CLSK5002: Health and Well-being in Antiquity
Seminar: Family Planning: Contraception, Abortion, Infanticide & Exposure
1. Contraception
Soranus, Gynaecology

A contraceptive differs from an abortive, for the first does not let conception take place, while the latter destroys what has been conceived.
2. Abortion
Soranus, Gynaecology 1.19.60

For one part banishes abortives, citing the testimony of Hippocrates who says “I will give no-one an abortive”; moreover, because it is the specific task of medicine to guard and preserve what has been engendered by nature.  The other party prescribes abortives, but with discrimination, that is they do not prescribe them when a person wishes to destroy the embryo because of adultery or out of consideration for youthful beauty; but only to prevent subsequent danger in parturition if the uterus is small and not capable of accommodating the complete development, or if the uterus at its orifice has knobbly swellings and fissures, or if some similar difficulty is involved.  And they say the same about contraceptives as well, and we too agree with them.
Cicero, In Defence of Cluentius 32

I remember a case which occurred when I was in Asia: how a certain woman of Miletus, who had accepted a bribe from the alternative heirs and procured her own abortion by drugs, was condemned to death: and rightly, for she had cheated the father of his hopes, his name of continuity, his family of its support, his house of an heir, and the Republic of a citizen-to-be.
Ovid, Amores 2.13
Corinna lies there exhausted in danger of her life, after rashly destroying the burden of an unborn child.  I should be angry: she took that great risk and hid it from me: but anger’s quelled by fear.  All the same it’s me by whom she conceived – or I think so: I often take things for facts that only might be.  Isis, of Paraetonium, and the joyful fields of Canopus, you who protect Memphis, and palmy Pharos, and the land where the swift Nile spreads in its wide delta, its waters flowing through seven mouths to the sea, by your sistrum I pray, by the sacred head of Anubis – so may Osiris love your holy rites for ever, and the slow serpent glide about your altar, and the horned Apis follow your procession!  Turn your face towards us, and spare both in one!  Then you will grant life to her, and she to me.  Often she’s taken pains to attend your special days, when Gallic laurel crowns your worshippers.  And you, Ilythia, who pity girls struggling in labour, whose hidden child strains their reluctant body, be gentle with her and hear my prayers!  It’s proper for you to demand gifts for yourself.  I myself, in white, will burn incense on your smoking altars, I myself will lay at your feet the gifts I vowed.  I’ll add an inscription: ‘Naso, for saving Corinna!’.  Make that occasion soon, for the inscription and the gifts.  If it’s still possible to warn you, girl, in such a state of fear, let it be enough for you to have fought this one battle!

Ovid Amores 2.14
Where’s the joy in a girl being free from fighting wars, unwilling to follow the army and their shields, if without battle she suffers wounds from her own weapons, and arms unsure hands to her own doom?  Whoever first taught the destruction of a tender foetus, deserved to die by her own warlike methods.  No doubt you’d chance your arm in that dismal arena just to keep your belly free of wrinkles with your crime?  If the same practice had pleased mothers of old, Humanity would have been destroyed by that violation.  and we’d need a creator again for each of our peoples to throw the stones that made us onto the empty earth.  Who would have shattered the wealth of Priam, if Thetis, the sea goddess, had refused to carry her rightful burden?  If Ilia had murdered the twins in her swollen womb, the founder of my mistress’s City would have been lost.  If Venus had desecrated her belly, pregnant with Aeneas, Earth would have been bereft of future Caesars.  You too, with your beauty still to be born, would have died, if your mother had tried what you have done: I myself would be better to die making love than have been denied the light of day by my mother.  Why rob the loaded vine of burgeoning grapes, or pluck the unripe apple with cruel hand?  Let things mature themselves – grow without being forced: life is a prize that’s worth a little waiting.  Why submit your womb to probing instruments, or give lethal poison to what is not yet born?  Medea is blamed for sprinkling the blood of her children, and Itys, slain by his mother, is lamented with tears: both cruel parents, yet both had bitter reason to shed blood, revenge on a husband.  Say, what Tereus, what Jason incites you to pierce your troubled body with your hand?  No tiger in its Armenian lair would do it, no lioness would dare destroy her foetus.  But tender girls do it, though not un-punished: often she who kills her child, dies herself.  She dies, and is carried to the pyre with loosened hair, and whoever looks on cries out: ‘She deserved it!’.  But let these words vanish on the ethereal breeze, and let my imprecations have no weight!  You gods, prosper her: let her first sin go, in safety, and be satisfied: you can punish her second crime!

2. Infanticide

Laws of the Twelve Tables
4.1. A notably deformed child shall be killed immediately. 

4.2a. To a father ... shall be given over a son the power of life and death. 

Dionysius of Halicarnuss, Roman Antiquities 2.15.1-2

By these institutions Romulus sufficiently regulated and suitably disposed the city both for peace and for war: and he made it large and populous by the following means.  In the first place, he obliged the inhabitants to bring up all their male children and the first-born of the females, and forbade them to destroy any children under three years of age unless they were maimed or monstrous from their very birth. These he did not forbid their parents to expose, provided they first showed them to their five nearest neighbours and these also approved. Against those who disobeyed this law he fixed various penalties, including the confiscation of half their property.
3. Exposure
P. Oxy. 744 (1 BC, Oxyrhynchus)

Hilarion to Alis his sister, heartiest greetings, and to my dear Berous and Apollonarion. Know that we are still even now in Alexandria. Do not worry if when all the others return I remain in Alexandria. I beg and beseech of you to take care of the little child, and as soon as we receive wages I will send them to you. If - good luck to you! - you bear offspring, if it is a male, let it live; if it is a female, expose it. You told Aphrodisias, 'Do not forget me.' How can I forget you? I beg you therefore not to worry.

Questions:

Who do foetuses/infants/children belong to?  Why?

How do women view contraception/abortion/infanticide/exposure?

How do men view contraception/abortion/infanticide/exposure?

Under what circumstances do people utilise contraception/abortion/infanticide/exposure?
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