish mind.
And the women who made it into the history books were so few. Where were all the rest? It was a question that would not go away. I wrote  Who Cooked the Last Supper? to answer it, for myself at least. My starting point was the uncompromising demand of Gibbon, the great historian of the Roman Empire: “What is history? Little more than a register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of men.” The challenge was irresistible. “At last,” I boldly proclaimed, “the hand that rocks the cradle has taken up the pen to set the record straight. In history, there were women too.”
These brave words launched the first edition of this book with far more confidence than I felt, since I had no idea what the reception might be. As it turned out, I was not the only one pondering women’s absence from the history books. The response exceeded my dearest hopes. Since its first appearance as The Women’s History of the World, the book has never been out of print. It has been translated into many foreign languages, and last year was published for the first time in Chinese. Excerpts now adorn the Internet in many languages, and it has inspired conferences, TV series and most recently a one-woman show.
On a personal level, the reaction to The Women’s History was overwhelming, too. The book has touched hearts and minds all over the world. In Europe and America, women have come up to me to thank me for writing it, and burst into tears. Many wrote or contacted me in person with the simple statement, “it changed my life.” A grandmother in her eighties wrote to say that she had bought copies for all her daughters and granddaughters “because it’s too late for me, but not too late for them.” In Belgium, a psychotherapist told me that one of her clients had arrived clutching a copy open at the dedication, “For all the women of the world who have had no history,” and furiously declared, “This is me! That’s my story.” Perhaps most dear of all, a young woman at South Western University in Georgetown, Texas, presented me with a beautiful crystal necklace and matching pendant earrings that had belonged to her late mother, along with a letter that I treasure to this day. “[Reading your book] I was able, for the first time,” she wrote, “to place the experiences of my life in a larger women’s history. I have made this my life’s goal and I have never felt more content. Please wear these and remember all the lives you touched in Texas.”
I wanted to tell her that any tribute was not due to me, but to the women whose stories I had brought to light. This book’s first publisher and true father, Roger Houghton, called it “the greatest story never told.” In truth, women have been active, competent and important through all the ages of humanity, and it is devastating for us all if we do not understand this. The sheer vitality, courage and horsepower of the characters I uncovered were a daily inspiration to me as I battled, too, with the relentless historical catalogue of women’s oppression and abuse. For I knew that a celebration of the world’s “famous feisty women” was not enough. Any true women’s history has to make sense of all that has happened to women and through them to men, to children and to the world at large.
The present reissue under this sporting new title and updated format is the first appearance in the United States of the text in full. Earlier editions pruned back the language and took out the humor on the grounds that the subject was too serious to joke about. But I truly believe that the subject is far too serious not to joke about; nor can history be true to life if it has no comic relief. I am delighted to see the text as I wrote it once again. This reissue in the book’s original form is heartwarming proof to me that interest in the topic has not waned. On the contrary, people throughout the world have become more and more intrigued by the lost Atlantis of women’s history, the forgotten story of so many lives.
WHY WOMEN’S HISTORY? 
Yet some would say, why women’s history at all? Surely men and women have always shared a world, and suffered together all its rights and wrongs? It is a common belief that whatever the situation, both sexes faced it alike. But the male peasant, however cruelly oppressed, always had the right to beat his wife. The black slave had to labor for the white master by day, but he did not have to service him by night as well. This grim pattern continues to this day, with women bearing an extra ration of pain and misery whatever the circumstances, as the sufferings of the women of war-torn Eastern Europe will testify. While their men fought and died, wholesale and systematic rape—often accompanied by the same torture and death that the men suffered— was a fate only women had to endure. Women’s history springs from moments of recognition such as this, and the awareness of the difference is still very new. Only in our time have historians begun to look at the historical experience of men and women separately, and to acknowledge that for most of our human past, women’s interests have been opposed to those of men. Women’s interests have been opposed by them, too: men have not willingly extended to women the rights and freedoms they have claimed for themselves. As a result, historical advances have tended to be “men only” affairs. When history concentrates solely on one half of the human race, any alternative truth or reality is lost. Men dominate history because they write it, and their accounts of active, brave, clever or aggressive females constantly tend to sentimentalize, to mythologize or to pull women back to some perceived “norm.” As a result, much of the so-called historical record is simply untrue. For example, Joan of Arc was burned not for heresy but for wearing men’s clothes, as were other women right up to the eighteenth century. Florence Nightingale was never called “the Lady with the Lamp,” but “the Lady with the Hammer,” an image deftly readjusted by the war reporter of the Times since it was far too coarse for the folks back home. Far from gliding about the hospital with her lamp aloft, Nightingale earned her nickname through a ferocious attack on a locked storeroom when a military commander refused to give her the medical supplies she needed.
We also need women’s history because so much of women’s participation is frankly denied in the ceaseless effort to assert men’s “natural” superiority at all costs. Who knows now that the owner of the Round Table was not Arthur but Guenevere, or that generations of battling queens in India and Arabia helped to make their countries what they are today? And these distortions did not only occur in our misty, distant past. Who ever hears of the all-female crack combat battalions in this century’s two World Wars, or knows what part women played in the discovery of quasars and DNA? What of the women’s space flight program in NASA’s glory days of moon landings, an initiative suddenly and ingloriously shut down without explanation, although the women’s results were at least as good as the men’s?
Reminders of women’s centrality to the human race are also crucial; they combat the persistent sense that discrimination against women is still somehow okay. In January 2000, Time magazine hailed Gandhi and Winston Churchill as two of the three “Persons of the Century” for their wisdom, leadership and all-around worth. The accounts of the two “great” men freely acknowledged that Gandhi had habitually abused women and that Churchill was a ferocious, lifelong antifeminist, without any sense that this diminished their greatness at all. Substitute “blacks” for “women” and “racist” for “antifeminist,” and it is clear that both men would be candidates for disgrace, not for election to the pantheon of the great. As the new millennium dawned, the end of the twentieth century brought a rash of other retrospective historical assessments like this, from magazine articles to weighty historic tomes. None of them accorded women more than a passing nod. Women’s history, it seems, still has to win its place.
I also feel that a women’s history must explain as well as narrate, offering underlying reasons as well as filling in the many factual blanks. It has to account for one of the most puzzling questions of all time: How did women’s subordination come about? Some have argued that the separation of the sexes is rooted in “nature,” that we are two different genders, and the story ends there. Others see the division of male from female as resulting from sociobiology, representing the first act of social divisiveness the human race ever made, before tribes, before races, before everything. For centuries both men and women took it for granted that the two sexes operated in “separate spheres,” a destiny of biology that was both natural and divinely ordained. This sexual apartheid, with its legal, religious, social, and cultural insistence on women’s secondary role, enshrined women’s inferiority even as it often sanctified womanhood and exalted “the ladies, God bless ’em!”
