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Riane Eisler
The Chalice and the Blade

Our History, Our Future

San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1995.

- And if we look at our past – at the routine massacres by Huns, Ro-

mans, Vikings, and Assyrians or the cruel slaughters of the Christian Cru-

sades and Inquisition – we see there was even more violence and injustice

in the smaller, prescientific, preindustrial societies that came before us. / xiv

- What does not make sense is to conclude that societies in which

men did not dominate women were societies in which women dominated

men. / xvi

- But if we free ourselves from the prevailing models of reality, it is

evident that there is another logical alternative: that there can be societies

in which difference is not necessarily equated with inferiority or superiority.

/ xvii

- The underlying problem is not men as a sex. The root of the problem

lies in a social system in which the power of the blade is idealized – in which

both men and women are taught to equate true masculinity with violence

and dominance and to see men who do not conform to this ideal as ‘too

soft’ or ‘effeminate’. /xviii

- If we look at the whole span of our cultural evolution from the per-

spective of cultural transformation theory, we see that the roots of our
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present global crises go back to the fundamental shift in our pre-history

that brought enormous changes not only in social structure but also in tech-

nology. This was the shift in emphasis from technologies that sustain and

enhance life to the technologies symbolized by the Blade: technologies

designed to destroy and dominate. This has been the technological em-

phasis, rather than technology per se, that today threatens all life in our

globe. / xx

- In short, though only twenty-five years earlier archeologists were still

talking of Sumer as the ‘cradle of civilization’ (and though this is still the pre-

vailing impression among the general public), we now know there was not

one cradle of civilization but several, all of them dating back millennia ear-

lier than was previously known – to the Neolithic. / 11

- In sharp contrast to later art, a theme notable for its absence from

Neolithic art is imagery idealizing armed might, cruelty, and violence-based

power. Nor are there any signs of ‘heroic conquerors’ dragging captives

around in chains or other evidences of slavery. / 17

- In Neolithic art, neither the Goddess nor her son-consort carry em-

blems we have learned to associate with might – spears, swords, or thun-

derbolts, the symbols of an earthly sovereign and/or deity who exacts obe-

dience by killing and maiming. Even beyond this, the art of this period is

strikingly devoid of the ruler-ruled, master-subject imagery so characteris-

tic for dominator societies. / 18
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- To say the people who worshipped the Goddess were deeply reli-

gious would be to understate, and largely miss, the point. For here there

was no separation between the secular and the sacred. As religious histori-

ans point out, in prehistoric and, to a large extent, well into historic times,

religion was life, and life was religion. One reason this point is obscured is

that scholars have in the past routinely referred to the worship of the God-

dess, not as a religion, but as a ‘fertility cult’, and to the Goddess as an ‘earth

mother’. But though the fecundity of women and of the earth was, and still

is, a requisite for species survival, this characterization is far too simplistic. /

23

- Religions in which the most powerful or only deity is male tend to

reflect a social order in which descent is patrilinear (traced through the fa-

ther) and domicile is patrilocal (the wife goes to live with the family or clan

of her husband). Conversely, religions in which the most powerful or sole

deity is female tend to reflect a social order in which descent is matrilinear

(traced through the mother) and domicile is likewise matrilocal (a husband

goes to live with his wife’s family or clan). / 24

- Analogizing from this different conceptual framework, we can see

that the fact that women played a central and vigorous role in prehistoric

religion and life does not have to mean that men were perceived and treated

as subservient. / 28

- In the island of Crete where the Goddess was still supreme, there are

no signs of war. Here the economy prospered and the arts flourished. And
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even when in the fifteenth century B.C.E. the island finally came under Ar-

chaean dominion – when archaeologists no longer speak of Minoan but

rather of a Minoan-Mycenaean culture – the Goddess and the way of think-

ing and living she symbolized still appear to have held fast. / 31

- These gestures of reverent blessing seem in many ways to capture

the essence of Minoan culture. For, as Platon puts it, this was a society in

which “the whole of life was pervaded by an ardent faith in the goddess

Nature, the source of all creation and harmony.’ In Crete, for the last time in

recorded history, a spirit of harmony between women and men as joyful

and equal participants in life appears to pervade. / 31

- Sober scholars like Sir Leonard Woolley have described Minoan art as

‘the most inspired in the ancient world’. Archeologists and art historians from

all over the world have used phrases like ‘the enchantment of a fairy world’

and ‘the most complete acceptance of the grace of life the world has ever

known.’ / 32

- [C]entralization did not bring with it autocratic rule. Nor did it entail

the use of advanced technology only for the benefit of a powerful few or

the kind of exploitation and brutalization of the masses that is so striking in

other civilizations of the time. For though there was in Crete an affluent

ruling class, there is no indication (other than in later Greek myths such as

that of Theseus, King Minos, and the Minotaur) that it was backed up by

massive armed might. / 33
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- A remarkable feature of Cretan culture is that there are here no stat-

