
A Level Classical 
Studies Summer Task

Please choose 1 of the following 2 questions

1. Would you rather have lived as a Greek woman or a Roman woman?

2. Would you rather have lived as a Greek or Roman slave.

The essay should aim to be 1200 words in length with a bibliography.

You need to discuss the pros and cons of your argument and where 
possible use examples to back up your answers.

This task will not only give you an introduction to the lives of people in 
the ancient world but will also serve as a diagnostic tool in order for us 
to evaluate the quality of your discursive writing.

We would strongly recommend that you create a plan for this essay and 
include it in with the essay so that we can also see how you have gone 
about putting your ideas together as this will also be very useful for your 
teachers in understanding your methodology.

Please see the next page for a mark scheme in order to help you to 
understand the expectations of the report.



AO1: Shows very good knowledge and understanding of 
the ideas through a range of well selected, accurate and 
precise material from it

AO2: Fully and consistently engages with the question, 
with perceptive, critical analysis and interpretation of the 
ideas leading to convincing points which are well-
supported and developed
 
AO1: Shows good knowledge and understanding of the 
ideas through a range of well selected, mostly accurate, 
material from it

AO2: Engages clearly and directly with the question, with 
critical analysis and interpretation of the ideas leading to 
sound points, which are supported and developed
 
AO1: Shows reasonable knowledge and understanding of 
the ideas through use of a range of mostly accurate 
material from it

AO2: Engages with some of the fundamental issues of 
the question, with analysis and interpretation of the ideas 
leading to some tenable points, which have some support 
and development
 
AO1: Shows basic knowledge and understanding of the 
ideas through use of some material from it with some 
degree of accuracy

AO2: Engages with the general topic of the question, with 
little analysis and interpretation of the ideas leading to 
weak points, which have occasional support and 
development
 
AO1: Shows limited knowledge and understanding of the 
ideas through little use of accurate material from it

 AO2: Limited and very simplistic attempt to engage with 
the topic of the question, with very little analysis and
interpretation of the ideas leading to points of little 
relevance
 
 No response or no response worthy of credit
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Being a Greek Slave
Lecture 12

We don’t know when, where, or under what circumstances human 
beings first reached the terrible decision that it was acceptable 
to reduce other human beings to slavery. It certainly wasn’t 

the Greeks who invented slavery—we know it was established in earlier 
cultures—but the Greeks, being a highly articulate and literate people, have 
provided a full record of how slavery functioned in their world. When we 
think of Greece’s great cultural accomplishments, we should never forget the 
unpalatable fact that these were supported by, if not based on, slavery—on 
the other side of history.

Slavery in the Ancient Greek World
•	 Slavery existed in Greece in the Mycenaean period from around 

1600 B.C. onward. By the end of the 8th century B.C., at the very 
latest, slavery was so much a part of everyday life that even those 
who were poor owned slaves. 

•	 In Greece, slavery had many faces, many conditions, and many 
statuses. It wasn’t the case that one was either free or a slave. On the 
contrary, there was what one scholar has aptly called a “continuum 
of unfreedom.” Under this system, some slaves actually did fairly 
well by the standards of the time.

•	 We don’t have a single testimony from any period written by a 
Greek slave. Slaves make a few brief appearances in literature and, 
very occasionally, in art. Philosophers sometimes discuss slavery 
in an abstract way but never with any insight into the feelings of 
slaves. Thus, our evidence for the experience of slaves is minimal. 
Even so, we can build up a pretty clear picture of their daily lives.

•	 We can also get inside the heads of Greeks who owned slaves. 
From childhood onward, most Greeks grew up with slaves, and 
all their friends owned slaves. There wasn’t a single person in the 
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entire Greek world, so far as we know, who advocated the abolition 
of slavery. 

•	 In the Politics, Aristotle differentiated between what he called 
slaves by nature (those born in captivity) and slaves by law (those 
captured in war or acquired through piracy and sold into slavery). 

•	 Of course, no register of slaves was kept, but scholar Paul Cartledge, 
drawing on comparative data from modern slave societies, estimates 
that “between 450 and 320 B.C. there were about 80,000–100,000 
slaves out of a total population of perhaps a quarter of a million.” 
In other words, somewhere between one in four and one in three 
members of the Athenian population were slaves. 

•	 Slaves didn’t have any social, legal, or political persona. That 
means they didn’t have families, rights under the law, or political 
identities; they could be beaten at their owners’ will and forced into 
nonconsensual sexual relationships. 

•	 In court, slaves were considered incapable of distinguishing truth 
from falsehood, or they might lie for no reason at all. Thus, they 
were allowed to testify only under torture, which was intended 
to make them either confess their own guilt or incriminate  
someone else. 

•	 In sum, slaves were largely invisible—both literally and 
metaphorically—because they lacked what we might call 
personhood. As we’ve said, however, Greek slavery was not an 
absolute condition, and we should not treat Greek slaves as an 
undifferentiated mass. Moreover, the bleakness of our picture of 
slavery must be somewhat qualified and ameliorated. Given the 
prevalence of hardship, poverty, and disease in the ancient world, 
one might actually prefer being a slave to being a freeman.

