
Women in Classical Societies 

India, China, and the Mediterranean, 
500 B.C.E. -500 C.E. 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

In Chapter 1 we saw how the earliest city societies or "civilizations," 
which emerged about five thousand years ago, often created patriarchies 
where fathers ruled families, kings ruled societies, priests administered 
for gods, and state officials, soldiers, and police preserved laws favoring 
men. The patriarchies that developed in the ancient world continued 
through the classical age down to the recent past, if not the present. 

Nevertheless, not all patriarchies were alike. Some allowed women 
greater freedom or autonomy. Yet, they did have one thing in com
mon-change. In the thousand years between 500 B.C.E. and 500 C.E. 

the roles of women did not remain constant in any society or civili 
zation. 

Historians call this period the "classical age" because it produced 
some of the enduring works of a number of the world's major civiliza
tions, some of which we read in Chapters 3 and 4. In this chapter, we 
will read more of these works, partly to savor their authors' vision and 
insights and to understand the reasons for their wide acclaim. But we 
will also use these writings as windows on classical social life. We will 
ask specifically what they tell us about the comparative and changing 
roles of women in the classical age. 

THINKING HISTORICALLY 

Considering Historical Moment and Historical Process 


We can think of history as moment or process. Most popular history 
attempts to capture a moment. Plays, movies, even our own imagina
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tions usually try to capture moments: what it was like to live in ancient 
Rome, witness the assassination of Caesar or the preaching of Jesus. 
The appeal of a good primary source is that it can immerse us in its 
particular historical moment. In the previous two chapters we also used 
primary sources to compare two moments in different cultures-Rome 
with China, Greece with India, for instance-as if these moments 
could stand in for the whole history of a culture or civilization. 

We also study history to understand how things change: How did 
the Roman Empire decline? How did Christianity spread? This is the 
study of history as process. Here we must also use primary sources 
(since that is, by definition, all we have of the past), but since each one 
represents only a particular moment we have to either examine it for 
evidence of change or gather many to see the changes that occurred 
from one moment to the next. 

In this chapter we will be studying both historical moments and his
torical processes in the history of women in classical antiquity. We will 
read the efforts of historians to understand the process of change in 
women's history during this period. And we will examine primary 
sources-written and visual-that reflect moments of that past. We 
will also be comparing one document with another. But in addition to 
comparing a document from Rome, for instance, with one from China, 
we will also be considering how each document might reflect a particu
lar stage or period in the longer process of the history of its civilization 
and of the history of women generally. We do this to understand and 
practice two different ways of thinking about the past. 



SARAH SHAVER HUGHES 

AND BRADY HUGHES 


Women in the Classical Era 

Sarah and Brady Hughes are modern historians. This selection is part 
of their essay on the history of women in the ancient world. They 
write here of the classical era in India, China, Greece, and Rome. All 
of these were patriarchal societies, but how were they different? The 
authors also mention later Greek Hellenistic society and pre-Roman 
Etruscan society. How do these two societies round out your under
standing of women in the classical era? What seem to be the condi
tions or causes that improved the status of women in some societies 
and periods? 

Thinking Historically 

Notice that from the first sentence, the authors are interested in un
derstanding the historical process, specifically how the role of women 
changed over time. In what societies do they see change? Did the roles 
of women improve or decline in these societies during this period? 
How do the authors use primary sources to show change? 

India 

Women's rights deteriorated after the Vedic" period (1600-800 B.C.E.). 

No one has been able to prove why this happened. Scholarly interest 
has focused on women's exclusion from performing Hindu rituals, 
which was in effect by 500 B.C.E. ..• Julia Leslie thinks that women's 
exclusion resulted from intentional mistranslation of the Vedas by male 
scholars, as the rituals became more complicated and as the require
ment for property ownership was more rigorously enforced at a time 
when women could not own property. 

"YAY dihk 

Sarah Shaver Hughes and Brady Hughes, "Women in Ancient Civilizations," in Women's 
History in Global Perspective, vol. II , ed. Bonnie G. Smith (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, published with the American Historical Assoc iation, 2005), 26-30 minus deletions and 
36-40 minus deletions. 
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The falling age of marriage for Indian women is another illustration 
of their loss of rights. In 400 S.C.E. about sixteen years was a normal 
age for a bride at marriage; between 400 B.C.E. and 100 C.E. it fell to 
pre-puberty; and after 100 C.E. pre-puberty was favored. These child 
marriages also affected women's religious roles. Because girls married 
before they could finish their education, they were not qualified to per
form ritual sacrifices. Furthermore, wives' legal rights eroded. As child 
wives, they were treated as minors. Then their minority status length
ened until they were lifetime minors as wards of their husbands. Fi
nally, women were prohibited any independence and were always 
under men's control: their fathers, husbands, or sons. By 100 C.E. 

Hindu texts defined women with negative characteristics, stating, for 
example, that women would be promiscuous unless controlled by male 
relatives. While Indian women were losing their independence, Indian 
men continued to glorify their wives and mothers. A wife was the 
essence of the home, a man was not complete without a wife, and sons 
were expected to respect their mothers more than their fathers. As 
Romila Thapar sums up these contradictions, "The symbol of the 
woman in Indian culture has been a curious intermeshing of low legal 
status, ritual contempt, sophisticated sexual partnership, and deifica
tion." 

One of the causes for this deterioration of women's rights and inde
pendence was the increasing rigidity of Hinduism under the influence 
of the Brahmans. By 600 B.C.E. sects were springing up that opposed 
Brahman power and ostentatiously omitted some of the Hindu essen
tials, such as priests, rituals and ceremonies, animal sacrifices, and even 
caste distinctions. ]ainism and Buddhism are two of the sects that have 
survived. They were especially attractive to women. Jainism, the older 
religion, gained prominence with the efforts of its last prophet, 
Mahavira, who lived at the end of the sixth century B.C.E. Jains sought 
to live without passion and to act "correctly." One could achieve liber
ation only by living within a monastery or nunnery. Women who 
sought to join a nunnery found that the Jains had no membership re
strictions. Many women entered and found new and exciting roles that 
were for the first time open to them.... 

Mahavira's contemporary, Gautama Siddhartha ':. (the Buddha), 
began the religion that eventually spread throughout Asia. Among 
studies of Buddhist women, the early years have been a focus of inter
est. While Buddhism had no priests, it relied on celibate monks, who 
were initially homeless, except in the monsoon season, and had to beg 
for their necessities as they spread their ideas. The Buddha was reluc
tant to allow women to become nuns. He refused even the women in 
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his family who sought to become nuns until he was reminded repeat
edly by his aunt and his disciple Ananda of his stated principle that 
anyone could attain enlightenment. The Buddha then reluctantly ac
cepted women followers, and they, like monks, eventually lived in their 
own self-governing celibate monasteries ... . 

China 

. For Chinese women the ideas of Confucius (551-479 B.C. E.) have 
been most influential. There is little mention of women in his Analects. 
His neo-Confucian interpreters corrected this omission, however. They 
made explicit men's desire for a woman's subordination to her family, 
her husband, and her sons. For example, Lieh Nu Chuan (also known 
as Liu Hsiang, 80-87 B.C.E.) wrote The Biographies of Eminent Chinese 
Women, in which he included 125 biographies of women from the 
peasant class to the emperor's wife, taken from prehistoric legends to 
the early years of the Han dynasty. 