Mother Nature having saddled women with an unequal share of the work of reproduction, so the argument goes, women had to consent to male domination in order to obtain protection for themselves and for their children. But the historical record clearly shows that women in “primitive” societies have a better chance of equality than those in more “advanced” cultures. Perhaps only a woman-centered view of history can confront a central paradox of our age, that women were freer in earlier times than in our own. Prehistoric women hunted and ran at will, roamed where they would and freely lay down with the partner of their choice. They created pottery, tools and cave paintings, they planted and wove, danced and sang. Their food gathering was vital to the life of the tribe and no man controlled or curtailed what they did. In “advanced” societies, male domination has been elaborated into every aspect of life and constantly reinvented with a battery of religious, biological, “scientific,” psychological and economic reasons to justify women’s inferiority to men. So historians cannot help but smile at the upsurge of neo-Darwinism that gripped the public imagination as the twentieth century drew to a close. Genetics have been used to justify everything from compulsive philandering to male aggression, while the myth of women’s low sex drive continues unchecked (if it were true, why has every society needed such a massive array of controls and punishments to keep its wives’ and daughters’ sexuality in check?). In truth the naïve claim that men are “programmed” to scatter their seed while women desire nothing more than a protector is the same old argument for male supremacy. Traditional defenses of masculine superiority have proved remarkably resilient over time, and women, seen as biologically programmed for inferiority, continue to be denied the human right of full self-determination.
WHERE NOW? 
And where are we now, after thirty years of the most intensive woman-centered activity that the world has ever known? From the 1960s onward, as women met and marched, raised their consciousness to new heights and explored their inner depths, the social and personal ferment they experienced was only comparable to the painful and protracted struggle for the vote. But this was no longer a single-issue campaign. Women were aiming at nothing less than changing the world. Remarkably, they have made enormous progress with this aim. This brief, striking epoch has seen women making more gains than they have in thousands of years. In recent times women have won the right to education and to civic emancipation, entry to the professions, to government, to the military, to the Church. The social revolution has brought economic power, equal opportunities, the vote, the bra, abortion rights, tampons and panty-hose. Twentieth-century women have climbed Everest, walked in space and put a ring around the moon. They have become fighter pilots, supreme court judges and captains of industry. They have run countries and companies, handling billion-dollar budgets as confidently as they handled babies in former times.
This surge forward has ushered in an era of huge change for all, for every man and woman and all those around them. This is in contrast to previous advances for women that tended to be by individuals alone, so that the success of the first woman doctor, for example, was slow to help along the rest of the sex. We have come of age in an era in which women’s solidarity has never been stronger, and from this has flowed some famous victories in our time. And the removal of some of the ancient and blatant injustices against women has served to concentrate social forces on those that remain. At last we are seeing a sustained attempt to root out thousands of years of discrimination against women, with governments and campaigners throwing money, time and real political will into the process of change. This has thrown up some puzzling paradoxes and raised interesting questions for our brave new world. In the last hundred years, women have made more giant strides toward autonomy and achievement than in all the previous millennia combined. Yet what does it say about the age as a whole that two of its most enduring female icons, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and Diana, Princess of Wales, were famous only through the men they married, and not for any talent of their own? That Diana, the world’s most celebrated woman ever, became famous by fulfilling the Cinderella fantasy of marrying a prince and won admiration for showing her “vulnerability”? In more general terms, why is it still so hard for women of color to win parity with other women, let alone with the boss race of white men? And what do we make of women bosses of sex industries, enthusiastically churning out products that were roundly condemned when they were peddled by men? Or women boxers, fighting to enter a sport that many consider too cruel and degrading for its male gladiators?
At least the woman boxer in the West is free to choose. For most of the women of the world, freedom remains an imaginary garden in which only the snakes are real. In China, India, Africa and the Middle East, to be a woman is to deal on a daily basis with men who truly and deeply believe that women are lesser creatures and should be under their control. They believe this because their God tells them so. Every one of the “great” belief systems of the world, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism and Confucianism, insists on women’s inferiority as an article of faith. Individual women have negotiated their way around this for thousands of years, and many societies are now backing away from such blatantly indefensible ideas. But every resurgence of fundamentalism renews these ancient prejudices and seeks to undo all that has been won.
Modern conditions, too, do not always mean progress, and may indeed renew former wrongs. New oppressions emerge, which like their predecessors are only symptoms of more fundamental inequalities whose roots are hard enough to identify, let alone remove. Women’s history must continue to raise its voice against the survival of the savageries of the past, reborn in new guises. We cannot evade the central paradox that at a time when life is getting better for so many, some have taken the opportunity to make things so much worse. Unparalleled levels of material and technical advance have given birth to unimaginable perversions and the sadistic abuse of power, with women on the receiving end as they have always been. One example (but a dreadful one) must suffice. In China and India, the drive toward population control has produced new and horrific waves of the killing of baby girls, both living and unborn. Fifteen years ago I and many others were protesting that the amniocentesis test, devised to promote the birth of healthy babies, was being widely used to abort unwanted females, noting that in the year 1984 1985, 16,000 female fetuses were destroyed in one clinic in Bombay alone. As the new millennium is born, the open and unashamed demand of these unreconstructed patriarchies for sons, their eternal valuing of boys over girls, continues and indeed increases unchecked. Elsewhere in the East, as women struggle for education and autonomy, male judiciaries validate the so-called “honor killings” as acceptable in law, reasserting the ancient right of every husband to kill an adulterous wife, a pregnant teenager or even a wife suspected of being adulterous. Latterly in Pakistan and some of the Arab states, this has extended to a “dishonored” sister, mother or stepmother, too. Genital mutilation remains the fate of millions of African girls, while in Kuwait, women are still denied the vote. In Saudi Arabia, women who step out of line are subject to cruelty, torture, and death. In Afghanistan, the hideous Taliban have instituted a vicious war against the entire sex, driving women out of jobs and torturing and killing them for supposed infractions of their religious laws—laws harsher than those the Nazis imposed on the Jews during the Holocaust. But then women, like the Jews of the past, are deemed nonpersons under systems such as these. Throughout the non-Western world, laws of recent standing restate a belief formed almost two thousand years ago, that the testimony of one man outweighs that of four women or more.
And if twentieth-century woman has been free to become Jiang Q’ing or Indira Gandhi, she has also been ripe for the spectacular fall and punishment these two faced, the life sentence in solitary confinement, the bullet in the guts. One of the lessons of these women’s lives has been to dispatch forever the idea that “the feminization of politics ” would lead to a better world, that female leaders would be kinder and gentler than men. In truth, sensational power has gone hand in hand with spectacular folly and dismal greed: who could judge Imelda Marcos until they have walked a mile in one of her 2,047 pairs of shoes? Strongmen’s wives, like the fragrant Imelda and the greedy Elena Ceausescu, wife of Romania’s last brutal dictator, sank to dung-beetle levels of inhuman acquisitiveness, even by the standards of the international kleptocracy they adorned. Meanwhile most of the rest of the female population of the world could get Coca-Cola but not clean water, cigarettes but not contraceptives, and video porn but not medicines for their children.