Classes of Athenian Slaves
•	 There were a variety of types of jobs that slaves might be required 

to perform in ancient Greece. 
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•	 A domestic slave, a ktêma empsychon, might be a cook, gardener, 
porter, cleaner, washer, reader, scribe, nurse, escort, messenger, 
traveling companion, fetcher and carrier, or all of the above rolled 
into one.
o With good luck, a slave’s master or mistress would be humane 

and treat his or her slaves, within strict limits, like members of 
the family. 

o Immediately after a slave had been acquired, he or she 
participated in a religious ceremony to officially become an 
oikêtês, a person of the oikos. The ceremony was similar to 
the one performed on behalf of a newborn baby when it was 
incorporated into the family at the Amphidromia. 

o Over time, some slaves may have developed close ties with 
their masters or mistresses, particularly if the slaves were 
involved in looking after the children. This is suggested by 
depictions of slaves on classical Greek funerary monuments, 
further indicating that they were part of the family. Slaves were 
also buried in family plots. 

o Owners were still at liberty to abuse slaves physically and 
sexually. They were also free to throw slaves out in the street 
once they had outlived their years of usefulness, though we 
never actually hear of that happening. 

o Slaves would have been at particular risk in times of economic 
hardship and famine because if food was in short supply, they 
would be the first to be put on reduced rations or to go without. 
Other than at times of crisis, however, domestic slaves were, 
for the most part, relatively well-off and secure.

•	 This was not the case for the agricultural slave workforce. These 
slaves had little contact with their owners and, thus, couldn’t 
develop personal relationships with them. Agricultural slaves didn’t 
have the status, comfort, and security of an oikistês. They probably 
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slept in a shack or a barn and may have been restrained at night in 
leg irons, as were Roman agricultural slaves.

•	 Apart from domestics and agricultural workers, there were also a 
few slaves described as chôris oikountes, “those living separately.” 
These were slaves who lived on their own and served their owners 
as managers of shops and factories, bankers, captains of trading 
ships, bailiffs, artisans, and so on. Slaves took on these tasks 
because Greeks despised working for other people. 
o Slaves in this category enjoyed considerable freedom, operated 

independently, and generally paid their owners a commission. 
They were probably considered much more valuable than the 
average slave. 

o Few slaves who lived separately were freed. Unlike the 
Romans, the Greeks never instituted a system whereby slaves 
became eligible for freedom after performing several years  
of service.

•	 The dêmosioi, “public ones,” were slaves who were owned by the 
state. A slave in this category might serve as a notary, a coin tester, 
a jury clerk, or even the public executioner. Slaves from all groups 
might also be pressed into military service in time of war.

•	 The worst fate of all was to be an industrial slave, working in a 
mine or quarry. 
o Athens had silver mines in Lavrion in southeast Attica, and 

these were worked 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. From the 
discovery of miners’ lamps containing oil, it’s been estimated 
that each shift lasted about 10 hours.

o Slaves also worked in the quarries on Mount Hymettus and 
Mount Pentelikon, close to Athens, from which the Athenians 
extracted marble for their building programs. 

o Some slaves worked in factories. The largest such facility we 
hear of employed 120 slaves to manufacture shields. 
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Slaves in Sparta
•	 Sparta is the only other Greek slave-owning community that we 

can discuss in any detail. All slaves owned by Sparta would have 
been identified as helots, a word of uncertain origin that is probably 
connected with a Greek verb meaning “to capture.” The Spartans 
reduced all of the peoples they conquered to servile status.

•	 Such slaves had no political or legal rights and could be executed or 
hunted down without trial. 

•	 Spartan slaves mainly worked in agricultural production for 
absentee landlords, the Spartan citizen body, which was either 
engaged in military training or off fighting. In times of emergency, 
Spartan slaves might serve as light-armed troops. 

•	 At home, Spartan slaves led something resembling a family life and 
enjoyed an independence of sorts. They were not at the constant 
beck and call of their masters, as were slaves in other communities. 

•	 In addition, Spartan slaves were permitted to retain everything they 
produced over and above what they were required to deliver to their 
Spartan masters, which was probably about half. 

•	 Very occasionally, the Spartan assembly might give slaves 
freedom, especially at times when there was a dearth of Spartan 
citizens—a circumstance that became increasingly frequent from  
450 B.C. onward. 

•	 Interestingly, unlike other Greek slaves, helots greatly outnumbered 
the master race. We have no means of accurately determining the 
size of the helot population, but some scholars estimate that there 
were seven times as many helots as citizens. 
o Not surprisingly, Spartan masters lived in constant dread that 

their slaves might revolt. This dread was made more acute by 
the fact that helot populations were ethnically homogeneous, 
had a collective identity, and worshiped their own gods. 
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o This fear was further exacerbated by the fact that the Spartans 
were more dependent on slaves than any other Greek 
community of which we have knowledge: It was the helots 
who did most of the farming. 

o In 464 B.C., the helots staged a major revolt, which it took the 
Spartans five long years to suppress. In no other Greek state 
was there ever a slave uprising, nor, so far as we know, even 
the threat of one.