Although the purpose of these biographical sketches was to provide 
moral instruction in the passive ideals of Confucian womanhood, 
translator Albert Richard O'Hara's analysis of the women's actions re
veals their influence on events that were important to them. The tradi
tional Chinese interpretation of the genre is evident in one of the best
known biographies, that of the widowed mother of Mencius (Meng 
K'o, or Meng-tzu), whose stern supervision and self-sacrifice were 
shown to have shaped her son's character and philosophy. This tale 
drives home the point that a woman's highest ambitions should be ful
filled indirectly through the talents of her sons . Pan Chao,l a female 
scholar in the first century C.L, wrote The Seven Feminine Virtues as a 
Confucian manual for girls' behavior. Its prescriptions of humility, 
meekness, modesty, and hard work continued to be copied by genera
tions of young women until the twentieth century.... 

Occasionally, imperial women seized power to govern when acting 
as regent for an underage emperor. Usually regents exercised this power 
cautiously behind the scenes because there was much opposition to 
women's open governance. Two famous empresses ruled openly, how
ever, and sought to transfer royal descent to their own natal families . 
The first, Empress Lu, violated every canon of Confucian femininity. 
The widow of Gaodi , the first Han emperor (ruled 202-195 B.C.E.), 

Empress Lu acted swiftly and brutally to eliminate competitors at court 
during the near-fifteen years of her rule as regent for her son, her 
grandson, and another adopted infant grandson . By retaining power 

IBan Zhao in selecrion 26. [Ed.] 
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until her death in 181 B.C.E., she expected that her own nephews would 
succeed her. Instead, a civil war over the succession ended the period of 
peaceful prosperity, low taxes, and lessened punishment for crimes that 
had made her reign popular with the Chinese people .... 

Greece 

Classical Greece has long been admired for its political theories, philos
ophy, science, and the arts. Until recently, Greek social history was 
largely ignored. Slavery, homosexuality, and subordination of women 
are topics once dismissed as insignificant but now recognized as impor
tant to understanding the culture. In the classical period there were 
actually many "Greeces," with distinct societies developing in the city
states of Athens, Sparta, and Thebes. Gender patterns varied consider
ably among these cities. Sparta's aristocratic women, for example, were 
often left alone to acquire wealth and some autonomy when their mer
cenary husbands soldiered elsewhere. To some Athenian men such as 
Aristotle, Spartan women were thought to be despicable, licentious, 
greedy, and the reason for Sparta's decline. 

Aristotle and other Athenian men dominate the discourse from 
classical Greece. Their male descriptions tell how Athenian society se
cluded elite women, denigrated and exploited them, and made them the 
legal dependents of men. Because no women's writings survive, only in
direct evidence suggests how Athenian wives escaped their lives of hard 
work in the isolated, dark rooms that their husbands imagined neces
sary to preserve their chastity. But as drawn on vases, groups of Athen
ian women read to one another, spun and wove, shared child care, or 
talked. Women are shown in public processions and getting water from 
wells. Bits of documentary records show respectable married women 
earning their livings as wet nurses, farm workers, and retail vendors. 
Most records reveal the lives of privileged women, yet many Athenian 
women were slaves. Exposure of unwanted female babies was one in
ternal source of slaves, for the rescuer of such an infant became her 
owner. Athenian enslavement of females was exceptional in its celebra
tion of prostitution in literary and artistic records. One explanation for 
the large number of slave sex workers may be the Athenians' desire to 
attract sailors and merchants to their port. 

Research on women in the Hellenistic period concentrates on 
Greek women living in Egypt. These women were much more assertive 
and influential than their sisters in either contemporary Greece or later 
Rome. Women in the ruling Ptolemaic family often actually ruled 
Egypt, some as regents, others as queens. Cleopatra VII (69-30 B.C.E.), 

one of the best-known women in ancient history, guided her country 
from a tributary position in the Roman Empire into a partnership with 
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Marc Antony that might have led to Egypt's domination of the eastern 
Mediterranean. Non-elite women had unusual freedom. They owned 
property (including land), participated in commerce, produced textiles, 
were educated, and enjoyed careers as artists, poets, and farmers. But 
some women were slaves .... 

Rome 

As late as the sixth century B.C.E., Rome was dominated by its northern 
neighbors, the Etruscans. Although no body of Etruscan literature ex
ists, scholars have sought evidence of women's lives from inscriptions 
and art found in their tombs. Upper-class Etruscan women were more 
autonomous and privileged than contemporary Greek women. Paint
ings of husbands and wives feasting together horrified Greek males, 
who only allowed prostitutes to attend their banquets. Etruscan women 
were not restricted to their homes as Greek women were and attended 
the games at gymnasiums. In Italy, all women left votive statues of 
women in sacred places, probably as a fertility offering, but only 
Etruscan statues included a nursing child, suggesting an affection for 
children that paralleled the affectionate touching between couples occa
sionally shown in their art. Finally, Etruscan women had personal 
names, in contrast to Greek women, who were known first as their fa
thers ' daughters and later as their husbands' wives. 

The Romans did not duplicate the autonomy of women in Etruscan 
society. Roman women legally were constrained within a highly patri
archal agricultural system organized around clans. A father could kill 
or sell his children into slavery without fear of legal action. Husbands 
could kill their wives if they were caught in adultery. Women did not 
speak in public meetings. They could not buy and sell property without 
their male relatives' approval. Legally treated as minors, women were 
first the responsibility of their fathers, then of their husbands, and fi
nally of appointed guardians. Rome was a warrior society and a male 
republic. Men even dominated the state religion, with the exception of 
the six Vestal Virgins who served as priestesses. Roman society re
mained staunchly male until conquests brought wealth to Italy in the 
second century B.C.E. Changes that accompanied the booty of empire 
gave women a measure of economic and marital independence that is 
illustrated by the loosening of legal restrictions against women's prop
erty ownership. 

The paterfamilias, the oldest male in the family, had complete 
manus (legal control) over his children. In marriage, manus passed 
from the paterfamilias to the new husband. Among other things, that 
meant the husband then controlled all of his wife's property. Before the 
first century B.C.E. some Roman marriages were made without transfer
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ring manus to the husband; the wife and her property would remain 
under her father's control, whose approval was theoretically required 
for the daughter to buy or sell property. Susan Treggiari explains how 
this enabled many women to gain control over their property: 

Given ancient expectation of life, it is probable that many women were 
fatherless for a relatively long period of their married lives. The pat
tern ... for the middle ranks of Roman society is that girls married in 
their late teens and men in their mid- to late twenties. If expectation of 
life at birth is put between twenty and thirty, then 46 percent of 
fifteen-year-olds had no father left alive. The percentage grows to 59 
percent of twenty-year-olds and 70 percent of twenty-five-year-olds. 
So there is about a 50 percent chance that a woman was already fa
therless at the time of her first marriage. 

Upon a father's death, manus was transferred to a guardian, and 
women began to choose as their guardians men who agreed with them. 
By the later years of the Roman Republic, therefore, many women 
bought and sold land as they pleased. Rome's expansion contributed to 
this change as it fueled a growing market in real and personal property. 