ues or reliefs of those who sat on the thrones of Knossos or of any of the

palaces. Besides the fresco of the Goddess – or perhaps a queen/priestess –

at the center of a gift-bearing procession, there seem to be no royal por-

trayals of any kind until the latest phase. Even then, the sole possible excep-

tion, the painted relief sometimes identified as the young prince, shows a

long-haired youth, unarmed, naked to the waist, crowned with peacock

plumes and walking among flowers and butterflies. / 37

- Especially fascinating is how our modern belief that government

should be representative of the interests of the people seems to have been

foreshadowed in Minoan Crete long before the so-called birth of democ-

racy in classical Greek times. Moreover, the emerging modern conceptu-

alization of power as responsibility rather than domination likewise seems

to be a reemergence of earlier views. / 38

- But the term Indo-European has stuck. It characterizes a long line of

invasions from the Asiatic and European north by nomadic people. Ruled

by powerful priests and warriors, they brought with them their male gods

of war and mountains. And as Aryans in India, Hittites and Mittani in the

Fertile Crescent, Luwians in Anatolia, Kurgans in eastern Europe, Achaeans

and later Dorians in Greece, they gradually imposed their ideologies and

ways of life on the lands and peoples they conquered. / 44
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- This is that one of the best-kept historical secrets is that practically all

the material and social technologies fundamental to civilization were de-

veloped before the imposition of a dominator society. / 66

- In many surviving ancient religious texts it is the Goddess – not any

of the then already dominant male deities – who is identified as the one

who gave the people the ‘gifts of civilization’. / 67

- In sum, under the new view of cultural evolution, male dominance,

male violence, and authoritarianism are not inevitable, eternal givens. And

rather than being just a ‘utopian dream’, a more peaceful and equalitarian

world is a real possibility for our future. / 73

- This is not to suggest, as was argued by the psychologist Julian Jaynes,

that these earlier peoples were exclusively right-brained. Jaynes claimed

that real human consciousness – which he equated with the use of our

more logical or left-brain functions only – arose through the cataclysmic

jolts provided by the bloody sequence of invasions and natural disasters we

have examined. In fact, he contended that until then we were little more

than right-brained, god-possessed automatons. / 74

- Still more arresting, when compared to our modern world, is that in

these prehistoric partnership societies technological advances were used

primarily to make life more pleasurable rather than to dominate and de-

stroy. / 75
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Riane Eisler
Sacred Pleasure

 Sex, Myth and the Politics of the Body

 – new paths to power and love

 San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1996.

- Time and time again I kept coming back to the profound human

yearning for connection, for bonds forged by love and trust through both

sexuality and spirituality. I became particularly interested in the ecstatic ex-

perience, and in the at first seemingly incongruous erotic imagery in so

many Eastern and Western religious traditions. / 3

- In short, sex does not, as a once-popular song had it, ‘just come natu-

rally’. Rather, as illustrated by the jarring differences in the prehistoric and

contemporary sexual symbols and images we have been comparing, sex

is to a very large degree socially constructed. / 22

- I want to pause here to again emphasize that the radical sexual, so-

cial and ideological transformation that accompanied women’s gradual

loss of personal power and cultural status did not, as is sometimes argued,

naturally accompany the move to more complex and centralized forms of

social organization. This becomes dramatically evident if we briefly com-

pare the high civilizations of Sumer and Minoan Crete. As the cultural an-

thropologist Ruby Rohrlich-Leavitt notes, in Minoan Crete, ‘trade was not

superseded by military conquest as the primary means of gaining access
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to important resources, the kind-based clan structures were not radically

transformed to serve the state’, and women still enjoyed high status in a

complex, already centralized society. By contrast, in Sumer, ‘the kinship struc-

tures were radically changed to fit a rigidly hierarchic system increasingly

based on private property and the centralization of political power in the

hands of military leaders’, and ‘women were pushed out of political decision

making.’ / 116

- So the view of nature as something to be controlled, which is so de-

cried today by environmentalists and others trying to find healthier and

more sustainable lifestyles, can hardly be blamed, as some writers have, on

Newtonian science or Cartesian rationalism. Newtonian science and Carte-

sian rationalism certainly represent a detached, male-centered approach.

But they are merely mechanistic updates of much earlier views. / 294

- This notion that man can, and should, have absolute dominion over

the ‘chaotic’ powers of nature and woman (both of which are in Babylonian

legend symbolized by the goddess Tiamat) is what ultimately lies behind

man’s famous ‘conquest of nature’ – a conquest that is today puncturing

holes in the earth’s ozone layer, destroying our forests, polluting our air and

water, and increasingly threatening the welfare, and even survival, of thou-

sands of living species, including our own. This is also what lies behind a

medical approach to the human body that all too often relies on unneces-

sary and/or harmful chemical and surgical intrusions – an approach that in

Western medicine goes back to the ‘heroic’ remedies developed by the
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Church-trained doctors who during the late Middle Ages gradually replaced

traditional healers (many of them women burned as witches) and their more

natural herbal and other treatments. For here too the guiding philosophy is

one of omniscient doctors giving orders and of detached external control;

in short, of domination over rather than partnership with nature. / 294

- Indeed, the stereotypes of modern science and technology as either

villain or savior obscure the real issue. It is not whether we should, or should

not, develop science and technology. It is rather how science and technol-

ogy should be developed and applied. / 295

- It is all too evident that a dominator way of naming reality is not

serving the best interests of either women or men. It has led to chronic

violence and injustice and is ecologically unsound. Even beyond this, the

view of the world as a pyramid ruled from above by a remote, otherworldly

deity robs both women’s and men’s day-to-day experiences of wonder and

meaning, investing only that which distances us from life with holiness. /

296

- Obviously there is pain in childbirth. But giving birth if also a mo-

ment of awe and wonder, a moment when the true miracle of aliveness,

and of woman’s amazing part in that miracle, is suddenly experienced in

every cell of one’s body. It is in that sense truly an altered state of conscious-

ness, a moment of such inexpressible exultation that, having experienced

it, it seems to me unconscionable to deprive women who give birth of its

conscious memory by the still-customary oversedation. / 297