As all this shows, women’s history needs to give more attention to the women of worlds other than our own, women for whom forced marriage, premature childbirth, constant violence, and an early death make our Western insults and injuries seem trivial indeed. Yet the more evolved our society and the wider the global reach, the more restrictions women face, and the greater the range and sophistication of men’s control, a sobering thought for those of us who live in the “advanced” societies of the West. For even in the West, which considers itself the leader of the globe, women live in a world where men still dominate in law, politics, business, industry and government. Women’s rights have not yet achieved parity with “human rights”; that is, the rights men claim and extend to themselves. Most significant of all, whether through the mass media or through corporate dictatorship of what we wear, eat, read, believe and think, men continue to own and control the ultimate right of all, the right to define. Yet never did women lie down under these trials, or under the age-old social, legal, political and religious systems that have downgraded them throughout history, and for every painfully won advance have tried with new determination to turn the clock back. Women are not and were not inferior, and they did not see themselves as such. So whenever the old oppressions, usually in some new and unexpected guise, became too much, a new revolt would erupt, and each generation of women would rediscover their strength, their solidarity and their political history. This was not easy, even in modern times. Throughout the last century, when the world’s major effort has gone into the singularly male pursuit of making war, women were repeatedly denied expression, refused fulfilling work, returned to the home, and so separated from one another and from public activity. For this reason alone, they did not succeed in validating or consolidating a continuous, vigorous, accepted and progressive tradition of social and political action as male power blocs like labor unions or political parties have always done. Thus on each occasion of new revolt, everything had to be rediscovered and reinvented. Until now.
For now, at last, we have succeeded in turning the tide. If this has been an era of tough challenges for women, it has been one of immeasurable opportunities, too. Millions of women who publicly disclaim feminism have nevertheless reached out with both hands for the chances it has opened up for them. A century and more after Charlotte Perkins Gilman declared “a house does not need a wife any more than it needs a husband,” women in the West have at last been freed from the tyranny of domestic drudgery passed off as female fulfillment and a life constrained by enforced traditional roles. Full-time homemaking has become a positive option, and no longer is any woman compelled to live out the “little women and good wives” scenario unhappily, resentfully or at others’ expense. Now, after the euphoria of the first handful of legal and civic triumphs and the glow of the achievement of “famous female firsts” (first woman to run a marathon, pilot a Boeing 747, win a Nobel prize) twenty-first-century women are breaking out of the deadening cycle which dictated that with every battle won, the enemy regrouped elsewhere. With a sense of history sharpened by repeated disappointment, women have come to see the essentially repetitive nature of their struggle, and to understand that the circumstances in which they gained previous rights and freedoms in themselves undermined the freedoms and rights so painfully won. For women make progress in times of social change, when established power blocs shift and crack open, allowing women and other outsiders to penetrate structures where previously they were denied. Women’s advance into public life or into the male world of work is therefore connected with times of upheaval and stress: frontier women fight and shoot, immigrant women work in businesses or run for office in the city or trade union. The post-sixties phase of the fight for emancipation is the result of a savage series of world recessions that have pushed up women’s participation in the workforce in countries like Britain by as much as 47 percent, just as it did during the century’s two World Wars, when women by the millions abandoned the feather duster for the lathe and vowed never to go back into domestic service again.
They did, of course. For domestic service was soon given another name, and at the end of World War II whole generations of budding engineers and riveting Rosies were sharply bumped out of skilled work and found themselves back in the home. For no matter how vital it seemed at the time for women to work, to drive cars and to have day care and nursery schools to free them for their tasks, these signs of emancipation were seen as only a temporary response to the crisis, and were fatally undermined by this. The atmosphere of uncertainty, dissatisfaction and fear provoked by the larger crisis became associated with the fact that women now had jobs and were no longer in the home as a warm and welcoming presence along with the smell of fresh cookies and a fire on the hearth. No matter that these things had not happened for decades, and may not have happened then. Identified with the bad feelings of change, women’s advances came to be seen as the cause of the badness and the change. This line of thinking was not restricted just to men. For women, too, suffering these strains and dissatisfactions and also being made to take responsibility for creating them often seemed too high a price to pay. So they trooped back en masse into the home to make an art of “Home Economics” and “Domestic Science,” furiously gilding their cages under a barrage of “ideal homes” propaganda and Doris Day hymning the joys of “a woman’s touch.” Until the next time that the discontent became too great to be borne.
Hence the repetitive nature of women’s struggle and the length of time it has taken for their legitimate claims even to find a voice. For many women, breaking the silence to make themselves heard can carry still a terrible price. In The Women’s History of the World, I wrote that it is the story of a million million stifled voices, and that is as true today. There is an added and bitter poignancy in the fact that so many voices are silenced just as they begin to cry out. The Uruguayan writer Delmira Agustini, to name only one, had published three volumes of poetry acclaimed throughout the Spanish speaking world when her husband, from whom she had separated, killed her at the age of 24.
There are many such. Without question, countless women have lived poorly and died horribly, for no better reason than that they were born female. But the vast majority of women have not been victims of their accident of birth. Nor have they felt deterred by the opposition they faced. History is full of women who in the teeth of setback and disaster have taken up arms against a sea of troubles, and fought for life itself. Our world past is packed with countless stories of Amazons and Assyrian war queens, mother goddesses and “great She-Elephants,” imperial concubines who rose to rule the world, scientists, psychopaths, saints and sinners, Theodosia, Hypatia, Wu Chao, Victoria Claflin Woodhull, Hind al Hind. There are also the millions and millions who got up every morning to light the fire, heat the pot, feed humans and animals and tend the crops. At home they dealt with the chamber pots and the dirty linen, the dying and the newborn. Outdoors they kept the markets and swept the temple steps. Most of them we have never heard of and never will. But the survival of the human race proves that every one of these hidden lives was a kind of unsung triumph in its way.
It is in the context of this simple, monumental truth that the success of the world’s women takes its place. And in this age, if ever, women’s natural powers have proven themselves too great to be contained. Some women indeed found themselves freer as a result of their sex. “Had I been a man,” said the record-breaking British aviator Amy Johnson, “I might have explored the Poles or climbed Mount Everest, but as it was, my spirit found outlet in the air.” Women everywhere now have the chance to be freer than they ever were, for even the most oppressive of regimes can no longer hide from world opinion or the searchlight of the Internet. True freedom for the female of the species means not only the liberty to work, to travel, to define themselves, but also to differ from one another in important ways. This progress may be measured in the distance we have travelled from Freud’s baffled cry “What do women want?” Our coming of age gives us the strength to recognize that there is no one agenda, no program of social reform, that will give all women what they want or need. Just as men accept that the interests of different groups will inevitably collide, we now know that women do not have to agree. We recognize that we differ enormously by groupings of religion, race, country, sexual orientation and class. Our struggle now is to see that straight or gay, married or single, mothers or childless, rich, poor, short, tall, fat or thin, every woman is free to exercise her human options as a right. And our freedom is meaningless unless we can extend it to all our fellow inhabitants of the earth. We now know that if men are not the measure of full humanity, neither are women standing alone. At some point in the last thirty years women looked at each other with new awareness, and sighing at all the work still to be done, understood that whatever they were doing to save the world for women had to be done for men and children, too. Only with the understanding that men and women can unite against all that drags us down will we make a stand for our common health and happiness. That is the task ahead, and we must not fail.