In the third century B.C.E., Rome began two centuries of conquests 
that eventually placed most of the land surrounding the Mediterranean 
under Roman administration or in the hands of client states. Roman 
wives farmed while citizen-soldiers of the Republic were on campaigns, 
sometimes for more than a decade. Successful wars enriched a Roman 
elite who accumulated estates worked by male and female slaves as 
small farmers sold their lands and moved to the city with their wives 
and children. Elite Romans, both men and women, possessed large es
tates, luxurious urban houses, much rental property, and many slaves. 
By 50 B.C.E., Rome had a population of approximately one million. 
Slaves poured into Italy after successful campaigns, when the defeated 
enemy was enslaved. As the Romans conquered country after country, 
they brutalized the captured women, enslaving many. Ruling queens in 
subdued countries were inevitably replaced with either indigenous male 
elites or Roman officials. Queen Boudicca of Britain, for example, led a 
revolt that ended in her death in the first century C.E. Queen Zenobia of 
Palmyra'S invasion of the empire in the third century C.E. was so well 
organized that Roman authors praised her. Cleopatra of Egypt commit
ted suicide when her plan to make Egypt a regional partner of Rome 
failed. 

Roman women did not publicly speak in the Forum (where men de
bated civic affairs), with the notable exception of Hortensia in 43 B.C.E. 

She was the spokesperson for a demonstration of wealthy women who 
protested taxation without representation for civil wars they did not 
support. Elite women usually indirectly influenced political decisions 
through networks of politicians' wives. During the civil wars of the first 
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century B.C.E., wives of some tyrants even made temporary political de
cisions. On a wider scale, middle-class and elite women took advantage 
of the turmoil at the end of the Republic to acquire businesses, as 
analysis of Pompeii shows. Prostitution flowered in Rome with the in
flow of slaves, both male and female. A small part of the elite lived in 
the self-indulgent luxury that became famous in literature. In a brief pe
riod of two generations at the end of the first century B. C. E., Roman 
elite women eschewed children and family responsibilities for a glam
orous and self-absorbed life of parties and lovers. In this period men 
and women were openly adulterous . This "cafe society" flourished in 
the chaos of civil wars that nearly destroyed the prestige of the elite and 
killed or exiled many of them. 

This era of chaos ended during the reign of the emperor Augustus 
(ruled 27 B.C.E.-14 C.E. ), who sought to stabilize Roman society in part 
by reducing women's freedoms. Women were criticized for adultery, 
wearing too much makeup, having immodest dress and conduct, and 
especially for refusing to have children. Augustus procured laws that 
intended to remove control of marriage and reproduction from the 
family and allow the state to regulate marriage and reproduction. He 
attempted to penalize women between the ages of twenty and fifty and 
men over the age of twenty-five who did not marry and have children 
by denying them the right to inherit wealth. Furthermore, women were 
not to be released from male guardianship until they had three children. 
The Augustan laws made the state the regulator of private behavior and 
attempted to raise the birthrate of citizens while accepting some of the 
social changes that had modified the patriarchal society of the old 
Roman Republic. Augustus sought political support from conservative 
males by decreasing the autonomy of women who had less political in
fluence than men. 

Comparing Women's Status in Various Societies 

As discussed earlier, the major literate civilizations of the ancient world 
were patriarchal. Later records from preliterate societies of the ancient 
period indicate that women in such societies could be more indepen
dent and have a higher status (for example, in many Southeast Asian 
and African societies). An appearance of universal subordination of 
women results from focusing only on early literate civilizations while 
ignoring the lives of women in nonliterate societies. 

In the twentieth century, individual choice in personal relationships 
has replaced family selection of spouses in many societies, although 
arranged marriages persist in some cultures. In the ancient patriarchal 
world, however, the family chose spouses for their daughters and sons. 
Women lived with few civil rights in male-dominated societies. In inter



163 Narayan / From Th e Ramayal1a 

preting ancient women's lives, scholars are faced with two contradic
tory images. The harsh portrayal is that women were sold by their fa
thers or brothers to husbands who abused them and that they were 
considered to have the intellectual capacity of a child, perpetually de
pendent on a male. Alternatively, some documents reveal women who 
were loved by their parents, husbands, and children. These women 
could use the love and affection of their male relatives to gain personal 
advantages that society would legally deny them. More likely, both ex
planations accurately reflect aspects of women's lives. Women negoti
ated a daily balance of gender power in personal relationships, often ig
noring disadvantageous laws or ritual regulations, but those laws and 
regulations could also fall with terrible force on any woman in the an
cient patriarchal world. 

R. K. NARAYAN 


From The Ramayana 


The Ramayana is a classic Indian epic that originated as an oral tradi
tion between 1500 and 400 B.C.£., and was first recorded in the first 
century c .£. by the poet Valmiki. The poem celebrates the virtues of 
Prince Rama and his wife Sita, who eventually came to be worshiped 
as deities in the Hindu pantheon. Exiled from his father's kingdom, 
Rama goes to live in the forest, and Sita, a dutiful and devoted wife, 
follows him. Sita is abducted by Ravana, an evil king who holds her 
prisoner in his kingdom. Rama eventually defeats Ravana with the 
help of the god Hanuman and brings his beloved Sita back to his own 
kingdom, which he rightfully regains. But before Rama can fully ac
cept Sita as his queen, she must prove that she has remained loyal to 
him during her captivity. 

There are innumerable versions and variations on this basic story, 
which is divided into distinct episodes, two of which you will read 
here. The first selection, the story of Ahalya and Gautama, serves as a 
prologue to the main tale of Rama and Sita, and focuses on female 
loyalty. We skip over the main body of the epic and pick up at the end 

R. K. Narayan, The Ramayana (Harmond swonh: Penguin Books, 1977),20-22,1 61-64. 
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of the story in the second selection, in which Sita proves her fidelity to 
Rama. The assurance of a wife's loyalty to her husband was (and still 
is) an important requirement in patriarchal societies in which men pre
serve their family lines by ensuring the legitimacy of their sons. 

How are the stories of Ahalya and Gautama and of Rama and Sita 
similar? Why are the women punished? What seem to be the lessons 
of these stories? What do these stories reveal about classical Indian 
ideas of women, sexuality, and chastity? 

Thinking Historically 

In the previous selection, Sarah and Brady Hughes made a distinction 
between Vedic and post-Vedic Indian history. In which period would 
you place this story of Rama and Sita? Any document represents a 
moment in history. Yet this story has been told in many versions over 
the centuries. This version is by the modern Indian novelist R. K. 
Narayan. Does it then reflect modern Indian values? Narayan writes 
about his modern Indian audience in the introduction: "Everyone of 
whatever age, outlook, education, or station in life knows the essential 
part of the epic and adores the main figures in it-Rama and Sita." 
Narayan based his version on an eleventh-century LL version. What 
does the continued appeal of this story suggest about the history of 
patriarchy in India? 

While passing over slightly raised ground beside the walls of the fort, 
Rama noticed a shapeless slab of stone, half buried vertically in the 
ground; when he brushed past, the dust of his feet fell on it, and trans
formed it, that very instant, into a beautiful woman. As the woman did 
obeisance and stood aside respectfully, Viswamithra introduced her to 

Rama. "If you have heard of Sage Gautama, whose curse resulted in 
great Indra's body being studded with a thousand eyes, all over. ... 
This lady was his wife, and her name is Ahalya." And he told Rama her 
story. 

Ahalya's Story 

Brahma once created, out of the ingredients of absolute beauty, a 
woman, and she was called Ahalya (which in the Sanskrit language 
means non-imperfection). God Indra, being the highest god among the 
gods, was attracted by her beauty and was convinced that he alone was 
worthy of claiming her hand. Brahma, noticing the conceit and pre
sumptuousness of Indra, ignored him, sought out Sage Gautama, and 
left him in charge of the girl. She grew up in his custody, and when the 
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time came the sage took her back to Brahma and handed her over to 
him. 