Osborne, ed., Studies in Greek and Roman Slavery.

Wiedemann, Greek and Roman Slavery. 

 

1. Is it possible to justify Greek slavery?

2. What were the advantages and disadvantages of being an Athenian 
domestic slave compared with a Spartan helot?

    Suggested Reading

    Questions to Consider
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Being a Greek Woman
Lecture 14

By our way of reckoning, the Greeks were deeply sexist. Women, in 
their view, were responsible for all that is evil in the world. Further, 
Greek scientists believed that women were biologically inferior 

to men. In looking at the lives of women in ancient Greece, however, it’s 
necessary for us to put aside our preconceptions and our own sense of 
cultural evolution. Only by contextualizing the experience can we come to a 
valid understanding of what it was like to be a Greek woman.

The Condition of Women in Athens
•	 In his treatise called Generation of Animals, Aristotle defined 

a woman as an infertile male. The condition of being female, he 
explained, resulted from a kind of inadequacy, adunamia, the 
inability to produce semen. Aristotle thought that the menses was 
failed sperm—sperm that hadn’t coagulated properly. 

•	 Skeletal evidence indicates that Greek women predeceased men by 
about 5 to 10 years. This was partly due to the early age at which 
they became pregnant and experienced childbirth and partly due to 
the short intervals between successive pregnancies. 

•	 Women experienced a great deal of social pressure to get married 
and, once married, to become pregnant as soon as possible. 

•	 Unless they chose to cut off all ties with the family, Greek women 
were under the control of a male—a father, husband, brother, or 
guardian—throughout their lives. The subjugation of women to 
their husbands was made more acute by the fact that there was 
typically a large discrepancy between the ages of husbands and 
wives. Married women spent most of their time in the home.
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Engagement and Marriage in Athens
•	 As we’ve said, Greek girls didn’t receive any formal education 

and were strictly supervised at home until the day they married. 
Unsupervised premarital contact between a well-brought up 
boy and girl was out of the question. Even a premarital peck on 
the cheek was probably forbidden, except perhaps when a young 
couple became betrothed. 

•	 A girl’s parents would generally start looking for a husband for her 
when she reached the age of about 14. Arranged marriages were 
the norm in Greek society. First and foremost, parents would seek 
a man of wealth and social status to increase the family’s wealth.

•	 Marriageable girls were provided with dowries by their parents. 
The dowry was intended to reimburse the potential husband for his 
support of his wife. If a man divorced his wife, he had to return the 
dowry in full, either to his wife’s father or her legal guardian. In this 
way, the dowry served as a kind of insurance policy; it guaranteed 
that divorcees would not be left financially destitute, and it served 
as a disincentive to divorce.

•	 A girl might be betrothed for months, if not years. Eventually, 
however, on the day of her wedding, she would take a ritual bath 
from a special vase known as a loutrophoros, marking her rite of 
passage from unmarried to married. She would then sit down to a 
banquet in her father’s house or the house of her legal guardian. All 
her relatives and friends would be present, along with the relatives 
and friends of the bridegroom. The bride would be veiled and would 
sit apart from her groom. 

•	 At dark, the feasting ended, and the groom conveyed his bride, still 
veiled, in a wagon to her new home. On arrival at his house, the 
couple would be showered with nuts and dried figs, symbolic of the 
prosperity and fertility that it was hoped would attend the marriage. 

•	 What happened next is a complete mystery. There was no state 
official or priest waiting to conduct the marriage ceremony. We know 
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of no standard form of words that was equivalent to an exchange 
of vows. We do not even know whether anyone pronounced the 
couple husband and wife. If any words were spoken, however, this 
was surely the time. The husband then conducted his bride to the 
bridal chamber, and once inside, she finally removed her veil. 

Duties of Married Women
•	 After being married, Athenian women immediately took on 

a number of responsibilities, chief of which was to produce a 
male heir to ensure that the family line did not die out. Should a 
woman fail to become pregnant, she would be regarded with grave 
suspicion, or more benignly, it might be assumed that something 
was wrong with her. 

•	 Married women were also in charge of running their households. 
Those who were well-bred didn’t do any housework—that was 
performed by slaves—but it was the job of the mistress to supervise 
the slaves. 

•	 Women were also responsible for preparing corpses for burial, as 
women do to this day in Mediterranean countries.

•	 As was the case for unmarried girls, married women rarely appeared 
in public. If they did go out, they wore veils. 
o Women were expected to keep themselves away from the gaze 

of men. The only men with whom they had regular contact 
were close relatives. 

o Women were allowed to attend festivals and funerals and were 
expected to make periodic visits to the cemetery to perform 
cult or customary practices on behalf of their dead relatives, 
tending their tombs and depositing food and drink. 

