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Chapter 02: The Epic of Gilgamesh: A Foundation
of Male Superiority.
THE BIBLE OF MALE INFERIORITY

The Epic of Gilgamesh, often hailed as the world’s oldest written epic, holds a remarkable place in the history

of literature. Originating from ancient Mesopotamia around 2100 BCE, it’s far more than just the tale of a

king’s quest for immortality. This epic is a profound reflection of the patriarchal values that dominated the

ancient world, laying the groundwork for the perpetuation of male superiority—a theme that continues to

resonate throughout human history.

 

Through its vivid depictions of friendship, heroism, and power, Gilgamesh celebrates male figures, while

female characters are relegated to roles that support or challenge the male protagonists. By focusing almost

exclusively on male achievement, the epic helped to cement a social order where male dominance is not only

accepted but glorified. This work, however, also raises deeper questions about the origins and uses of written

language itself. Could the development of writing—traditionally seen as a monumental human achievement—be

a response to male inferiority, a tool created to codify and perpetuate the subjugation of women?

 

In patriarchal societies, written language became a powerful medium through which men recorded, controlled,

and propagated their narratives. The suppression of female voices, so embedded in the earliest literature,

continues to echo through time, influencing even some modern cultures where women are still denied

education and a voice in public discourse.

 

Beyond the literary and historical impact, the themes of male bonding, competition, and dominance in

Gilgamesh also draw striking parallels to behavior observed in chimpanzee troops, where alpha males

dominate and control social hierarchies. By examining these similarities, we can explore how male superiority

in human history may reflect deeper evolutionary patterns.

 

This chapter delves into how the Epic of Gilgamesh contributed to the establishment of male superiority,

suppressed women’s roles, and mirrored primate social structures. It also investigates how written language,

historical narratives, and human evolution worked together to reinforce male dominance over time.

 

Male Superiority in the Epic of Gilgamesh
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At its core, the Epic of Gilgamesh is a celebration of male strength, heroism, and dominance. Gilgamesh

himself, the king of Uruk, embodies the ideals of masculinity: two-thirds god, one-third human, a tyrant who

oppresses his people, yet ultimately redeems himself through friendship and adventure. His journey reflects a

world where male authority is unchallenged, absolute, and ultimately glorified.

 

When the people of Uruk could no longer bear his oppressive rule, the gods intervened, creating Enkidu, a wild

man who would become Gilgamesh’s equal and closest companion. Their bond, a deep friendship marked by

mutual respect and loyalty, symbolizes an ideal male relationship. It’s a friendship that celebrates male

achievement, with their heroic exploits—including slaying Humbaba and defeating the Bull of

Heaven—dominating the narrative.

 

While these male figures are glorified, female characters are often reduced to supporting roles. For instance,

Shamhat, the temple prostitute, plays a critical role in civilizing Enkidu, introducing him to human culture

through sexuality. Yet, her position is ultimately one of subservience—she exists not as a figure of power, but

as a facilitator of Enkidu’s transformation into a suitable companion for Gilgamesh.

 

Similarly, the goddess Ishtar, despite her power, is depicted as volatile and vengeful, particularly when

Gilgamesh rejects her advances. Her attempt to retaliate by unleashing the Bull of Heaven is swiftly overcome,

reinforcing the futility of female power in the face of male heroism. Even Ninsun, Gilgamesh’s divine mother,

while wise and nurturing, is relegated to a background role, her influence limited to that of a supportive

maternal figure.

 

These portrayals of women, subordinate to the glorified male heroes, align with the social dynamics observed

in chimpanzee troops, where alpha males maintain power through physical strength and social alliances, often

marginalizing females. Just as Gilgamesh and Enkidu form an alliance that consolidates their dominance, male

chimpanzees create bonds to strengthen their authority within the troop. This parallel highlights a recurring

pattern of male superiority, evident both in human narratives and evolutionary behavior.

 

The Suppression of Female Power in Gilgamesh

 

While male superiority dominates the narrative of the Epic of Gilgamesh, the female characters serve as key

indicators of how ancient societies viewed and treated women. Their roles, though pivotal to the plot, are

primarily meant to highlight male achievements or to showcase the dangers of unchecked female power. The

epic reveals much about the suppression of female agency and the limits imposed on women, even in

mythological contexts.
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One of the most telling characters in this regard is Shamhat, the temple prostitute. She is introduced as the

character who “tames” Enkidu, transforming him from a wild, untamed creature into a civilized man through

the act of sexual intercourse. While this act of “civilizing” Enkidu is crucial to the story, Shamhat herself is

portrayed less as a person with agency and more as a tool—her sexuality used as a device to serve male

purposes. She becomes a symbol of how women’s bodies and sexuality were commodified, serving as a means

to enhance male power without gaining any real influence of her own.