Brahma appreciated Gautama's purity of mind and heart (never 
once had any carnal thought crossed his mind), and said, "Marry her, 
she is fit to be your wife, or rather you alone deserve to be her hus
band." Accordingly, she was married, blessed by Brahma and other 
gods. Having spent her childhood with Gautama, Ahalya knew his 
needs and so proved a perfect wife, and they lived happily. 

Indra, however, never got over his infatuation for Ahalya, and 
often came in different guises near to Gautama's ashram, waiting for 
every chance to gaze and feast on Ahalya's form and figure; he also 
watched the habits of the sage and noticed that the sage left his ashram 
at the dawn of each day and was away for a couple of hours at the river 
for his bath and prayers. Unable to bear the pangs of love any more, 
Indra decided to attain the woman of his heart by subterfuge. One day, 
hardly able to wait for the sage to leave at his usual hour, Indra as
sumed the voice of a rooster, and woke up the sage, who, thinking that 
the morning had come, left for the river. Now Indra assumed the sage's 
form, entered the hut, and made love to Ahalya. She surrendered her
self, but at some stage realized that the man enjoying her was an im
poster; but she could do nothing about it. Gautama came back at this 
moment, having intuitively felt that something was wrong, and sur
prised the couple in bed. Ahalya stood aside filled with shame and re
morse; Indra assumed the form of a cat (the most facile animal form for 
sneaking in or out) and tried to slip away. The sage looked from the cat 
to the woman and was not to be deceived. He arrested the cat where he 
was with these words: 

"Cat, I know you; your obsession with the female is your undoing. 
May your body be covered with a thousand female marks, so that in all 
the worlds, people may understand what really goes on in your mind 
all the time." Hardly had these words left his lips when every inch of 
Indra's body displayed the female organ. There could be no greater 
shame for the proud and self-preening Indra. 

After Indra slunk away, back to his world, Gautama looked at his 
wife and said, "You have sinned with your body. May that body 
harden into a shapeless piece of granite, just where you are .... " Now 
in desperation Ahalya implored, "A grave mistake has been committed. 
It is in the nature of noble souls to forgive the errors of lesser beings. 
Please . . . I am already feeling a weight creeping up my feet . Do some
thing ... please help me .... " 

Now the sage felt sorry for her and said, "Your redemption will 
come when the son of Dasaratha, Rama, passes this way at some future 
date.... " 

"When? Where?" she essayed to question, desperately, but before 
the words could leave her lips she had become a piece of stone. 
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Indra's predicament became a joke in all the worlds at first, but 
later proved noticeably tragic. He stayed in darkness and seclusion and 
could never appear before men or women. This caused much concern 
to all the gods, as his multifarious duties in various worlds remained 
suspended, and they went in a body to Brahma and requested him to 
intercede with Gautama. By this time, the sage's resentment had van
ished. And he said in response to Brahma's appeal, "May the thousand 
additions to Indra's fea tures become eyes." Indra thereafter came to be 
known as the "thousand-eyed god." 

Viswamithra concluded the story and addressed Rama. "0 great 
one, you are born to restore righteousness and virtue to mankind and 
eliminate all evil. At our yagna, I saw the power of your arms, and now 
I see the greatness of the touch of your feet." 

Rama said to Ahalya, "May you seek and join your revered hus
band, and live in his service again. Let not your heart be burdened with 
what is past and gone." 

On their way to Mithila, they stopped to rest at Gautama's her
mitage, and Viswamithra told the sage, "Your wife is restored to her 
normal form, by the touch of Rama's feet. Go and take her back, her 
heart is purified through the ordeal she has undergone." All this accom
plished, they moved on, leaving behind the scented groves and forest, 
and approached the battlemented gates of Mithila City. 

[The epic goes on to tell the story of Sita's abduction by the evil 
King Ravana. Rama defeats Ravana, and Sita is brought back home.] 

Conclusion 

After the death of Ravana, Rama sent Hanuman as his emissary to 
fetch Sita. Sita was overjoyed. She had been in a state of mourning all 
along, completely neglectful of her dress and appearance, and she im
mediately rose to go out and meet Rama as she was. But Hanuman ex
plained that it was Rama's express wish that she should dress and deco
rate herself before coming to his presence. 

A large crowd pressed around Rama. When Sita eagerly arrived, 
after her months of loneliness and suffering, she was received by her 
husband in full view of a vast public. She felt awkward but accepted 
this with resignation. But what she could not understand was why her 
lord seemed preoccupied and moody and cold. However, she pros
trated herself at his feet, and then stood a little away from him, sensing 
some strange barrier between herself and him. 

Rama remained brooding for a while and suddenly said, "My task 
is done. I have now freed you. I have fulfilled my mission. All this effort 
has been not to attain personal satisfaction for you or me. It was to vin
dicate the honour of the Ikshvahu race and to honour our ancestors' 
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codes and values. After all this, I must tell you that it is not customary 
to admit back to the normal married fold a woman who has resided all 
alone in a stranger's house. There can be no question of our living to
gether again. I leave you free to go where you please and to choose any 
place to live in. I do not restrict you in any manner." 

On hearing this, Sita broke down. "My trials are not ended yet," she 
cried. "I thought with your victory all our troubles were at an end ... ! 
So be it." She beckoned to Lakshmana and ordered, "Light a fire at 
once, on this very spot." 

Lakshmana hesitated and looked at his brother, wondering whether 
he would countermand the order. But Rama seemed passive and acqui
escent. Lakshmana, ever the most unquestioning deputy, gathered fag
gots and got ready a roaring pyre within a short time. The entire crowd 
watched the proceedings, stunned by the turn of events. The flames rose 
to the height of a tree; still Rama made no comment. He watched. Sita 
approached the fire, prostrated herself before it, and said, "0 Agni, 
great god of fire, be my witness." She jumped into the fire. 

From the heart of the flame rose the god of fire, bearing Sita, and 
presented her to Rama with words of blessing. Rama, now satisfied 
that he had esta blished his wife's integrity in the presence of the world, 
welcomed Sita back to his arms. 

Rama explained that he had to adopt this trial in order to demon
strate Sita 's purity beyond a shadow of a doubt to the whole world. 
This seemed a rather strange inconsistency on the part of one who had 
brought back to life and restored to her husband a person like Ahalya, 
who had avowedly committed a moral lapse; and then there was Sug
reeva 's wife, who had been forced to live with Yali, and whom Rama 
commended as worthy of being taken back by Sugreeva after Yali 's 
death. In Sita's case Ravana, in spite of repeated and desperate at
tempts, could not approach her. She had remained inviolable. And the 
fiery quality of her essential being burnt out the god of fire himself, as 
he had admitted after Sita's ordeal. 



BAN ZHAO 

Lessons for Women 

Just as the epic poem The Ramayana created ideals for men, and 
women in India, the teachings of Confucius (561-479 B.C.E.) pro
vided the Chinese and other Asian peoples with ideals of private and 
public conduct. Confucius's teachings emphasized the importance of 
filial piety, or the duty of children to serve and obey their parents, as 
well as to exercise restraint and treat others as one would like to be 
treated (see selection 19 for excerpts from Confucius's Analects). 
Ban Zhao" (45-116 c.E.) (Pan Chao in selection 24) was the leading 
female Confucian scholar of classical China. Born into a literary 
family and educated by her mother, she was married at the age of 
fourteen. After her husband's death she finished writing her 
brother's history of the Han dynasty and served as imperial historian 
to Emperor Han Hedi (r. 88-105 C.E.) and as an advisor to the 
Empress-Dowager Deng. 