If the bastions of overt discrimination have been hard to bring down, unconscious prejudice will be harder still. For this and all the reasons outlined above, the need for women’s history has grown greater in the years since I wrote this book, rather than lessened. Indeed, we have hardly begun. Hundreds of thousands of spectacular stories still remain to be excavated from the sands of time, from the women rulers of Europe’s “age of queens” to the sturdy female farmers, brewers, market traders and village wisewomen who have held their communities together all over the world and, in so doing, kept the human race alive. Learning about these women is vital to the necessary process of restoring women to their place in the world, for our own times and those to come. For we need this more and more as we make our way through a new millennium in the determination to achieve what we want. Feasting on these marvelous stories of what women have done for the last five thousand years will inspire us to build a new and better world. To ground us, too: they are an endless resource to help us keep our bravery muscles in good trim. Most of all they will remind us all how wonderful women are and how far we have come. As the historic eleven-year reign of Margaret Thatcher drew to an end in Britain, a boy was said to have asked, “Can men ever be Prime Minister?” Just so might a child have inquired in the time of the Egyptian women pharaohs, or Russia’s Catherine the Great. The difference is that Thatcher and other women prime ministers were not rare anomalies, but elected representatives, and not just once, but many times. No longer are women serving in default of men. We are here to take our full place alongside men, and bear with them the weight of life in the world.
So women deserve a history of their own, if their true story is to be told. Indeed, many more than one: I would like to see women everywhere writing their own stories and those of their foremothers, and male historians mining this rich seam, too. We need as many books of women’s history as we can get. This one is a history of women, not of feminism. My aim has been to do justice to the concerns of all the women of our time, and of men, too, as they affected the women of the world. Who Cooked the Last Supper? makes no pretense to the traditional historical fiction of impartiality. Women are the greatest wronged and still-suffering majority in the history of the world, and we can never say that loudly or long enough. Some good ol’ boy somewhere is sure to say that this is unfair to men, a lament that has grown ever louder as society has at last tried to show some fairness to the other side. Some indeed claim that having won the sex war, women are drunk with power, raging out of control, and that men are the victims now. Indeed, the “man question” has taken on all the excitement of the vexed “woman question” of the nineteenth century, as we puzzle over school results that show girls outstripping boys, female athletes running times faster than those of male gold medalists at earlier Olympics, and how come tennis champ Bobby Riggs lost out to little Billie Jean King? Every gain, every success for women is taken to mean that men are being cheated and denigrated. To me it’s healthier to turn the question around. While women were straining every muscle, nerve and bone for the last thirty years, while they labored to remake themselves, their lives and the world, what were twentieth-century men doing all this time? And how long will it take them to join in and support us?
Our message is simple and so clear that it cannot be denied. Every revolution in the history of the world, every movement for equality, has stopped short of sexual equality. After thousands of years, this era has made a start on changing that. Let us not rest until all of us are free.
ROSALIND MILES
Los Angeles, 2000


PART I
IN THE BEGINNING
The key to understanding women’s history is in accepting—painful though it may be—that it is the history of the majority of the human race.
—Gerda Lerner


1. The First Women
The predominant theory [of] human cultural evolution has been  “Man-the-Hunter.” The theory that humanity originated in the club-wielding man-ape, aggressive and masterful, is so widely  accepted as scientific fact and so vividly secure in popular culture  as to seem self-evident.
—PROFESSOR RUTH BLEIER
For man without woman there is no heaven in the sky or on  earth. Without woman there would be no sun, no moon, no agriculture, and no fire.
—ARAB PROVERB
The story of the human race begins with the female. Woman carried the original human chromosome as she does to this day; her evolutionary adaptation ensured the survival and success of the species; her work of mothering provided the cerebral spur for human communication and social organization. Yet for generations of historians, archaeologists, anthropologists and biologists, the sole star of the dawn story has been man. Man the Hunter, man the toolmaker, man the lord of creation stalks the primeval savannah in solitary splendor through every known version of the origin of our species. In reality, however, woman was quietly getting on with the task of securing a future for humanity—for it was her labor, her skills, her biology that held the key to the destiny of the race.
For, as scientists acknowledge, “women are the race itself, the strong primary sex, and man the biological afterthought.” 1 In human cell structure, woman’s is the basic “X” chromosome; a female baby simply collects another “X” at the moment of conception, while the creation of a male requires the branching off of the divergent “Y” chromosome, seen by some as a genetic error, a “deformed and broken “X.” The woman’s egg, several hundred times bigger than the sperm that fertilizes it, carries all the primary genetic messages the child will ever receive. Women therefore are the original, the first sex, the biological norm from which males are only a deviation. Historian Amaury de Riencourt sums it up: “Far from being an incomplete form of maleness, according to a tradition stretching from the biblical Genesis through Aristotle to Thomas Aquinas, femaleness is the norm, the fundamental form of life.”2
How are we going to tell Father? For Nigel Calder, “the first lords of the universe were globules of colored slime”3—they may only have been protoplasmal 
molecules or start-up bacilli, but they were male. Yet in contradiction to this 
age-old bias of biology is the recent discovery that every single person on this 
planet is descended from the same primitive hominid, and that this common 
ancestor was a woman. Using the latest techniques of gene research into DNA, the 
molecular structure of gene inheritance, scientists working independently at the 
universities of Berkeley, California, and Oxford have succeeded in isolating one 
DNA "fingerprint" that is common to the whole of the human race. This has 
remained constant for millennia despite the divergence of races and populations 
throughout the world—and it is incontrovertibly female. This research points 
directly to one woman as the original "gene fount" for the whole of the human 
race. She lived in Africa about 300,000 years ago, and her descendants later 
migrated out of Africa and spread across the face of the globe, giving rise to 
all the people living today.
This work on the woman who could have been our grandmother Eve is still in its infancy, and controversial in its implications. Not least of the problems it poses for the sons of Adam is its implicit dismissal of the Christian myth—for the “gene fount mother” necessarily had a mother herself, and the identity or numbers of her sexual partners were irrelevant, since hers was the only cell that counted. Indisputable, however, is the central role of women in the evolution of the species. In terms of the DNA messages that a new individual needs in order to become a human being, the essential genetic information is only ever contributed by and transmitted through the female. In that sense, each and every one of us is a child of Eve, carrying within our bodies the living fossil evidence of the first women who roamed the African plain side by side with their men.