Untraditional Women in Athens
•	 Was this the best that life had to offer—being either someone’s 

daughter or someone’s wife, without any independent identity of 
one’s own? Certainly, this seems to have been how the majority 
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of well-bred Athenian women lived. But what about women who 
chose not to get married? 

•	 We have portraits of two single women in earliest Greek literature. 
Calypso and Circe in the Odyssey are both single, in their 30s, and 
looking for male companionship. We should note, however, that 
these were goddesses, not mortal women. 

•	 It’s inconceivable that there was a “singles scene” in ancient 
Greece. What we do encounter, however, are hetaerae, or “female 
companions.” Though the term is sometimes inaccurately translated 
as “prostitutes,” many hetaerae were highly accomplished. They 
were the only women who were permitted to take their place beside 
men at symposia, that is, drinking parties. 

•	 The most famous hetaera of all was Aspasia, the mistress of the 
powerful Athenian statesman Pericles. Aspasia was fully able 
to hold her own conversationally in the company of the leading 
luminaries of her day. Educated, politically informed, personable, 
and no doubt attractive, she epitomizes all that any Greek woman 
might have been, if only she been allowed to fulfill her potential.

•	 We don’t know anything about the circumstances that might have 
induced a woman to decide to become a hetaera, but it’s possible 
that women might have opted to take this career path because it 
enabled them to achieve their potential in ways that they could not 
have done if they’d gotten married or, perhaps, because they craved 
a life of independence. 

•	 We have no idea what percentage of the population chose this path, 
though it’s likely to have been quite small. 

•	 Of course, hetaerae would have had to deal with some opprobrium. 
That’s probably part of the reason that many of these women moved 
away from their native cities to pursue their careers, that is, to avoid 
shame and the possibility of becoming an outcast. As foreigners 
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in the cities where they worked, hetaerae would also have been 
perceived as more exotic and, thus, able to charge higher fees.

•	 Other options available to women outside the home included being 
a priestess or a midwife. Being a priestess would certainly have 
given a woman status but not necessarily much independence. 
Midwives, by contrast, would have had not only independence but 
also authority, because they, not physicians, controlled the birthing 
process. Probably, however, only women above childbearing 
years—perhaps widows primarily—would have been regarded as 
appropriate for this job.

Spartan Women
•	 In contrast to the situation elsewhere in the Greek world, in Sparta, 

women enjoyed a measure of independence that was exceptional, if 
not unique. 

•	 Spartan girls underwent an intense physical training program that 
included running, discus and javelin throwing, and wrestling. The 
objective of this training was to ensure that girls became fit breeders 
of Spartan babies.

•	 A Spartan wife could be “loaned” to an interested third party, with 
the agreement of her husband, presumably to maximize her fertility, 
especially if the husband happened to be elderly or infirm. 

•	 Spartan women were also permitted to own property, which was 
most certainly not the case in Athens. 

•	 Some Spartan women were even celebrated for their wisdom. 
Examples of female wisdom are preserved in Plutarch’s Sayings 
of Spartan Women, though we should not assume that they are 
all authentic. 

The Relation between the Sexes in Ancient Greece
•	 As we’ve seen, the life expectancy of females in Greece was lower 

than that of males, and opportunities for education and careers for 
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women were limited. Nevertheless, we should not assume that men 
and women did not achieve intimacy or that men invariably held 
the upper hand. In the Odyssey, 
Odysseus is shown to be wholly 
dependent on the services and 
resourcefulness of a group of very 
strong-willed, independent, and 
capable women.

•	 Greek drama, too, suggests that 
Greek women were anything 
but pushovers. The women we 
encounter here—Clytemnestra, 
Antigone, Jocasta, Medea, Phaedra, 
Lysistrata—are among the most 
powerful in any theatrical tradition 
the world over. 

•	 Of course, there are also the 
goddesses. We wouldn’t want to 
cross Hera, Athena, Artemis, or 
Aphrodite. Although these are all 
fictionalized portraits, it’s safe to 
assume that the inspiration for them 
came from real-life women. 

hetaera: Literally a “female companion,” a term used of women, usually 
foreigners, who hired out their services at symposia.

Pericles (c. 495–429 B.C.): Athenian statesman and general much admired 
by Thucydides, largely responsible for Athens going to war against Sparta in 

We should not assume that 
men invariably held the 
upper hand in the Greek 
world; the inspiration for 
the goddess artemis, for 
example, may have come 
from a strong, competent, 
real-life woman. 
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431 (the Peloponnesian War). He died of the plague, which was, to a great 
extent, the consequence of his military policy.

Johnson and Ryan, Sexuality in Greek and Roman Society and Literature.

Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome. 

Skinner, Sexuality in Greek and Roman Culture.

1. Which would you have preferred, the life of a Greek wife and mother or 
that of a hetaera?

2. Arguing from the perspective of a Greek woman, do you agree with 
Medea’s statement “I’d rather go into battle three times than give  
birth once”?