Ban Zhao is best remembered, however, for her Lessons for 
Women, which she wrote to fill a gap in Confucian literature. With 
their emphasis on the responsibilities of the son to the father and on 
the moral example of a good ruler, the writings of Confucius virtually 
ignored women. Ban Zhao sought to rectify that oversight by apply
ing Confucian principles to the moral instruction of women. In what 
ways would Ban Zhao's Lessons support Chinese patriarchy? In what 
ways might they challenge the patriarchy or make it less oppressive 
for women? What similarities are there between the Confucian and In
dian ideas of women's proper role? 

Thinking Historically 

This text came from a particular historical moment-in fact a mo
ment that we can date with greater accuracy and assurance than any 
of the Confucian writings. Still, there are two reasons why we might 
be persuaded that it speaks for a longer period of Chinese history than 
its single moment of appearance. One reason is that, like The Ra
mayana, it is a classic text that has been retold for generations. We 
can imagine that its message was continually reinforced in the 

*bahn ZHOW 

Pan Chao: Foremost Woman Scholar of China, trans . Nancy Lee Swann (New York: Century 
Co. , 1932), 82-90. 
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retelling. Second, there are clues in the text itself that these ideas are 
not entirely new. What are those clues? 

This may seem to be a very patriarchal text. Yet it is written by a 
woman. How do you account for that? Some have said that Ban Zhao 
was actually modifying Confucian patriarchal values by stressing the 
bond between husband and wife rather than the traditional Confucian 
bond between father and son or parents and daughter-in-law. Can 
you see any evidence of such emphasis in the text of the document? 

I, the unworthy writer, am unsophisticated, unenlightened, and by na
ture unintelligent, but I am fortunate both to have received not a little 
favor from my scholarly Father, and to have had a cultured mother 
and instructresses upon whom to rely for a literary education as well 
as for training in good manners. More than forty years have passed 
since at the age of fourteen I took up the dustpan and the broom in the 
Cao family. I During this time with trembling heart I feared constantly 
that I might disgrace my parents, and that I might multiply difficulties 
for both the women and the men of my husband's family. Day and 
night I was distressed in heart, but I labored without confessing weari
ness. Now and hereafter, however, I know how to escape from such 
fears. 

Being careless, and by nature stupid, I taught and trained my chil
dren without system. Consequently I fear that my son Gu may bring 
disgrace upon the Imperial Dynasty by whose Holy Grace he has un
precedentedly received the extraordinary privilege of wearing the 
Gold and the Purple, a privilege for the attainment of which by my 
son, I a humble subject never even hoped. Nevertheless, now that he 
is a man and able to plan his own life, I need not again have concern 
for him. But I do grieve that you, my daughters, just now at the age 
for marriage, have not at this time had gradual training and advice; 
that you still have not learned the proper customs for married 
women. I fear that by failure in good manners in other families you 
will humiliate both your ancestors and your clan. I am now seriously 
ill, life is uncertain. As I have thought of you all in so untrained a 
state, I have been uneasy many a time for you. 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 everyone of you, my daughters each to write out 
a copy for yourself. 

From this time on everyone of you strive to practice these lessons. 

lHer husband 's famil y. [Ed .) 
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Humility 

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 pot
sherd2 with which to play; and third to announce her birth to her an
cestors by an offering. Now to lay the baby below the bed plainly indi
cated 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. 

These three ancient customs epitomize woman's ordinary way of life 
and the teachings of the traditional ceremonial rites and regulations. Let 
a woman modestly yield to others; let her respect others; let her put oth
ers first, herself last . Should she do something good, let her not mention 
it; should she do something bad let her not deny it. Let her bear dis
grace; let her even endure when others speak or do evil to her. Always 
let her seem to tremble and to fear. When a woman follows such max
ims as these then she may be said to humble herself before others. 

Let a woman retire late to bed, but rise early to duties; let her not 
dread tasks by day or by night. Let her not refuse to perform domestic 
duties whether easy or difficult. That which must be done, let her finish 
completely, tidily, and systematically. When a woman follows such 
rules as these, then she may be said to be industrious. 

Let a woman be correct in manner and upright in character in 
order to serve her husband. Let her live in purity and quietness of spirit, 
and attend to her own affairs. Let her love not gossip and silly laughter. 
Let her cleanse and purify and arrange in order the wine and the food 
for the offerings to the ancestors. When a woman observes such prin
ciples as these, then she may be said to continue ancestral worship. 

No woman who observes these three fundamentals of life has ever 
had a bad reputation or has fallen into disgrace. If a woman fails to ob
serve them, how can her name be honored; how can she but bring dis
grace upon herself? 

Husband and Wife 

The Way of husband and wife is intimately connected with Yin and 
Yang and relates the individual to gods and ancestors. Truly it is the 
great principle of Heaven and Earth, and the great basis of human rei a

2A piece of broken pottery. (Ed.) 
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tionships. Therefore the "Rites,,3 honor union of man and woman; and 
in the "Book of Poetry,,4 the "First Ode" manifests the principle of 
marriage. For these reasons the relationship cannot but be an impor
tant one. 

If a husband be unworthy, then he possesses nothing by which to 
control his wife. If a wife be unworthy, then she possesses nothing with 
which to serve her husband. If a husband does not control his wife, 
then the rules of conduct manifesting his authority are abandoned and 
broken. If a wife does not serve her husband, then the proper relation
ship between men and women and the natural order of things are ne
glected and destroyed. As a matter of fact the purpose of these twoS is 
the same. 

Now examine the gentlemen of the present age. They only know 
that wives must be controlled, and that the husband's rules of conduct 
manifesting his authority must be established. They therefore teach 
their boys to read books and study histories. But they do not in the 
least understand that husbands and masters must also be served, and 
that the proper relationship and the rites should be maintained. Yet 
only to teach men and not to teach women-is that not ignoring the 
essential relation between them? According to the "Rites," it is the rule 
to begin to teach children to read at the age of eight years, and by the 
age of fifteen years they ought then to be ready for cultural training. 
Only why should it not be that girls' education as well as boys' be ac
cording to this principle? 

Respect and Caution 

As Yin and Yang are not of the same nature, so man and woman have 
different characteristics. The distinctive quality of the Yang is rigidity; 
the function of the Yin is yielding. Man is honored for strength; a 
woman is beautiful on account of her gentleness. Hence there arose the 
common saying: "A man though born like a wolf may, it is feared, be
come a weak monstrosity; a woman though born like a mouse may, it 
is feared, become a tiger." 

Now for self-culture nothing equals respect for others. To counter
act firmness nothing equals compliance. Consequently it can be said 
that the Way of respect and acquiescence is woman 's most important 
principle of conduct. So respect may be defined as nothing other than 
holding on to that which is permanent; and acquiescence nothing other 

lThe Classic of Rites. [Ed.) 

4The Classic of Odes. [Ed.) 

sThe controlling of women by men, and the serving of men by women. [Ed.) 
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than being liberal and generous. Those who are steadfast in devotion 
know that they should stay in their proper places; those who are liberal 
and generous esteem others, and honor and serve them. 

If husband and wife have the habit of staying together, never leaving 
one another, and following each other around within the limited space 
of their own rooms, then they will lust after and take liberties with one 
another. From such action improper language will arise between the 
two. This kind of discussion may lead to licentiousness. But of licen
tiousness will be born a heart of disrespect to the husband. Such a result 
comes from not knowing that one should stay in one's proper place. 