As this suggests, nothing could be further from the truth of the role played by early woman than the “hunter’s mate” stereotype of the dim figure huddled beside the fire in the cave. From around 500,000 
B.C., when femina erecta first stood up alongside homo erectus in some sun-drenched primordial gorge, many changes took place before both together became sapiens. And there is continuous evidence from a number of different sites throughout the Pleistocene age of women’s critical involvement in all aspects of the tribe’s survival and evolution generally thought of, like hunting, as restricted to men.
The early woman was in fact intensively occupied from dawn to dusk. Hers was not a long life—like their mates, most hominid females, according to scientific analysis of fossil remains, died before they were twenty. Only a handful survived to thirty, and it was quite exceptional to reach forty. But in this short span, the first women evolved a huge range of activities and skills. On archaeological evidence, as well as that of existing Stone Age cultures, women were busy with and adept in: 
food gathering 
child care 
leatherwork 
making garments, slings and containers from animal skins 
cooking 
pottery 
weaving grasses, reeds and bark strips for baskets 
fashioning beads and ornaments from teeth or bone 
construction of shelters, temporary or permanent 
toolmaking for a variety of uses, not simply agricultural— stone scrapers for skins, and sharp stone blades for cutting out animal sinews for garment-making 
medicinal application of plants and herbs for everything from healing to abortion 
Of women’s duties, food gathering unquestionably came at the top of the list, and this work kept the tribe alive. At no point in prehistory did women, with or without their children, rely on their hunting  males for food. Certainly the men hunted, as in many “primitive” societies they still do. Anthropologists have now surveyed about 175 hunter/gatherer cultures in Oceania, Asia, Africa and America. In 97 percent of these, the hunting was exclusively dominated by the males of the tribe; in the remaining 3 percent it was totally and invariably a male preserve. But these wide-ranging and well-documented studies also show how inefficient hunting is as a means of providing food. Meat from the kill comes in irregularly and infrequently—the !Kung bushmen of Botswana, for instance, hunt strenuously for a week, then do no more work for the rest of the month—and the meat, especially in hot climates, cannot be stored. As a result, only women’s gathering, not men’s hunting, sustains the tribe. Working unceasingly during the daylight hours, women regularly produce as much as 80 percent of the tribe’s total food intake, on a daily basis. One interpretation of these figures is that in every hunter/gatherer society, the male members were and are doing only one-fifth of the work necessary for the group to survive, while the other four-fifths is carried out entirely by the women.
In earliest times, women’s gathering served not only to keep the tribe alive—it helped to propel the race forward in its faltering passage toward civilization. For successful gathering demanded and developed skills of discrimination, evaluation and memory, and a range of seeds, nut-shells and grasses discovered at primitive sites in Africa indicate that careful and knowledgeable selection, rather than random gleaning, dictated the choice. This work also provided the impetus for the first human experiments with technology. Anthropologists’ fixation on Man the Hunter has designated the first tools as weapons of the hunt. But since hunting was a much later development, earlier still would have been the bones, stones or lengths of wood used as aids to gathering, for scratching up roots and tubers, or for pulverizing woody vegetation for ease of chewing. All these were women’s tools, and the discovery of digging sticks with fire-hardened points at primitive sites indicates the problem-solving creativity of these female dawn foragers, who had worked out that putting pointed sticks into a low fire to dry and harden would provide them with far more efficient tools for the work they had to do.
Unlike the worked flint heads of axes, spears and arrows, however, very few of the earlier tools have survived to tell the tale of women’s ingenuity and resourcefulness. Sticks also lacked the grisly glamour of the killing tools in the eyes of archaeologists, and had no part to play in the unfolding drama of Man the Hunter. Archaeology is likewise silent on the subject of another female invention, the early woman gatherer’s “swag bag,” the container she must have devised to carry back to the camp all she had found, foraged, caught or dug up in the course of her day’s hunting. 1
For the volume of food needed and the range of food sources available make it impossible that the women gatherers could have carried all the provender in their hands or inside their clothing. Their haul would have included not merely grasses, leaves, berries and roots, but also vital protein in the form of lizards, ants, slugs, snails, frogs and grubs. Eggs and fish were rare treats but not unknown, and for shore-dwellers the sea presented a rich and bottomless food store. Whatever presented itself, from dead locust to decomposing snake, the woman gatherer could not afford to pass it up; nor, with the burden of sustaining life for all on her shoulders, could she return to the home site until her bag was full, when she faced the day’s final challenge, that of converting these intimidating raw materials into something resembling a palatable meal.
WOMAN’S WORK OF gathering would inevitably take on a wider and more urgent dimension when she had infants to feed as well as herself. Her first task as a mother would have been to adapt her gathering bag into a sling to carry her baby, since she had to devise some means of taking it with her when she went out to forage. As most early women did not live beyond their twenties, there would be no pool of older, post-menopausal women to look after the next generation of infants once their own were off their hands. Hominid babies were heavy, and got heavier as brains, and therefore skulls, became larger. Similarly, evolving bodies of mothers presented less and less hair for their infants to cling to. Whether she slung her baby diagonally across her breasts, or on her back in the less common papoose style of the native mothers of the New World, sling it she did. How? If only archaeology could tell us that.
Mothering the young had other implications too, equally crucial both to early women and to the future of the race. Two factors made this work far more demanding than it had been to their primate grandmothers. First, human young take far longer to grow and become self-supporting than baby apes—they consequently need far more care, over an extended period of time, and cannot simply be swatted off the nipple and pointed at the nearest banana. Then again, the mothering of human babies is not just a matter of physical care. Children have to be initiated into a far more complex system of social and intellectual activity than any other animal has to deal with, and in the vast majority of all human societies this responsibility for infants has been women’s primary work and theirs alone. How well the first mothers succeeded may be seen from the world history of the success of their descendants.