    Suggested Reading

    Questions to Consider
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Being a Roman Slave
Lecture 24

Roman slavery was every bit as inhumane as Greek slavery. But as in 
Greece, so in Rome, slaves fulfilled many roles and encompassed a 
variety of statuses. We can also ask the same question of the Romans 

that we did of the Greeks: Could they have achieved all they did without 
a slave underclass? Despite the similarities of the two systems, however, 
there were also profound differences, the chief one being that a much 
larger proportion of Roman slaves achieved freedom after putting in years  
of service. 

Enslavement
•	 The most common way to become a Roman slave was by being 

captured in war. Rome’s wars typically resulted in the enslavement 
of tens of thousands of people, sometimes many more. The largest 
influx of slaves—perhaps half a million—was of Gauls, following 
Julius Caesar’s conquest of Gaul in the 50s B.C.

•	 Violent criminals were enslaved, as well—typically by being 
condemned to working in the mines or the quarries or by being 
trained to fight as gladiators. 

•	 Many slaves, known as vernae, were house-born and grew up in 
Roman families. 

•	 Some Romans, when they were reduced to destitution, sold 
themselves into slavery to survive, though this practice seems to 
have become rare by the 1st century A.D. 

•	 Like the Greeks, the Romans regarded owning slaves as their 
birthright, and those who were wealthy might have owned hundreds 
of slaves. A certain Pedanius Secundus, prefect of Rome under the 
Emperor Nero, staffed his house with no fewer than 400 slaves. 
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•	 The cost of a slave varied considerably, depending on his or her 
looks, age, education, and ethnicity. The slave industry was well 
regulated, according to the best traditions of Roman bureaucracy. 
Sales tax had to be paid on the purchase of slaves, and a record of 
sales had to be kept in the public archives. Those who purchased 
“defective” slaves were entitled to full refunds.

•	 The Romans particularly liked Greek slaves. For them, owning a 
Greek slave was rather like employing an English butler. All the 
slaves in the household of the Emperor Augustus whom we know 
about were Greek. 

Domestic Slaves
•	 Slaves purchased to work as domestics often worked in comfortable 

homes, but there was no legal limit to the cruelty their owners 
were allowed to inflict. A brute named Vedius Pollio, for example, 
threatened to toss one of his slaves into a pond filled with lampreys 
for breaking one of his crystal goblets.

•	 The way in which a slave was treated depended largely on his or 
her skills. A slave who could read and write might land a position as 
a personal secretary, taking down correspondence or dictation and 
reading aloud. 

•	 Another type of slave was the paidagôgos, who had the task of 
looking after the master’s son or sons, accompanying them when 
they left the house and, perhaps, teaching them, as well. 

•	 For females, the best position to hold was that of nurse or personal 
attendant. Most well-to-do households had nurses because Roman 
mothers tended to regard childrearing with disdain. Holding this 
position meant that the slave was trusted completely and would, 
therefore, be treated decently.

•	 Another important job to land was that of chief cook. Lower down 
in the hierarchy were the cleaners, gardeners, handymen, and so on. 
Slave girls served in the role of fetchers and carriers, bartering in 
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the market each morning and bringing water to the house from a 
public fountain.

•	 At night, household slaves generally slept on a heap of straw with a 
blanket, in the kitchen, hallway, or attic. Attractive slave girls might 
be forced to submit to the sexual desires of their masters, and slaves 
had no legal rights to address such situations.

•	 Though slaves could not legally marry, domestics were allowed 
to establish family units. Nevertheless, owners could separate 
couples whenever they chose and had the right to sell one or both 
partners at any time. In addition, any offspring produced by slaves 
automatically became the owner’s property. 

Semi-Independent Slaves
•	 Some fortunate slaves looked after the affairs of their owners in 

semi-independent positions as managers, bailiffs, debt collectors, 
captains of merchant ships, and so on. 
o One reason the Romans employed slaves in these roles was 

that they could punish them severely if they were dishonest or 
incompetent, which they couldn’t have done to citizens. 

o Further, Romans were unwilling to forfeit their own independence 
by placing themselves at the service of an employer. 

•	 Greek slaves who were sufficiently qualified might be hired out 
by their owners as physicians or teachers. Other slaves led fairly 
independent lives working for their masters as potters, painters, or 
some other kind of craftsman. 

•	 A final class of semi-independent slaves was prostitutes. Many girls 
began this career before they even entered puberty.

Agricultural and Other Slaves
•	 Agricultural slaves who worked on large estates had no personal 

contact with their owners. As a result, they weren’t considered 
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human, which meant that their owners could, with an easy 
conscience, work them to death. 
o These slaves slept in chains at night in a kind of prison known 

as an ergastulum. 

o Just how badly agricultural slaves were treated is evidenced 
by the fact that it was they who repeatedly rose in revolt. 
Agricultural slaves from southern Italy made up the bulk 
of Spartacus’s army in the greatest slave revolt of all, with 
numbers estimated to be between 70,000 and 120,000. 

•	 Other deadly occupations included working in the quarries and 
the mines. The Greek historian Polybius records that as many as 
40,000 slaves worked in the Roman silver mines near Cartagena in 
southern Spain. 