Furthermore, affairs may be either crooked or straight; words may 
be either right or wrong. Straightforwardness cannot but lead to quar
reling; crookedness cannot but lead to accusation. If there are really ac
cusations and quarrels, then undoubtedly there will be angry affairs. 
Such a result comes from not esteeming others, and not honoring and 
serving them. 

If wives suppress not contempt for husbands, then it follows that 
such wives rebuke and scold their husbands. If husbands stop not short 
of anger, then they are certain to beat their wives. The correct relation
ship between husband and wife is based upon harmony and intimacy, 
and conjugal love is grounded in proper union. Should actual blows be 
dealt, how could matrimonial relationship be preserved? Should sharp 
words be spoken, how could conjugal love exist? If love and proper re
lationship both be destroyed, then husband and wife are divided. 

Womanly Qualifications 

A woman ought to have four qualifications: (1) womanly virtue; 
(2) womanly words; (3) womanly bearing; and (4) womanly work. 
Now what is called womanly virtue need not be brilliant ability, excep
tionally different from others. Womanly words need be neither clever in 
debate nor keen in conversation. Womanly appearance requires neither 
a pretty nor a perfect face and form. Womanly work need not be work 
done more skillfully than that of others. 

To guard carefully her chastity; to control circumspectly her behav
ior; in every motion to exhibit modesty; and to model each act on the 
best usage, this is womanly virtue. 

To choose her words with care; to avoid vulgar language; to speak 
at appropriate times; and not to weary others with much conversation, 
may be called the characteristics of womanly words. 

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. 



173 Aristophanes / From Lysistrata 

With whole-hearted devotion to sew and to weave; to love not gos
sip and silly laughter; in cleanliness and order to prepare the wine and 
food for serving guests, may be called the characteristics of womanly 
work. 

These four qualifications characterize the greatest virtue of a 
woman. No woman can afford to be without them. In fact they are 
very easy to possess if a woman only treasures them in her heart. The 
ancients had a saying: "Is love afar off? If I desire love, then love is at 
hand!" So can it be said of these qualifications. 

Implicit Obedience 

Whenever the mother-in-law says, "Do not do that," and if what she 
says is right, unquestionably the daughter-in-law obeys. Whenever the 
mother-in-law says, "Do that," even if what she says is wrong, still the 
daughter-in-law submits unfailingly to the command. Let a woman not 
act contrary to the wishes and the opinions of parents-in-law about 
right and wrong; let her not dispute with them what is straight and 
what is crooked. Such docility may be called obedience which sacrifices 
personal opinion. Therefore the ancient book, "A Pattern for Women," 
says: "If a daughter-in-law who follows the wishes of her parents-in
law is like an echo and shadow, how could she not be praised?" 

ARISTOPHANES 

From Lysistrata 

Lysistrata':· is often considered the best play of the comic Athenian 
playwright Aristophanes. t Written in the midst of the Peloponnesian 
War (431-404 B.C.E.), which concluded with the capitulation of Athens 
and the end of the Athenian golden age, Aristophanes imagines the 
women of Athens, Sparta, and other Greek city-states coming together 

'·lih sih STRAH tuh 

tair ih STAH fuh neez 


Aristophanes, Lysistrata, trans. Douglas Parker (New York: Signet, 2001), 55-58. 
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to force their husbands to make peace by means of a sex strike. The 
successful strategy of the women follows the plan of the Athenian Ly
sistrata to refuse sexual intercourse with their husbands or anyone else 
until the war is ended. Aristophanes suggests that their motive is partly 
personal-their men are gone and some of their sons are dead. But the 
play also allows Aristophanes to use women's voices to express misgiv
ings about the war. In this selection, from midway in the play, Lysis
trata berates the male politicians for the war and their ineptitude. 

Nothing like this happened, of course. But even an overtly farcical 
and comical play reflects something of the world that produced it. 
What does the play tell you about the role of women in Athens or in 
other Greek city-states? How do the lives of Greek women compare to 
the lives of women in China or India? 

Thinking Historically 

Lysistrata appeared at a critical moment in the Athenian Pelopon
nesian War with Sparta, after the annihilation of the Athenian expe
ditionary forces in Sicily in 413 H.C.E. but before the overthrow of the 
Athenian constitution in 411. The play prefigures the domestic col
lapse that followed the external disaster. This was a moment of crisis 
for Greek politics. But was it also one for women? We do not know. 
It is interesting that Greek women were generally more independent 
in Sparta than Athens, and enjoyed greater autonomy in the Hellenis
tic period that followed the Peloponnesian War than in the Athenian 
golden age. A moment of crisis is likely to suggest such extreme, 
though admittedly impossible or improbable, solutions, but what evi
dence do you see in this selection that Athenian women may have 
had long-lasting sources of power that had not just appeared 
overnight? 

COMMISSIONER Might I ask where you women conceived this concern 
about War and Peace? 

LYSISTRATA Loftily. We shall explain. 

COMMISSIONER Making a fist. Hurry up, and you won't get hurt. 

LYSISTRATA Then listen. And do try to keep your hands to yourself. 

COMMISSIONER Moving threateningly toward her. I can't. Righteous 
anger forbids restraint, and decrees ... 

KLEONIKE Brandishing her chamber pot. Multiple fractures? 

COMMISSIONER Retreating. Keep those croaks for yourself, you old 
crow! To Lysistrata. All right, lady, I'm ready. Speak. 
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KYSISTRATA I shall proceed: When the War began, like the prudent, du
tiful wives that we are, we tolerated you men, and endured your actions 
in silence. (Small wonder-you wouldn't let us say boo.) You were not 
precisely the answer to a matron's prayer-we knew you too well, and 
found out more. 

Too many times, as we sat in the house, we'd hear that you'd done 
it again-manhandled another affair of state with your usual stagger
ing incompetence. Then, masking our worry with a nervous laugh, 
we'd ask you, brightly, "How was the Assembly today, dear? Anything 
in the minutes about Peace?" And my husband would give his stock 
reply. "What's that to you? Shut up!" And I did. 

KLEONIKE Proudly. I never shut up! 

COMMISSIONER I trust you were shut up. Soundly. 

LYSISTRATA Regardless, I shut up. And then we'd learn that you'd 
passed another decree, fouler than the first, and we'd ask again: "Dar
ling, how did you manage anything so idiotic?" And my husband, with 
his customary glare, would tell me to spin my thread, or else get a clout 
on the head. And of course he'd quote from Homer: Y" menne must 
husband y' warre.' 

COMMISSIONER Apt and irrefutably right. 

LYSISTRATA Right, you miserable misfit? To keep us from giving advice 
while you fumbled the City away in the Senate? Right, indeed! 

But this time was really too much: Wherever we went, we'd hear 
you engaged in the same conversation: 

"What Athens needs is a Man." "But there isn't a Man in the coun
try." "You can say that again." 

There was obviously no time to lose. We women met in immediate 
convention and passed a unanimous resolution: To work in concert for 
safety and Peace in Greece. We have valuable advice to impart, and if 
you can possibly deign to emulate our silence, and take your turn as au
dience, we'll rectify you-we'll straighten you out and set you right. 

COMMISSIONER You'll set us right? You go too far. I cannot permit 
such a statement to ... 

LYSISTRATA Shush. 

COMMISSIONER I categorically decline to shush for some confounded 
woman, who wears-as a constant reminder of congenital inferiority, 
an injunction to public silence-a vell! 

Death before such dishonor! 

'From The I1iad- " Men musr wage war. " 
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LYSISTRATA Removing her veil. If that's the only obstacle ... 
I feel you need a new panache, so take the veil, my dear Commis

sioner, and drape it thus-and SHUSH! 