The prime centrality of this work of mothering in the story of evolution has yet to be acknowledged. A main plank of the importance of Man the Hunter in the history of the human race has always been the undisputed claim that cooperative hunting among males called for more skill in communication and social organization, and hence provided the evolutionary spur to more complex brain development, even the origins of human society. The counterargument is briskly set out by Sally Slocum:
The need to organize for feeding after weaning, learning to handle the more complex socio-emotional bonds that were developing, the new skills and cultural inventions surrounding more extensive gathering— all would demand larger brains. Too much attention has been given to skills required by hunting, and too little to the skills required for gathering and the raising of dependent young [italics inserted].11
Similarly women’s invention of food-sharing as part of the extended care of their children must have been at least as important a step toward group cooperation and social organization as the work of Man the Hunter/Leader running his band. Women’s work as mothers of human infants who need a long growing space for postnatal development also involves them in numerous other aspects of maternal care (sheltering, comforting, diverting), in play, and in social activity with other mothers and other young. All these are decisively shown by modern psychology to enhance what we call IQ, and must have been of critical value in assisting our branching away from the great apes in mental and conceptual ability. Female parents are not the only ones who can comfort, stimulate or play. But all these activities are very far removed from the supposed role of hunting, killing, primitive man.12
Nor does the significance of the mother-child bond end there. In the myth of Man the Hunter, he invents the family. By impregnating his mate and stashing her away in the cave to mind the fire, he creates the basic human social unit, which he then maintains by his hunting/killing. The American journalist Robert Ardrey, chief exponent of the hunting hypothesis, naïvely pictures the sexual division of the average primeval working day: “the males to their hunting range, the females to their home-site (we think of it today as the office and the home).”13 But in contradiction to this Big Daddy scenario, a mass of evidence shows that the earliest families consisted of females and their children, since all tribal hunting societies were centered on and organized through the mother. The young males either left or were driven out, while the females stayed close to their mothers and the original home-site, attaching their males to them. In the woman-centered family, males were casual and peripheral, while both the nucleus and any networks developing from it remained female. These arrangements continue to operate in a number of still-existing Stone Age tribes worldwide, the so-called “living fossils.” As anthropologist W. I. Thomas stresses, “Children therefore were the women’s and remained members of her group. The germ of social organization was always the woman and her children and her children’s children.”1
In fact, the human debt to the first women goes on and on, the more we unravel the biological evidence. It is to early woman that we owe the fact that most of us are right-handed, for instance. As Nigel Calder explains, “Handedness, the typical right-handedness of modern humans, is a female phenomenon.”1 From time immemorial woman has made a custom of carrying her baby on the left side of the body, where it can be comforted by the beating of her heart. This frees the right hand for action, and would have been the spur toward the evolution of predominant right-handedness in later human beings. Support for the “femaleness of handedness,” Calder shows, comes in the fact that to this day infant girls develop handedness, like speech, much more quickly and decisively than boys.
One last biological legacy of woman to man deserves more gratitude than it seems to have received. At primate level, the male penis is an unimpressive organ. So far from terrorizing any female, the average King Kong can only provoke sympathy for his meager endowment in relation to his vast bulk. Man, however, developed something disproportionately large in this line, and can truly afford to feel himself lord of creation in the penile particular. And he owes it to woman. Quite simply, when femina aspiring to be erecta hoisted herself onto her hind legs and walked, the angle of the vagina swung forward and down, and the vagina itself moved deeper into the body. The male penis then echoed the vagina’s steady progress, following the same evolutionary principle as the giraffe’s neck: it grew in order to get to something it could not otherwise reach.1 This need also dictated the uniquely human experimentation with frontal sex. The future of the species demanded that man gain entry somehow. But the ease with which most couples move between frontal and rear-entry positions during intercourse is a constant reminder of the impact of woman’s evolutionary biology.
The biology of woman in fact holds the key to the story of the human race. The triumph of evolution occurred in the female body, in one critical development that secured the future of the species. This was the biological shift from primate oestrus, when the female comes on heat, to full human menstruation. Although generally unsung, indeed unmentioned, female monthly menstruation was the evolutionary adaptation that preserved the human species from extinction and ensured its survival and success.
For female oestrus in the higher primates is a highly inefficient mechanism. The great female primates, chimpanzees, gorillas and orangutans, come on heat rarely, and produce one infant every five or six years. This puts the whole species dangerously at risk of extinction, and the great apes today survive only in small numbers and in the most favorable environments. With twelve chances of conceiving in every year, instead of one every five years, the human female has a reproductive capacity sixty times higher than that of her primate sisters. Menstruation, not hunting, was the great evolutionary leap forward. It was through a female adaptation, not a male one, that “man” throve, multiplied and conquered the globe.
And female menstruation was not merely a physical phenomenon like eating or defecation. Recent commentators have argued that women’s so-called curse operated to cure not only man’s shortage of offspring, but also his primeval mental darkness. In their pioneering work on menstruation, The Wise Wound, Penelope Shuttle and Peter Redgrove stress the connection made in primitive societies between the lunar and menstrual cycles, suggesting that woman first awakened in humankind the capacity to recognize abstracts, to make connections and to think symbolically. For Elise Boulding, these mental functions arise from an earlier stage in which women taught men the principles of numbers, calendar organization and counting: “Every woman had a ‘body calendar’—her monthly menstrual cycle. She would be the first to notice the relationship between her own body cycle and the lunar cycle.”1 Other female authorities have expressed their amusement at the naïveté of one professor, the celebrated Jacob Bronowski, who on the TV series The Ascent of Man solemnly described a prehistoric reindeer bone with thirty-one scratches on it as “obviously a record of the lunar month.” Commenting on “The Ascent of You Know Who,” Vonda McIntyre demurred: “Do tell. A thirty-one-day lunar month? I think it a good deal more likely that the bone was a record of a woman’s menstrual cycle.”1
Objectively this carefully notated silent witness of an irretrievably lost transaction could have been either of these, or both, or neither. But in the routine, unconscious denial of women’s actions, experiences, rhythms, even of their ability to count, the possibility that it could have been a woman’s record of her own intimate personal life was not even considered.
No attention at all, in fact, has been given to the implication for women when light and infrequent oestrus gave way to full menstruation, with bleeding in varying but substantial amounts for one week in every four. What did early woman do? Did she simply squat on a pile of leaves and leak? This is uncomfortably close to the passive female fire-watcher of the Man the Hunter myth—and it is out of the question that the tribal food-gatherers, so vital to survival, could have been out of action for 25 percent of their time. But if the women moved around at all, an unchecked menstrual flow would have resulted in badly chapped and painful inner thighs, especially in colder or windy weather, with the added risk of infection in hot climates. Skin scabbing so caused would hardly have had a chance to heal before the menstrual flow was on again.
A number of indicators point to the solution. In the wild, female monkeys are observed to bunch up pads of leaves to wipe off oestrus spotting. From still-surviving Stone Age cultures it is recorded that the women weave or fashion clothes, slings for their babies, and rough bags to carry what they scavenge or garner. The first women must have devised menstrual slings or belts, with some kind of pad to absorb the heaviest flow. Even today both Maori and Eskimo women contrive pads of a fine soft moss, while Indonesian women make tampon-type balls of a soft vegetable fiber. The Azimba women of Central Africa use the same fiber as pads, which are held in place by an oval sling of soft goatskin fastened to a belt of twisted thong.1 It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the women capable of bringing the infant human race forward into the future could also have found a way to deal efficiently with their own bodies.
