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“caused” changes in religious beliefs and myths, we cannot help but -
notice a pattern in the changes of religious bellefs in a number of soci-
eties, following upon or concurrent with certain societal changes. "
My thesis is that, just as the development of plow agriculture, coincid-
ing with increasing militarism, brought major changes in kinship and in
gender relations, so did the development of strong kingships and of archaic
states bring changes in religious beliefs and symbols. The observable pat--
tern is: first, the demotion of the Mother-Goddess figure and the ascen-
dance and later dominance of her male consort/son; then his merging with
a storm-god into a male Creator-God, who heads the pantheon of gods -
and goddesses. Wherever such changes occur, the power of creation and of
fertility is transferred from the Goddess to the God.

REFLECTIONS

A historical stage is a specific example of a larger process that histori-
ans call periodization. Dividing history into periods is one way his- -
torians make the past comprehensible. Without periodization, history
would be a vast, unwieldy continuum, lacking points of reference,
form, intelligibility, and meaning.

One of the earliest forms of historical periodization—years of
reign—was a natural system of record keeping in the ancient cities
dominated by kings. Each kingdom had its own list of kings, and each
marked the current date by numbering the years of the king’s reign.
Some ancient societies periodized their history according to the years of
rule of local officials or priesthoods. In the ancient Roman Republic,
time was figured according to the terms of the elected consuls. The an-
cient Greeks used four-year periods called Olympiads, beginning with
the first Olympic games in 776 B.C.E.

The ancient Greeks did not use “B.c.” or “B.C.E.,” of course. The
periodization of world history into B.c. (“before Christ”) and A.p.
(anno Domini, “the Year of Our Lord” or “after Christ”) did not come
until the sixth century A.p., when a Christian monk named Dionysius
Exiguus hit upon a way to center Christ as the major turning point in
history. We use a variant of this system in this text, when designating
events “B.C.E.” for “before the common era” or “c.e.” for “of the com-
mon era.” This translation of “B.c.” and “A.p.” avoids the Christian
bias of the older system but preserves its simplicity. A common dating
system can be used worldwide to delineate time and coordinate differ-
ent dynastic calendars.

All systems of periodization implicitly claim to designate important
transitions in the past. The periodization of Dionysius inscribed the
Christian belief that Christ’s life, death, and resurrection fundamentally
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To periodize something like the history of patriarchy would require
a good deal of knowledge about the history of male and female rela-
tions over the course of the last five thousand years. That is a tall order
for anyone. But you can get a sense of how the historian goes about pe-
riodizing and a feeling for its value if you periodize something you
know a lot about. You might start, for instance, with your own life.
Think of the most important change or changes in your life. How have
these changes divided your life into certain periods? Outline your auto-
biography by marking these periods as parts or chapters of the story of
your life so far. As you review these periods of your life, recognize how
periodization must be grounded in reality. Defining these periods may
help you understand yourself better.

To gain a sense of how periodization is imposed on reality, imagine
how a parent or good friend would periodize your life. How would you
periodize your life ten or twenty years from now? How would you have
done it five years ago? '