 

This dynamic reflects a broader pattern seen across many ancient societies, where women’s worth was often

tied to their ability to serve or fulfill male needs—whether through reproduction, sexual service, or domestic

labor. Shamhat’s role reinforces the narrative that female empowerment is only acceptable when it facilitates

male dominance, limiting any real challenge to patriarchal norms.

 

Ishtar, the goddess of love and war, offers a more complex portrayal of female power. As a divine figure, she

represents both sexuality and destruction, embodying the duality of feminine power. However, her rejection by

Gilgamesh serves to reinforce male superiority. Gilgamesh’s dismissal of her advances not only humiliates her

but also triggers a sequence of events that culminates in her unleashing the Bull of Heaven in a fit of rage. This

episode highlights the ancient fear of female power—a power seen as dangerous and irrational when not kept

under male control.

 

While Ishtar’s wrath brings temporary chaos, it is ultimately contained by the heroic efforts of Gilgamesh and

Enkidu. The message is clear: female power, no matter how strong, cannot overcome the valor and strength of

men. Ninsun, Gilgamesh’s mother, similarly embodies the nurturing and wise aspects of femininity, but her role

is confined to providing guidance from the sidelines. Her wisdom is vital, yet she remains a background figure,

offering support but never challenging her son’s authority or taking center stage.

 

This suppression of female characters in the Epic of Gilgamesh mirrors the social hierarchies of its time, where

women were often relegated to the background, their contributions overshadowed by male achievements. Even

divine figures like Ishtar, with their immense power, are depicted as needing to be controlled or dismissed,

reflecting a deep-seated anxiety about female authority.

 

The systematic marginalization of women in the narrative speaks to a broader cultural fear of female

autonomy. By limiting the roles of women to supporters or antagonists of male protagonists, the epic reinforces

patriarchal norms that continued to shape societies for centuries. This pattern of reducing women to passive or

disruptive forces is not unique to Gilgamesh; it is a recurring theme in many ancient texts, where women are
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often cast in roles that serve to further the male narrative rather than act as central agents of change.

 

Parallels with Chimpanzee Troop Behavior

 

The social dynamics depicted in the Epic of Gilgamesh bear striking resemblances to those observed in

chimpanzee troops, providing a fascinating lens through which we can explore human social evolution. In both

contexts, male dominance, competition, and bonding are key to maintaining power hierarchies. These parallels

highlight the continuity between human and primate behavior, particularly in terms of how males establish and

maintain control.

 

In chimpanzee societies, alpha males assert their dominance through a combination of physical strength and

social alliances. These males enjoy privileges such as access to resources and mating opportunities, but they

must constantly defend their status from rivals. This dynamic mirrors the relationship between Gilgamesh and

Enkidu in the epic. Initially, Gilgamesh rules as a tyrant, using his power to oppress his people. However, his

encounter with Enkidu, a wild man who challenges his authority, leads to the formation of a profound

friendship based on mutual respect and equality.

 

Their bond can be seen as a reflection of the male bonding observed in chimpanzee troops, where alliances are

crucial for maintaining dominance and social cohesion. Just as chimpanzees groom and cooperate with one

another to strengthen their position within the troop, Gilgamesh and Enkidu forge a partnership that

consolidates their power and allows them to achieve feats they could not accomplish alone, such as slaying

Humbaba and defeating the Bull of Heaven.

 

The emphasis on male competition is another key theme in both the epic and chimpanzee social structures. In

Gilgamesh’s journey, he faces various trials that test his strength and leadership, from his battle with the Bull

of Heaven to his quest for immortality. These challenges are akin to the constant struggles for dominance

among male chimpanzees, who engage in displays of strength and physical confrontations to assert their status

within the troop. The outcomes of these confrontations determine the social order, with the strongest males

rising to the top.

 

The parallels between the social hierarchies in the epic and in chimpanzee behavior suggest that the themes of

male dominance, competition, and bonding are not unique to human societies. Instead, they may reflect deep

evolutionary patterns that have shaped social structures throughout history. By framing leadership and power

within a male-centric context, the epic contributes to the narrative that men are the natural rulers of society, a

narrative that has persisted for millennia.
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The Role of Written Language in Reinforcing Male Superiority

 

One of the most fascinating aspects of the Epic of Gilgamesh is not just the story itself, but the medium through

which it was told: written language. Writing, a groundbreaking human invention, enabled the preservation of

ideas, laws, and histories. However, in the hands of patriarchal societies, writing became a tool of

control—codifying male dominance and solidifying power structures that marginalized women.

 

From the very beginning, written language was used to reinforce societal hierarchies. The development of

cuneiform, the writing system in which the Epic of Gilgamesh was recorded, reflects the central role men

played in ancient Mesopotamian society. Literacy was a privilege reserved for the elite, predominantly men,

who used their ability to read and write to shape societal norms and values. The codification of laws and

religious texts—many of which enshrined male authority—cemented male superiority in both public and private

life.