•	 Finally, some slaves were the property of the state. It was their job 
to repair the roads, maintain the aqueducts, and load and unload 
cargo in ports. 

The Cruelty of Roman Slave Owners
•	 The Romans were firm believers in the efficacy of corporal 

punishment. They regularly beat their children for misbehaving and 
had no hesitation about beating slaves, as well. 

•	 As in Greece, if slaves were required to give evidence in a court 
of law, they had to do so under torture—and probably for the 
same reasons: either because they were deemed incapable of 
distinguishing truth from falsehood or because it was believed they 
would perjure themselves for sport. 

•	 Masters were also entitled to condemn their slaves to death without 
trial. The common method of execution was crucifixion, one of the 
most horrific forms of torture ever devised by man.

•	 Despite these brutalities, some modest improvements in the lot 
of slaves took place over the years. For example, the Emperor 
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Claudius, who reigned in the middle of the 1st century A.D., decreed 
that sick slaves who were abandoned by their owners were to be 
automatically freed. 

Roman Perceptions of Slaves 
•	 Some scholars have suggested that the Romans lived in perpetual 

fear of their slaves, but it’s probably not true that most Romans 
feared murder at the hands of their slaves. 

•	 There was a much greater chance that slaves might run away. We 
have a number of public notices describing in detail the appearance 
of runaway slaves and offering a reward to anyone who finds them. 
Runaway slaves who were caught were brutally punished, branded 
on the face, and forced to wear a metal collar around the neck.

•	 As with the Greeks, so with the Romans, we have to face the 
unpalatable fact that even their most advanced thinkers were 
incapable of conceiving of a world without slaves. 
o The philosophical movement known as Stoicism, which held 

great appeal for elite Romans, urged kindness to all, including 
slaves, and recognition of the fact that they, too, were human, 
yet neither the Stoics nor any other Roman philosophers ever 
recommended abolition of slavery. 

o This fact is all the more remarkable in light of the fact that we 
know of at least one leading philosopher who was himself a 
former slave, namely, Epictetus.

o Still, to a much greater degree than the Greeks, the Romans 
extended to slaves the possibility of eventually achieving  
their freedom.

Manumission 
•	 Domestic slaves earned a small wage called the peculium and 

could, after a period of years, ask to buy their freedom from their 
owners. This system clearly reduced the desire to revolt, at least 
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among privileged slaves, because it meant they had an interest in 
maintaining the status quo. 

•	 The process by which slaves were awarded freedom was called 
manumission, which means literally “to send away or dismiss with 
the hand.” Once they had gained the consent of their owners, slaves 
were given their freedom in the presence of a magistrate known as 
a praetor. A cap of freedom was given to slaves as a signal of their 
new status. 

•	 On becoming free, a slave took the name of his previous owner, 
who then officially became the slave’s patronus, literally meaning 
“stand-in father.” 
o The freedman was expected to maintain regular contact with 

his previous owner and was legally bound to work for him for 
several days each year.

o In theory, if the freedman behaved disrespectfully toward his 
former owner, his freedom could be revoked. 

•	 Ex-slaves who had learned a trade or profession were able to 
earn a living by practicing it. Others hired out their services as  
day laborers.

•	 Some former slaves achieved a great deal of wealth and power 
in their own right. Pallas and Narcissus, for example, were two 
freedman who worked as secretaries under the Emperor Claudius, 
and Pliny the Elder tells us that they both owned large estates.

•	 No matter how much money they made, however, there was no 
escaping the opprobrium of being a former slave. Freedmen were 
excluded from holding any official posts, and no Romans would 
associate with them in public. 

•	 The son of a freedman, known as a libertinus, automatically became 
a Roman citizen and lost the stigma of slavery. In fact, owing to the 
prevalence of manumission, a substantial proportion of the Roman 
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population in the Imperial period was descended from slaves, 
among them, the poet Horace. 

manumission: The action of releasing a slave from servitude by literally 
“sending away with the hand.”

Wiedemann, Greek and Roman Slavery.

1. Is it justifiable to describe the Romans as more enlightened in their 
attitude toward slavery than the Greeks?

2. What were the advantages and disadvantages of being a domestic slave?  

    Important Term

    Suggested Reading

    Questions to Consider
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Being a Roman Woman
Lecture 26

The epic poet Virgil summed up the ancient attitude toward women in 
describing the ill-starred Dido, queen of Carthage: “A woman is an 
unpredictable and fickle creature.” Most Roman men would no doubt 

have agreed with him. Of course, well into the 20th century, women were still 
being told that they were inferior—the same stuff that had been spouted two 
and a half millennia earlier. In this lecture, we’ll explore the lives of women 
in the Roman world, in particular, comparing their situations with those of 
their Greek sisters. 

Roman Marriage
•	 Daughters in Roman families were under the domination of the 

oldest male ascendant in the family, the paterfamilias (“father of 
the family”). In theory, the paterfamilias had the right to kill his 
daughter if she disobeyed him. His sons were subject to him in the 
same way, but whereas they were automatically emancipated on his 
death, daughters became subject to a replacement paterfamilias. 

