Unit 1: Redefining World Society and Culture
Lesson D: Life and Times in the Pre-Modern World
Student Resource: Historical Investigation — Women in the Pre-Modern World

Historical Investigation — Women in the Pre-Modern World

[image: image1]Directions: In order to answer the focus question, you must first consider the source, purpose, and content of each historical document.  You must also consider how the content of each document corroborates (strengthens) or contradicts evidence found in other documents.  Examine all the documents and then answer the questions that follow.  This will better assist you in answering the focus question at the end of the investigation.
Focus Question: What types of roles and legal and social status did women in the pre-modern world have? 
Document 1: Lessons for Women by Pan Chao (45 CE–120 CE)

This document was created by Pan Chao, a female scholar in imperial China. Pan Chao wrote this document to instruct Chinese women on the proper role and behavior for women. Below are some of the sections of her advice to women. 

Being careless, and by nature [of being a woman] stupid, I taught and trained my children without system…I do grieve that you, my daughters, just now at the age for marriage, have not at this time had gradual training and advice… At hours of leisure I have composed... these instructions under the title, "Lessons for Women." In order that you may have something wherewith to benefit your persons, I wish every one of you, my daughters each to write out a copy for yourself. 

On the third day after the birth of a girl the ancients observed three customs: first to place the baby below the bed; second to give her a potsherd [a piece of broken pottery] with which to play; and third to announce her birth to her ancestors by an offering. Now to lay the baby below the bed plainly indicated that she is lowly and weak, and should regard it as her primary duty to humble herself before others. To give her potsherds with which to play indubitably signified that she should practice labor and consider it her primary duty to be industrious. To announce her birth before her ancestors clearly meant that she ought to esteem as her primary duty the continuation of the observance of worship in the home. 

[A woman has a duty] to choose her words with care; to avoid vulgar language; to speak at appropriate times; and nor to weary others with much conversation… to wash and scrub filth away; to keep clothes and ornaments fresh and clean; to wash the head and bathe the body regularly, and to keep the person free from disgraceful filth, may be called the characteristics of womanly bearing. 

Source: http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core9/phalsall/texts/banzhao.html 
1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?


[image: image4]
Document 2: The Laws of Manu (1st Century BCE)

This document contains a variety of Dharma traditions that were considered “laws” by the Hindus of Ancient India. Below are selections from the laws governing divorce in India.  
For one year let a husband bear with a wife who hates him; but after a year let him deprive her of her property and cease to cohabit with her… But she who shows aversion towards a mad or outcaste husband…one destitute of manly strength…shall neither be cast off [kicked out] or deprived of her property.

A barren [childless] wife may be superseded [replaced by another wife] in the eighth year, she whose children all die in the tenth, she who bears only daughters in the eleventh, but she who is quarrelsome without delay.

But a sick wife who is kind to her husband and virtuous in her conduct, may be superseded only with her own consent and must never be disgraced. 
Source: Andrea, A.J. & Overfield, J.H. The Human Record: Sources of Global History (5th Edition), pgs. 158 – 159.  
1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Document 3: Translation of the Koran (7th Century CE)

The following excerpt came from a translation (interpretation) of the Koran. The Koran is the holy book of Muslims. 

Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has given the one more (strength) than the other, and because they support them from their means. Therefore the righteous women are devoutly obedient… As to those women on whose part ye fear disloyalty and ill-conduct, admonish them… but if they return to obedience, seek not against them Means (of annoyance): For Allah is Most High, great (above you all). 

Source: http://www.usc.edu/schools/college/crcc/engagement/resources/texts/muslim/quran/004.qmt.html 

1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Document 4: Roman Women, by Gillian Clark, 1981

Gillian Clark is a modern-day historian who specializes in the history of the Roman Empire. The following is an excerpt from a book she wrote about women in the Roman Empire. She is a professor at the University of Liverpool in England. 

Women did not vote…were not senators or magistrates or holders of major priesthoods. They did not, as a rule, speak in the courts…As a rule, women took no part in public life, except on the rare occasions when they were angry enough to demonstrate…A social system which restricted women to domestic life, and prevailing attitudes which assumed their inferiority, must seem to us [today as] oppressive. I know of no evidence that it seemed so at the time. The legal and social constraints detailed above may have frustrated the abilities of many women and caused much ordinary human unhappiness. But there evidently were, also, many ordinarily happy families…where women themselves enjoyed home, children, and friends. 