But one thing is certain: that any such object, along with other examples of early woman’s technology, would not have survived. Even if it had, would it have been deemed worthy of attention? Wide-ranging consideration at every level from academic investigation to wild surmise has been devoted to all aspects of the life of early man. But no attention in either scholarly or popular work has been given to what anthropologist Donald Johanson, discoverer of the early female hominid “Lucy,” dismissed as “the oestrus argument”—that is, the importance of the female’s biological shift to menstruation. As Johanson explained, “I don’t believe anything I can’t measure, and I’ve never seen an oestrus fossil.”2 Well, he wouldn’t, would he?
LIKE JOHANSON, generations of male commentators have blinded themselves both to the facts and the significant implications of the evolution of early woman. They have insisted instead on rewriting primitive woman as no more than a sexual vehicle for man. “They were fatted for marriage, were these Stone Age squaws,” wrote H. G. Wells. “The females were the protected slaves of the old male, the master of all the women”—a wistful Wellsian fantasy of women on tap.21 For Robert Ardrey, menstruation evolved only as a bonanza for the boys. When a female primate came on heat, burbled Ardrey, she “hit the sexual jackpot,” providing “fun for all . . . and for herself a maximum of male attention.”22  But oestrus episodes are brief and infrequent—there had to be something more to bring the hunter home from the hill. Accordingly, the first woman learned to convert primate heat into menstruation. This made her sexually available and receptive to man year-round, as a reward for her share of his kill, in history’s first known example of the time-honored convention of quid pro quo.
The “fun for all” theory of women’s early sexual evolution also accounts for the physical arrangement of the modern woman’s body. When Man the Hunter began to walk upright, he naturally wanted frontal sex. As Desmond “Naked Ape” Morris so engagingly explains, woman obliged this desire “to make sex sexier” by growing breasts. Realizing that her “pair of fleshy hemispherical buttocks” were now quite passé as a means of attracting men’s attention, she “had to do something to make the frontal region more stimulating.”23 Any connection between the increase in woman’s breast size and the increasing size of the human baby at birth must have been purely coincidental.
For in this androcentric account of woman’s evolution, every aspect of her bodily development took place for man’s benefit, not her own. For him she evolved the female orgasm, as a well-earned bonus for the trail-wearied meat-provider at the end of the day. “So female invention went on,” rejoices Ardrey. “The male might be tired; female desire would refresh him.”2 In the last of his evolutionary incarnations Man the Hunter now becomes sexual athlete and rutting ape while woman, receptive and responsive for 365 days of the year, awaits his return to display her newfound repertoire of fun tricks with breasts and clitoris, the Pleistocene Playmate of the Month.
In light of all the evidence, from a wealth of scientific sources, of the centrality of woman, how do we explain the dominance and persistence of the myth of Man the Hunter? Charles Darwin’s concept of the origins of the human race included no such creature—his early man was a social animal working within “the corporate body” of the tribe, without which he would not survive. But later Darwinians like Thomas Huxley and Herbert Spencer (“the greatest ass in Christendom,” according to Carlyle) reinterpreted the evolutionary battle for survival as taking place not between  genes, but individuals. By 1925 academics were treating this idea as fact, Professor Carveth Read of London University excitedly proposing that early man should be renamed Lycopithecu for his wolvish savagery, a suggestion enthusiastically taken up by another thriller writer manqué, the South African professor Raymond Dart:
Man’s predecessors differed from living apes in being confirmed killers; carnivorous creatures that seized living quarries by violence, battered them to death, tore apart their broken bodies, dismembered them limb from limb, slaking their ravenous thirst with the hot blood of their victims and greedily devouring living, writhing flesh.2
As this suggests, the notion of Man the Hunter unpacks to reveal a number of other elements that feed and flatter male fantasies of violence and destruction. “We are Cain’s children,” droned Ardrey. “Man is a predator whose natural instinct is to kill with a weapon.” Lots of the boys have gotten off on this one, from Konrad Lorenz to Anthony Storr: “The simple fact is that we [who we?] are the cruellest and most ruthless species that has ever walked the earth.”2 Man’s natural aggression found its natural outlet in subordinating those around him: “Women, boys and girls,” wrote H. G. Wells, “all go in fear of the old male.” For Ardrey, “dominance, a revolutionary social necessity even in the carefree forest life, became a day-to-day survival institution in the lives of the hunters.”2 Man’s “hunting pedigree” can thus be used to justify every act of male aggression from business chicanery to wife-battering and rape, while the “right to dominate” of “early boss man” has proved far too serviceable to his successors to be cast aside.
In fact there is almost no aspect of modern human society, no self-flattering delusion about man’s “natural” instinct to dominate and destroy, that Man the Hunter cannot be said to originate and explain. Generations of academics have joined their respectful voices to the paean of praise for him and his pals: “our intellects, interests, emotions and basic social life,” chirped American professors Washburn and Lancaster, “all these we owe to the hunters of time past.” Needless to say, Man the Hunter did not carry all before him: Donald Johanson has described the hunting hypothesis as the product of Ardrey’s “vivid imagination” and “an embarrassment to anthropologists.” In professional circles now the whole theory has been consigned to the wasteland between revision and derision, and psychologist Dr. John Nicholson is not the only academic to admit to being “still annoyed that I was once taken in by it.”2
But once up and running through the great open spaces of popular belief, Man the Hunter has proved a hard quarry to bring down, and few seem to have noticed that for millennia he has traveled on through the generations entirely alone. For woman is nowhere in this story. Aside from her burgeoning sexual apparatus, early woman is taken to have missed out completely on the evolutionary bonanza. “The evolving male increased in body size, muscular strength and speed, as well as in intelligence, imagination and knowledge,” pronounced a leading French authority, “in all of which the female hardly shared.”2 Countless other historians, anthropologists, archaeologists and biologists worldwide all make the same claim in different ways. Man, it seems, singlehandedly performed all the evolving for the rest of the human race. Meanwhile early woman, idle and dependent, lounged about the home base, the primordial airhead and fully evolved bimbo.
Yet in celebrating the achievement of early woman, and dismissing the farrago of flattering fictions that make up the myth of hunting man, it is essential not to substitute a denial of his real activities for the historic denial of hers. Man’s part in the survival of the species becomes more normal, more natural, and paradoxically more admirable once the essentially cooperative nature of early human life is reasserted.