 

One could argue that the development of writing itself may have been influenced by a sense of male

inferiority—a need to assert dominance in response to perceived or real threats to male power. In societies

where physical strength alone wasn’t enough to maintain control, the ability to document, interpret, and

spread ideas became a new form of power. Through written records, men could ensure that their version of

events, laws, and ideologies would be preserved, passing their male-centric worldview to future generations.

 

The Epic of Gilgamesh is an example of how written stories played a pivotal role in reinforcing male

dominance. By focusing on male heroism and relegating women to the background, the epic reflected and

perpetuated the patriarchal structures of the time. As a foundational text, it influenced the way subsequent

generations understood leadership, heroism, and gender roles. Written language, in this sense, became a

means of ensuring the continuation of patriarchal values, suppressing female voices and perspectives in favor

of male-centered narratives.

 

This exclusion of women from the realm of literacy further reinforced their subordinate position. In many

ancient societies, including Mesopotamia, women were often denied access to education, ensuring that they

remained dependent on men for knowledge and decision-making. By restricting women’s access to literacy,

patriarchal societies limited their ability to participate in shaping the cultural and intellectual life of the

community.
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Moreover, the written record itself became a tool for erasing women’s achievements from history. The stories

that were recorded, taught, and passed down through the ages often highlighted male accomplishments, while

female contributions were marginalized or omitted entirely. This selective recording of history helped to create

a distorted view of the past, one in which men were seen as the primary agents of progress and women were

cast as passive supporters or distractions.

 

Religious texts played a crucial role in this suppression as well. In many traditions, sacred writings were used

to justify the subjugation of women, often portraying them as inherently sinful, weak, or in need of male

guidance. These narratives reinforced gender hierarchies, not just in ancient times but throughout history,

influencing laws, customs, and societal norms that continue to perpetuate gender inequality.

 

Male Inferiority and the Desire to Control History

 

Another intriguing dimension of the Epic of Gilgamesh is the possibility that the creation of written history

itself was driven by male inferiority. As men sought to compensate for their perceived inadequacies, they

turned to writing as a means of documenting and controlling the narrative of human progress. By doing so,

they could ensure that male achievements were emphasized, while female contributions were downplayed or

forgotten.

 

Throughout history, the act of writing has been closely tied to power. The ability to record and preserve

knowledge gave men the means to shape the cultural memory of societies. In early civilizations, the scribes

who recorded laws, religious texts, and histories were often men, and the narratives they constructed reflected

the values and priorities of patriarchal systems. As a result, women’s stories were often left out, or when

included, they served to reinforce male-dominant narratives.

 

In this context, writing can be seen not only as a tool for communication but as a strategic weapon in the

ideological battle to suppress women and maintain male dominance. By recording history through a male lens,

patriarchal societies were able to solidify their control over both the past and the future, ensuring that

women’s voices would remain marginalized.

 

The Epic of Gilgamesh, in its glorification of male heroism and its marginalization of women, is a prime

example of how written texts have been used to perpetuate male superiority. The epic celebrates the triumphs

of Gilgamesh and Enkidu, casting their friendship and their battles as the ultimate expressions of human

achievement. Meanwhile, the female characters, whether nurturing or vengeful, are reduced to roles that serve

the male protagonists. By embedding these dynamics into the earliest recorded stories, the writers of history
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were able to ensure that future generations would inherit a worldview centered around male dominance.

 

The control of written language, and by extension the control of history, played a pivotal role in shaping

societies where male authority was unquestioned. Even today, the legacy of these early texts continues to

influence how we understand gender roles and power dynamics. By controlling the narrative, men were able to

legitimize their authority and ensure that their vision of the world would endure.

 

The Epic of Gilgamesh, as the world’s oldest recorded story, is far more than a historical artifact—it is a

blueprint for the construction of male superiority. Through its portrayal of male heroes, its marginalization of

women, and its reflections of social hierarchies akin to those observed in chimpanzee troops, the epic

reinforces a worldview where male dominance is naturalized and celebrated.

 

The characters of Gilgamesh and Enkidu embody the ideals of strength, leadership, and heroism, yet these

qualities are defined within a framework that excludes or diminishes the roles of women. Female characters

like Shamhat, Ishtar, and Ninsun, while significant to the plot, are ultimately portrayed in ways that reinforce

their subordination to male figures. This narrative reflects and perpetuates the patriarchal values of the time,

contributing to a legacy where women’s roles are limited to the domestic sphere while men dominate public

life.

 

Moreover, the written nature of the epic played a crucial role in shaping cultural perceptions of gender and

power. By recording and preserving stories that glorified men and marginalized women, early societies

ensured that future generations would inherit a world where male superiority was not just accepted but

celebrated. The use of written language as a tool for controlling history and suppressing female voices is a

pattern that has echoed throughout human history, shaping the way we understand gender dynamics today.

 

In modern discussions on gender and power, the analysis of texts like the Epic of Gilgamesh remains essential.

By examining how ancient narratives contributed to the construction of male superiority, we can better

understand the roots of contemporary gender inequalities and work toward creating a more equitable society.