Source: Printed in Sherman, D., et. al. World Civilizations: Sources, Images, and Interpretations (4th edition). Pgs. 70 – 71. 

1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Document 5: Women Hunting, ca. 1100

Introduction: The image below is from a 12th century European manuscript and depicts some noblewomen hunting. Their husbands were away fighting in the Crusades. 
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Caption: Medieval Women Hunting

Source: The image from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Medieval_women_hunting.jpg is in the public domain because its copyright has expired.

1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Document 6: Laws of Mageburg, Germany, 1261

Each city had its own law codes. Below is a section of a German law code that deals with the inheritance rights of women. 

14. If a man dies leaving a wife, she shall have no share in his property except what he has given her in court, or has appointed for her dower. She must have six witnesses, male or female, to prove her dower. If the man made no provision for her, her children must support her as long as she does not remarry. If her husband had sheep, the widow shall take them. 

55. When a man dies his wife shall give [to his heirs] his sword, his horse, and saddle, and his best coat of mail [armor]. She shall also give a bed, a pillow, a sheet, a tablecloth, two dishes and a towel. 

58. After giving the above articles the widow shall take her dower and all that belongs to her…but uncut cloth, unworked gold and silver do not belong to her. 

Source: quoted in Stearns, P.N. World History in Documents: A Comparative Reader (1998). Pg. 136. 

1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question
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Document 7: Women in Mayan Court, National Gallery of Art Website

The following information was found on a National Gallery of Art government website and it is the introduction to some Mayan art pieces depicting women in Mayan royal courts. 

To a degree unprecedented in the ancient New World, Maya women played a prominent role at court. Though few became rulers in their own right, women held positions of substance and power as wives and mothers of kings. By the seventh and eighth centuries women had risen to a public role, commanding wealth and prestige. They appear as solo actors on stone monuments, wielding symbols of supernatural and temporal power and wearing the beaded jade costume of the Maize God, a costume that both men and women wore to demonstrate powers of life-giving regeneration.

Women addressed their prayers to Chak Chel, the patron deity of childbirth. Divine midwife and guarantor of fertility, she was also the patron of spinning and weaving, an important source of wealth for the Maya. In contrast to the elderly Chak Chel is the youthful Moon Goddess who is often portrayed in the role of seductress.

Source: The image from http://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/2004/maya/womenatcourt.htm is for personal, educational, non-commercial use only. The contents of this site may not be reproduced in any form without the permission of the National Gallery of Art.
1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?

[image: image28]
4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Document 8: Women in Mali, Ibn Battuta, 14th century

Ibn Battuta was a 14th century Muslim traveler who visited a variety of locations on his way to Mecca. Below are his observations about the women of Mali, an empire in Africa. 

Their women are of surpassing beauty, and are shown more respect than the men. These people are Muslims, punctilious in observing the hours of prayer, studying the books of law, and memorizing the Koran. Yet their women show no bashfulness before men and do not veil themselves, though they are assiduous in attending prayers. Any man who wishes to marry one of them may do so, but they do not travel with their husbands, and, even if one desired to do so, her family would not allow her to go. The women have their friends [and associate] with men outside their own families.
Source: The image from http://web.archive.org/web/20001216040100/www.humanities.ccny. cuny.edu/history/reader/battuta.htm is permitted for use for electronic copying, distribution in print form for educational purposes and personal use. 
1. Identify the source and type of document.


[image: image30]
2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Focus Question
Now, consider your responses to the questions as you viewed each of the documents about the role of women in the pre-modern world.

· Identify the source and type of document.
· What is the message of the document?
· Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?

· How might this document help you answer the focus question?

Answer the following question based on your review of Documents 1 through 8.
What types of roles and legal and social status did women in the pre-modern world have? 

· Think about the roles that women were expected to fulfill in each civilization. 

· Think about the legal status that women did or did not have in each civilization.

· Include details and examples to support your answer.
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