As she winds the veil around the startled Commissioner's head, 
Kleonike and Myrrhine, with carding-comb and wool-basket, rush for
ward and assist in transforming him into a woman. 

KLEONIKE Accept, I pray, this humble comb. 

MYRRHINE Receive this basket of fleece as well. 

LYSISTRATA Hike up your skirts, and card your wool, and gnaw your 
beans-and stay at home! While we rewrite Homer: 

y, WOMEN must WIVE Y' warref2 

To the Chorus of Women, as the Commissioner struggles to remove his 
new outfit. 

Women, weaker vessels, arise! 
Put down your pitchers. 
It's our turn, now. Let's supply our friends with some moral sup

port. 

The Chorus of Women dances to the same tune as the Men, but with 
much more confidence. 

CHORUS OF WOMEN Singly . 
Oh, yes! I'll dance to bless their success. 
Fatigue won't weaken my will. Or my knees. 
I'm ready to join in any jeopardy. 

with girls as good as these! 
Tutte. A tally of their talents 
convinces me they're giants 
of excellence. To commence: 
there's Beauty, Duty, Prudence, Science, 
Self-Reliance, Compliance, Defiance, 
and Love of Athens in balanced alliance 

with Common Sense! 

2Women must wage war! 
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Women Demonstrate against the Oppian Law 

In 215 B.C.E., after suffering a disastrous defeat by Hannibal of 
Carthage in the Second Punic War, Rome desperately needed to raise 
money to replenish its armies. Roman citizens met the emergency with 
various taxes and sacrifices, among them the appian law, which pro
hibited women from buying certain luxury goods and limited the 
amount of gold they could possess, passing the remainder on to the 
state. 

Twenty years later, the crisis a dim memory, Roman women 
demonstrated to bring an end to the appian law. The moment of con
frontation in 195 B.C.E. offers a window into gender relations in the 
Roman republic. Livy* (64 or 59 B.C.E.-17 C.E.), a Roman historian 
writing at the beginning of the first century C.E., provides us with the 
following account of the women's protest. What does the debate tell 
you about the relative power and position of women in this period? 
Do the women seem to be more or less powerful than the women of 
classical India, China, or Greece? 

Thinking Historically 

While this source and the much earlier Lysistrata both deal with 
women's protests, Livy was a historian, not a playwright. The 
women's protest against the appian law actually happened in 195 
B.C.E. Cato t and Valerius actually gave these speeches. How did Cato 
think the lives of women had changed by 195 B.C.E.? How was Va
lerius's idea of women's history different from Cato's? Which of these 
interpretations of change comes closest to that of the modern histori
ans in the first selection? Which interpretation do you think came 
closer to Livy's? Why do you think all of these authors are so inter
ested in historical change? What were (or are) the political implica
tions of emphasizing change or continuity? 

'"LIH vee 

tKAY roh 


Maureen B. Fant, trans., in Mary R. Lefkowitz and Maureen B. Fant, Women's Lives in 
Greece and Rome, 2nd ed. (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1982), 143-47. 
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Among the troubles of great wars, either scarcely over or yet to come, 
something intervened which, while it can be told briefly, stirred up 
enough excitement to become a great battle. Marcus Fundanius and 
Lucius Valerius, the tribunes of the people, brought a motion to repeal 
the Oppian law before the people. Gaius Oppius had carried this law as 
tribune at the height of the Punic War, during the consulship of Quin
tus Fabius and Tiberius Sempronius. The law said that no woman 
might own more than half an ounce of gold nor wear a multicoloured 
dress nor ride in a carriage in the city or in a town within a mile of it, 
unless there was a religious festival. The tribunes, Marcus and Publius 
Junius Brutus, were in favour of the Oppian law and said that they 
would not allow its repeal. Many noble men came forward hoping to 
persuade or dissuade them; a crowd of men, both supporters and oppo
nents, filled the Capitoline Hill. The matrons, whom neither counsel 
nor shame nor their husbands' orders could keep at home, blockaded 
every street in the city and every entrance to the Forum. As the men 
came down to the Forum, the matrons besought them to let them, too, 
have back the luxuries they had enjoyed before, giving as their reason 
that the republic was thriving and that everyone's private wealth was 
increasing with every day. This crowd of women was growing daily, for 
now they were even gathering from the towns and villages. Before long 
they dared go up and solicit the consuls, praetors, and other magis
trates; but one of the consuls could not be moved in the least, Marcus 
Porcius Cato, who spoke in favour of the law: 

"If each man of us, fellow citizens, had established that the right 
and authority of the husband should be held over the mother of his 
own family, we should have less difficulty with women in general; now, 
at home our freedom is conquered by female fury, here in the Forum it 
is bruised and trampled upon, and, because we have not contained the 
individuals, we fear the lot. ... 

"Indeed, I blushed when, a short while ago, I walked through the 
midst of a band of women. Had not respect for the dignity and mod
esty of certain ones (not them all!) restrained me (so they would not be 
seen being scolded by a consul), I should have said, "What kind of be
haviour is this? Running around in public, blocking streets, and speak
ing to other women's husbands! Could you not have asked your own 
husbands the same thing at home? Are you more charming in public 
with others' husbands than at home with your own? And yet, it is not 
fitting even at home (if modesty were to keep married women within 
the bounds of their rights) for you to concern yourselves with what 
laws are passed or repealed here." Our ancestors did not want women 
to conduct any - not even private - business without a guardian; they 
wanted them to be under the authority of parents, brothers, or hus
bands; we (the gods help us!) even now let them snatch at the govern
ment and meddle in the Forum and our assemblies. What are they 
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doing now on the streets and crossroads, if they are not persuading the 
tribunes to vote for repeal? ... 

"If they are victorious now, what will they not attempt? ... As 
soon as they begin to be your equals, they will have become your supe
flors .... 

"What honest excuse is offered, pray, for this womanish rebellion? 
'That we might shine with gold and purple, ' says one of them, 'that we 
might ride through the city in coaches on holidays and working-days, 
as though triumphant over the conquered law and the votes which we 
captured by tearing them from you; that there should be no limit to our 
expenses and our luxury.' ... 

"The woman who can spend her own money will do so; the one 
who cannot will ask her husband. Pity that husband-the one who 
gives in and the one who stands firm! What he refuses, he will see given 
by another man. Now they publicly solicit other women's husbands, 
and, what is worse, they ask for a law and votes, and certain men give 
them what they want. You there, you, are easily moved about things 
which concern yourself, your estate, and your children; once the law no 
longer limits your wife's spending, you will never do it by yourself. Fel
low citizens, do not imagine that the state which existed before the law 
was passed will return. A dishonest man is safer never accused than ac
quitted, and luxury, left alone, would have been more acceptable than 
it will be now, as when wild animals are first chafed by their chains and 
then released. I vote that the Oppian law should not, in the smallest 
measure, be repealed; whatever course you take, may all the gods make 
you happy with it." 

After this, when the tribunes of the people, who had declared that 
they would oppose the motion ro repeal, had added a few remarks 
along the same lines, Lucius Valerius spoke on behalf of the motion 
which he himself had brought: 

"[Caro] used up more words castigating the women than he did op
posing the motion, and he left in some uncertainty whether the women 
had done the deeds which he reproached on their own or at our instiga
tion. I shall defend the motion, not ourselves, against whom the consul 
has hurled this charge, more for the words than for the reality of the ac
cusation. He has called this assemblage 'secession' and sometimes 
'womanish rebellion,' because the matrons have publicly asked you, in 
peacetime when the state is happy and prosperous, ro repeal a law 
passed against them during the straits of war. ... 