•	 When children grew up and were ready to get married, it was the 
husband in the family who chose their marriage partners. Daughters 
of women who had married into prominent, upper-class families 
were likely to be used as pawns to form political connections with 
other prominent families.
o An arrangement of this sort was called an amicitia, literally, a 

“friendship.” Julius Caesar gave the hand of his only daughter, 
Julia, to Pompey in order to form an amicitia, even though 
Pompey was six years older than his father-in-law. 

o Daughters, particularly in aristocratic families, might be 
betrothed or even married before they reached puberty. 
The Emperor Augustus humanely fixed the minimum age 
of marriage for girls at 12. Previously, there had been no 
minimum age. 
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•	 Unlike in Greece, in Rome, men and women seem to have been 
able to “date.” In his scandalous poem Ars amatoria (Art of Love), 
Ovid advises his male readers to take their girlfriends to the Circus 
Maximus, because there, they could sit close together. 

•	 There were two types of Roman marriages, known as “with the 
hand” and “without the hand.” 
o In a “with the hand” marriage, women had no legal rights; 

property was transferred to the husband in the form of a dowry; 
and he had, in theory, the power of life and death over his wife. 

o In a “without the hand” marriage, there was no dowry and 
women weren’t under their husbands’ control to the same 
extent. Instead, they remained under the control of their nearest 
ascendant male relatives. 

o “Without the hand” marriages became popular from the 1st 
century A.D. onward, in part because they conferred more 
independence on women. 

•	 We should not think that loving marriages were absent in ancient 
Rome, including some that were arranged. 
o Pompey and Julia, for instance, were devoted to each other, 

and Pompey was brokenhearted when Julia died. 

o Likewise, Marcus Brutus, one of Caesar’s assassins, was 
devoted to his wife, Porcia. He even revealed to her the plot 
against Caesar’s life. 

o Those at the bottom of the social ladder also had close 
marriages, as attested by the moving tombstone inscription 
written by the freedwoman Furia Spes about her husband.

A Roman Wedding
•	 A Roman wedding was much like a Greek wedding. It took place in 

the bride’s home, probably in the atrium, the most important part 
of the house. 
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•	 The bride wore a white woolen dress, with her hair parted in six 
locks tied together with woolen ribbons. She declared to her 
husband before the assembled company, “I now belong to your 
family,” and was, thus, officially married. 

•	 In the marriage contract signed by both families before the wedding, 
the groom would have promised not to mistreat his wife, throw her 
out of the house, or bring home another woman. The bride would 
have agreed not to be away from home for more than one night 
without her husband’s permission and not to have sexual relations 
with any other man. 

•	 After the wedding, a pig or a sheep would be sacrificed, and the 
meat would be divided among those present after the gods had 
received their share.

•	 Toward evening, the wedding party would set off in a torchlight 
procession to the bridegroom’s house, singing hymns to Hymen, the 
god of marriage. The wedding guests also shouted out obscenities, 
probably to avert evil fortune. 

•	 At the door of the house, the groom picked up his bride and carried 
her over the threshold to prevent her from stumbling, which would 
have been an ill omen. 

•	 He then presented her with fire and water to indicate her formal 
incorporation into the home. The guests accompanied the couple to 
the bedroom, again, singing hymns to Hymen. 

•	 From this point on, the bride’s primary duty was to provide her 
husband with children, preferably boys. 

Respectable Roman Women
•	 As in Greece, respectable women in Rome were required to keep a 

low profile—so low, in fact, that until quite late in Roman history, 
there were no real girls’ names. Those who belonged to the Julian 
clan, for example, were merely called Julia. 
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•	 Whenever respectable women went out, they were chaperoned by 
one or more slaves. 
o They covered their bodies completely, including their faces. 

The dress worn by a Roman woman, called a stola, reached 
down to her ankles. It had multiple folds and was probably 
brightly colored. Over it, she wore a cloak called a palla. 

o Modesty and fidelity were the foremost virtues expected of 
women, and it was essential not to give provocation to the 
lustful male gaze. 

•	 The epitaph on the tomb of a certain Claudia, who died in the 2nd 
century B.C., undoubtedly captures the lives of countless unknown 
Roman women. Her husband describes her as devoted, retiring,  
and faithful. 

Women of the Lower Classes
•	 Women who belonged to the lower social orders were much less 

restricted in their movements than upper-class women were. 

•	 These women most likely had to work. If they lived in the 
countryside, they helped on the farm. If they lived in the city, 
they had more choices: midwife, wet-nurse, hairdresser, perfume 
manufacturer, basket weaver, seamstress, street vendor, actor, 
waitress, barmaid, cook, and so on. 

•	 Though slave women performed many of these jobs, there was 
nothing to prevent both freeborn women and freedwomen, married 
or single, from performing them, as well. 

•	 Some women also became prostitutes or procuresses. Brothels were 
everywhere in the Roman world, and there would have been no 
shortage of work. 