HUNTING WAS A WHOLE-GROUP ACTIVITY, NOT A HEROIC SOLO ADVENTURE 
As Myra Shackley explains, “Successful hunting, especially of large animals traveling in herds such as reindeer, horses, mammoth, bison and woolly rhinoceros meant cooperation in bands.”3 To this day, all members of hunting societies, including women and children, join in hunting/beating activities as a matter of course. In their own right, too, women have long been known to hunt smaller, slower or safer animals. An eighteenth-century trader of the Hudson Bay Company in Canada discovered an Eskimo woman who had kept herself alive for seven months on the mid-winter icecap by her own hunting and snaring “when there was nothing but desolation for 1,000 miles around.”31

HUNTING DID NOT MEAN FIGHTING 
On the contrary, the whole purpose of group organization was to ensure that primitive man did not have to face and do battle with his prey. The first humans, as Shackley shows, worked together to avoid this, “driving animals over cliffs to their deaths (as certainly happened at the Upper Paleolithic site of Solutre) or using fire to stampede them into boggy ground (the method used at Torralba and Ambrona).”32 Cro-Magnon cave paintings from the Dordogne region of France vividly depict a mammoth impaled on stakes in a pit, a practice known worldwide. This method of hunting did not even involve killing, as the animal could be left to die. Most forms of hunting did not in fact involve direct aggression, personal combat or a struggle to the death, but involved preying on slow-moving creatures like turtles, on wounded or sick animals, on females about to give birth or on carcasses killed and abandoned by other, fiercer predators.

MEN AND WOMEN RELIED ON EACH OTHER’S SKILLS, BEFORE, DURING AND AFTER THE HUNT 
The anthropologist Constable cites the Stone Age Yukaghir of Siberia, whose men formed an advance party to check out the traps for prey, while the women came up behind to take charge of dismembering the carcass and transporting it to the home-site.33 Since carcasses were used for food, clothes, shelter, bone tools and bead ornaments, most of which the women would be producing, they had a vested interest in the dismemberment. As Myra Shackley reminds us:
Apart from their use as food, animals were hunted for their hides, bones and sinews, useful in the manufacture of clothing, tents, traps, and the numerous odds and ends of daily life. Suitable skins would have been dried and cured and softened with animal fats. Clothes could be tailored by cutting the hides with stone tools and assembling the garment by lacing with sinews through holes bored with a stone tool or bone awl. . . . There is no reason to suppose that Neanderthal clothes were as primitive as many illustrators have made them out to be. . . . The remains of ostrich shells on Mousterian sites in the Neger desert suggest the Neanderthal was using them as water containers, as Bushmen do today . . . what use was made of the exotic feathers? There is no need to suppose that because there is a lack of archaeological evidence for personal adornment no attention was paid to it.3
Hunting man, then, was not a fearless solitary aggressor, hero of a thousand fatal encounters. The only regular, unavoidable call on man’s aggression was as protector: infant caring and group protection are the only sexual divisions of labor that invariably obtain in primate or primitive groups. When the first men fought or killed, then, they did so not for sport, thrill or pleasure, but in mortal fear, under life-threatening attack, and fighting for survival.
Because group protection was so important a part of man’s work, it is essential to question the accepted division by sex of emotional labor, in which all tender and caring feelings are attributed to women, leaving men outside the circle of the campfire as great hairy brutes existing only to fight or fuck. In reality the first men, like the first women, only became human when they learned how to care for others. A skeleton discovered in the Shanidar caves of what is now Iraq tells an interesting story, according to anthropologist John Stewart:
The man . . . had been crippled by a useless right arm, which had been amputated in life just above the elbow. He was old, perhaps forty in Neanderthal years, which might be the equivalent of eighty today, and he suffered from arthritis. He was also blind in the left eye, as indicated by the bone scar tissue on the left side of the face. It is obvious that such a cripple must have been extensively helped by his companions . . . the fact that his family had both the will and ability to support a technically useless member of the society says much for their highly developed social sense. 3
Whatever became of “man the hunter striding brutally into the future?” 3 Isn’t he beginning to sound like a real human being?
This is not to say that the women of prehistory were not subjected to violence, even death. A female victim of a cannibalistic murder that took place between 150,000 and 200,000 years ago was discovered at Ehringsdorf in Germany. She was an early Neanderthaler who had been clubbed to death with a stone axe. After death her head was separated from her body, and the base of her skull opened to extract the brains. Near her lay the remains of a ten-year-old child who had died at the same time.3
Nor was prehistory any stranger to sexual violence. An extraordinary bone carving in the shape of a knife from Isturitz in the Basses-Pyrénées shows a harpooned bison graphically vomiting blood as it wallows in its death throes. On the other side of the blade a woman similarly harpooned crawls forward on her hands and knees while a male figure crouches lecherously behind her, clearly intent on sexual penetration from the rear, although the droop of her breasts and the swelling of her belly show that she is pregnant. In a bizarre definition of primitive man’s idea of foreplay, the French anthropologist G.-H. Luquet interprets this gruesome object as a “love charm!” 3
But interestingly, women of primitive societies are often far less subjugated than a modern, particularly a Western, observer might expect. Far from being broken-down slaves to their men’s drives and needs, women in early societies often had a better chance of freedom, dignity and significance than many of their female descendants in more “advanced” societies. The key lies in the nature of the tribe’s relation to its surroundings. Where sheer subsistence is a struggle and survival is the order of the day, women’s equality is very marked. Women in these cultures play too vital a role to be kept down or out of action, and their knowledge and experience are a cherished tribal resource. As the major food providers, holding the secret of survival, women have, and know they have, freedom, power and status.
Men in hunter/gatherer societies do not command or exploit women’s labor. They do not appropriate or control their produce, nor prevent their free movement. They exert little or no control over women’s bodies or those of their children, making no fetish of virginity or chastity, and making no demands of women’s sexual exclusivity. The common stock of the group’s knowledge is not reserved for men only, nor is female creativity repressed or denied. Today’s “civilized” sisters of these “primitive” women could with some justice look wistfully at this substantial array of the basic rights of women.
And there is more. Evidence from existing Stone Age cultures conclusively shows that women can take on the roles of counselors, wisewomen, leaders, storytellers, doctors, magicians and lawgivers.3 Additionally, they never forfeit their own unique power, based on woman’s special magic of fertility and birth, with all the mana attendant upon that. All the prehistoric evidence confirms women’s special status as women within the tribe. Among numerous representations of women performing religious rituals, a rock painting from Tanzoumaitak, Tassili N’Ajjer, shows two women dancing ceremonially among a flock of goats, richly ornamented with necklaces, bracelets and bead headdresses, while in one of the most famous of prehistoric paintings the so-called “White Lady” of the Drakensberg Mountain caves of South Africa leads men and women in a ritual tribal dance.
From the very first, then, the role of the first women was wider, their contribution to human evolution immeasurably more significant, than has ever been accepted. Dawn woman, with her mother and grandmother, her sisters and her aunts, and even with a little help from her hunting man, managed to accomplish almost everything that subsequently made homo think himself sapiens. There is every sign that man himself recognized this. In universal images ranging from the very awakening of European consciousness to the Aboriginal “Dreamtime” myths on the other side of the world, woman commands the sacred rituals and is party to the most secret mysteries of tribal life.
For woman, with her inexplicable moon-rhythms and power of creating new life, was the most sacred mystery of the tribe. So miraculous, so powerful, she had to be more than man—more than human. As primitive man began to think symbolically, there was only one explanation. Woman was the primary symbol, the greatest entity of all—a goddess, no less.
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