"What, may I ask, are the women doing that is new, having gath
ered and come forth publicly in a case which concerns them directly? 
Have they never appeared in public before this? Allow me to unroll 
your own Origines before you. Listen to how often they have done 
so -always for the public good. From the very beginning-the reign 
of Romulus-when the Capitoline had been taken by the Sabines and 
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there was fighting in the middle of the Forum, was not the battle halted 
by the women's intervention between the two lines? How about this? 
After the kings had been expelled, when the Volscian legions and their 
general, Marcius Coriolanus, had pitched camp at the fifth milestone, 
did not the matrons turn away the forces which would have buried the 
city? When Rome was in the hands of the Gauls, who ransomed it? In
deed the matrons agreed unanimously to turn their gold over to the pub
lic need. Not to go too far back in history, in the most recent war, when 
we needed funds, did not the widows' money assist the treasury? ... 
You say these cases are different. I am not here to say they are the 
same; it is enough to prove that nothing new has been done. Indeed, as 
no one is amazed that they acted in situations affecting men and 
women alike, why should we wonder that they have taken action in a 
case which concerns themselves? What, after all, have they done? We 
have proud ears indeed, if, while masters do not scorn the appeals of 
slaves, we are angry when honourable women ask something of us ... 

"Who then does not know that this is a recent law, passed twenty 
years ago? Since our matrons lived for so long by the highest standards 
of behaviour without any law, what risk is there that, once it is re
pealed, they will yield to luxury? For if the law were an old one, or if it 
had been passed to restrain feminine licence, there might be reason to 
fear that repeal would incite them. The times themselves will show you 
why the law was passed. Hannibal was in Italy, victorious at Cannae. 
Already he held Tarentum, Arpi, and Capua. He seemed on the verge 
of moving against Rome. Our allies had gone over to him. We had no 
reserve troops, no allies at sea to protect the fleet, no funds in the trea
sury. Slaves were being bought and armed, on condition that the price 
be paid their owners when the war was over. The contractors had de
clared that they would provide, on that same day of payment (after the 
war), the grain and other supplies the needs of war demanded. We were 
giving our slaves as rowers at our own expense, in proportion to our 
property rating. We were giving all our gold and silver for public use, 
as the senators had done first. Widows and children were donating 
their funds to the treasury. We were ordered to keep at home no more 
than a certain amount of wrought and stamped gold and silver. ... To 
whom is it not clear that poverty and misfortune were the authors of 
that law of yours, since all private wealth had to be turned over to pub
lic use, and that it was to remain in effect only as long as the reason for 
its writing did? ... 

"Shall it be our wives alone to whom the fruits of peace and tran
quility of the state do not come? ... Shall we forbid only women to 
wear purple? When you, a man, may use purple on your clothes, will 
you not allow the mother of your family to have a purple cloak, and will 
your horse be more beautifully saddled than your wife is garbed? ... 
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"[Cato] has said that, if none of them had anything, there would be 
no rivalry among individual women. By Hercules! All are unhappy and 
indignant when they see the finery denied them permitted to the wives 
of the Latin allies, when they see them adorned with gold and purple, 
when those other women ride through the city and they follow on foot, 
as though the power belonged to the other women's cities, not to their 
own. This could wound the spirits of men; what do you think it could 
do to the spirits of women, whom even little things disturb? They can
not partake of magistracies, priesthoods, triumphs, badges of office, 
gifts, or spoils of war; elegance, finery and beautiful clothes are 
women's badges, in these they find joy and take pride, this our fore
bears called the women's world. When they are in mourning, what, 
other than purple and gold, do they take off? What do they put on 
again when they have completed the period of mourning? What do they 
add for public prayer and thanksgiving other than still greater orna
ment? Of course, if you repeal the Oppian law, you will not have the 
power to prohibit that which the law now forbids; daughters, wives, 
even some men's sisters will be less under your authority-never, while 
her men are well, is a woman's slavery cast off; and even they hate the 
freedom created by widowhood and orphanage. They prefer their 
adornment to be subject to your judgment, not the law'S; and you 
ought to hold them in marital power and guardianship, not slavery; 
you should prefer to be called fathers and husbands to masters. The 
consul just now used odious terms when he said 'womanish rebellion' 
and 'secession.' For there is danger-he would have us believe-that 
they will seize the Sacred Hill as once the angry plebeians did, or the 
Aventine . It is for the weaker sex to submit to whatever you advise. 
The more power you possess, all the more moderately should you exer
cise your authority." 

When these speeches for and against the law had been made, a con
siderably larger crowd of women poured forth in public the next day; 
as a single body they besieged the doors of the Brutuses, who were ve
toing their colleagues' motion, and they did not stop until the tribunes 
took back their veto. After that there was no doubt but that all the 
tribes would repeal the law. Twenty years after it was passed, the law 
was repealed. 
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REFLECTIONS 

Thirty years ago the historian Joan Kelly ignited the study of women's 
history with an essay that asked: "Did Women Have a Renaissance?" 
Questioning whether the great eras in men's history were also great 
eras for women, she found that men's achievements often came at the 
expense of women. We have seen how the urban revolution fit this pat
tern. The rise of cities, the creation of territorial states, the invention of 
writing, and the development of complex societies, all beginning about 
five thousand years ago, accompanied the development of patriarchal 
institutions and ideas. Similarly, the rise of classical cultures, cities, and 
states about twenty-five hundred years ago seems to have cemented pa
triarchy. 

Chinese classical culture may have been the most patriarchal. In 
China, the rise of the state undermined feudal nobilities where women's 
role depended more on family status than gender. In India, too, the 
state formation of the post-Vedic period may have undercut earlier ma
trilineal societies. 
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Roman and Greek women were affected differently by the rise of the 
state. The establishment of civil society in fifth-century Greece certainly 
undermined the power of familial clans and tribes, and with them the 
prestige and power of well-connected women. Most city-states confined 
women to the domestic sphere while male citizens controlled the public 
business of government. Nevertheless, the women of Sparta were less 
cloistered than the women of Athens, and the women of Rome enjoyed 
greater use of the public outdoors as early as 195 B.C.E. 

Thus, if we compare China, India, and both Greece and Rome as a 
single "Mediterranean" society, the fortunes of women deteriorated 
during the classical period in China and India, but improved in the 
Mediterranean. The protest of Roman women against the Oppian law 
in 195 B.C.E. went far beyond the possibilities, if not the feared fan
tasies, of the classical Greeks. The upper-class Roman women Livy 
knew could own and inherit property and run businesses. All Roman 
women in the first century had access to the street, the marketplace, 
and other public spaces. They could not, however, participate in poli
tics except informally as influential wives, mothers, and courtesans. 
Women would have to wait almost another two thousand years to vote 
and hold office. 

In this chapter we see that capturing the moment and assessing 
change are not mutually exclusive. Nor are comparison and under
standing change. We can compare how different societies change over 
the same period, and that knowledge can very usefully lead us to more 
sophisticated questions. What enabled Roman women, especially in the 
Empire, to achieve rights and liberties that were not available before or 
elsewhere? Was there a connection between the rights of women in the 
Empire and the loss of the rights that ordinary men had enjoyed in the 
earlier Republic? What Roman or Mediterranean social or cultural in
stitutions lessened the patriarchal pressures that prevailed in other 
urban-based states? What was the impact of Christianity for Roman 
women? We will explore at least the last of these in the next chapter. 