Roman Law Regarding Women
•	 Prejudice against women was not only embedded in the way 

Roman society operated, but it was also enshrined in Roman law. 
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For example, women who committed adultery were guilty of a 
criminal offense, but the same was not true for men. 

•	 The Emperor Constantine decreed that if a woman was raped, she 
was automatically partly responsible for the crime, whatever the 
facts surrounding the case. 

•	 We don’t know to what extent women were subject to domestic 
violence, but the phenomenon was certainly present. 
o A 1st-century-A.D. writer named Valerius Maximus provides his 

readers with a number of examples of women being “punished” 
by their husbands, including the story of a certain Egnatius 
Metellus, who cudgeled his wife to death for drinking wine. 

o Marcus Porcius Cato, otherwise known as Cato the Censor, a 
man who was revered for upholding the old Roman virtues, also 
believed it was imperative that men keep their wives in check. 

The Status of Women in Rome versus Greece
•	 Overall, it was probably preferable to be a Roman woman than a 

Greek woman, though we should be wary of imposing our standards 
on other societies. 

•	 Unlike their Greek counterparts, Roman women weren’t secluded 
in a separate part of the house, and they were permitted to leave the 
house more frequently than Greek women were. 

•	 Whenever a Roman husband invited his friends over for a banquet, 
his wife could take her place beside him, instead of being cooped 
up in the women’s quarters with the female slaves. 

•	 As the materfamilias domina, the senior female member of the 
household, the wife shared with her husband joint responsibility for 
presiding over domestic religion. 
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•	 Widows who did not remarry also enjoyed a particular status. 
They bore the title of univira, which translates as “the wife of only 
one man.” 

•	 It’s also true that what were 
regarded as female virtues 
were held in high esteem 
in the Roman world. One 
shining embodiment of that 
was Cornelia, daughter of 
the famous general Scipio 
Africanus, who was celebrated 
as the model of wifely and 
maternal self-sacrifice. 

•	 In addition, the last decades of 
the republic saw the emergence 
of a more self-assertive, more 
independent, and perhaps 
more liberated type of woman, 
though this new public role 
was confined to members of 
the aristocracy. 
o The conservative Roman historian Sallust gives us the example 

of Sempronia, daughter of a consul: “Her sexual desires were 
so powerful that she took the initiative with men more often 
than they did with her.… And yet she possessed intellectual 
gifts that were by no means inconsiderable.”

o Contemporary to Sempronia was Clodia—the notorious Lesbia 
about whom Catullus wrote exquisitely beautiful poetry, some 
of it highly obscene and much of it demonstrating the control 
she exercised over him. 

o Yet another woman in this category was Servilia, who had a 
high-profile affair with Julius Caesar and played an important 
behind-the-scenes role in Roman politics. 

Cornelia, daughter of the general 
Scipio africanus, was celebrated 
for her virtue; after her husband’s 
death, she remained loyal to his 
memory and devoted her energies 
to educating her two sons.
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•	 Although women could not vote in elections, by the 1st century 
B.C., they were involved in politics. Graffiti found on the 
walls of Pompeii indicate that women endorsed candidates for  
political office. 

•	 Finally, the Pompeian woman Eumachia shows us what a woman of 
talent and ambition could aspire to in the 1st century A.D. 
o Eumachia was a sacerdos publica (“public priestess”) of the 

most important cult in Pompeii, that of Venus. She was also 
patroness of the guild of the fullers, who manufactured and 
cleaned dyed clothing.

o Eumachia came from humble origins, but she inherited a 
fortune from her father, who was a brick-maker, and as a 
result, she was able to marry into one of the city’s most  
prominent families. 

o She seems to have been the exact antithesis of the image of 
the Roman woman presented by the epitaph to Claudia. Indeed, 
her career proves that in the right circumstances, a woman 
of talent, energy, enterprise, and means could shake off the 
traditional restraints that condemned the majority of women to 
a lifetime of submissive obscurity. 

atrium: The main room in a Roman house, where visitors were received.

paterfamilias: The head of the Roman family, invested with the power of life 
and death over all its members, including his children.

Constantine I (c. A.D. 273–337): Roman emperor (r. A.D. 307–337) who 
established a new capital of the Roman Empire at Constantinople in 330. It 
was under Constantine’s guidance that the empire became Christian.

    Important Terms

    Names to Know
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Ovid (43 B.C.–A.D. 17): Latin love elegist and author of a hexameter 
poem in 15 books known as the Metamorphoses. Ovid was exiled by the 
Emperor Augustus for what he calls carmen et error, “the poem and the 
misdemeanor,” thought to be a reference to his poem called The Art of Love 
and his affair with Augustus’s daughter Julia.

D’Ambra, Roman Women (Cambridge Introduction to Roman Civilization). 

Fraschetti, Roman Women. 

 

1. What structural constraints might have prevented the Romans from 
extending the opportunities available to women?

2. Are there grounds for arguing that Roman women were not entirely 
submissive?

    Suggested Reading

    Questions to Consider


