Critically discuss the importance of gender and status, as well as the concepts of dominance and passivity, in relation to Roman sexuality.

In this paper I will start by explaining gender identity in the Roman world and how it cannot be a simple comparison with the modern view of gender identity. Then how status in the Roman world was based solely on your gender. And then explain the Roman ideas behind dominance and passivity and how these could affect your status, and finish with how the language was used to separate gender and status by the variety of verbs used to describe the sexual acts performed on and performed by Roman citizens.  
Roman sexuality is a relatively recent and still highly contentious arena of academic study. Before I go much further I need to make a few things clear, about sex; sexuality and gender. The definition of sex I will use, is the persons biological state they are born into, male or female.[footnoteRef:2] Sexuality is much more complex, but I will focus on identity, orientation, roles[footnoteRef:3] and personality as most useful descriptions to understand the Roman ideas of dominance-penetrator and passivity-penetrated and how your gender  in the Roman world defined the expectations/constraints and how breaking these gender roles could impact on your status both legally and morally in the Roman world.  [2:  Olson 2014: 169 ]  [3:  Olson 2014: 169] 

Finally, I have very recently been introduced to  the Essentialist vs Constructivist theory of sexuality, and as yet after what small amount I have read that the constructivist view of sexuality fits the picture of the  Roman view of sexuality, even if our knowledge of it is limited to the writing of the privileged and elite in the forms of poetry and plays with a smattering of graffiti included. 
Gender identity,[footnoteRef:4] that is deriving a person’s fundamental identity as a male or female and performing the expected role of that gender was foundational to Roman thinking and social expectations. It was not enough to be born a male (I am afraid most of my paper will focus on the male, and his roles in penetrator and penetrated and its social and legal impact on his status in Roman society) it was necessary to always vigilante against the potential of being  feminized and the loss of social status from this and the impact this could have on your family.[footnoteRef:5] To be masculine in Roman society was a fragile but necessary state for the  public display of rank and authority.[footnoteRef:6] Social dominance came from the male free born status,[footnoteRef:7] this would translate into being the penetrator as opposed to the penetrated, who would be considered socially as servile, feminine and inferior.[footnoteRef:8]  This model of penetrator/penetrated has been called the “penetration paradigm”,[footnoteRef:9]and according to Kamen,[footnoteRef:10] explains the majority of the ancient evidence we have on Roman sexual ideology.  [4:  Olson 2014: 169]  [5:  Karras 2000: 1261]  [6:  Karras 2000: 1261]  [7:  Kamen, Levin-Richardson 2014: 449]  [8:  Kamen, Levin-Richardson 2014: 449]  [9:  Kamen, Levin-Richardson 2014: 449]  [10:  Kamen, Levin-Richardson 2014: 449] 

Status according to Ripat, is composed of two elements. Your legal position (citizen, slave or free born) and your social standing in Roman society.[footnoteRef:11] The word status, directly taken from the Latin word status, has come to be used in describing the protection of a person’s rights and privileges under the law in Roman society.[footnoteRef:12]  Access to political office and the apparatus of justice would be easiest for the wealthiest citizens of Rome but these things could be equally denied them, if they failed to show/display the correct moral behaviour of a citizen, however wealthy they were (it is understood when I say citizen, I mean only men as having these legal rights and privileges).[footnoteRef:13] This is important to understand as the impact this could potentially have on your legal and social standing when accusations of men being fucked and actively participating in being fucked could be so damaging. [11:  Ripat 2014: 50]  [12:  Ripat 2014: 50]  [13:  Ripat 2010: 51] 

The phallus, according to Olson was a symbol of power[footnoteRef:14] in Roman society. Rome was a patriarchal society (this far into the essay before I say it!) and demonstrated a preoccupation with the phallus. This could be argued with how many more words in Latin there were for the penis than there were for the vagina, that statues had penises carved with detail and female genitalia was left smooth and undefined.[footnoteRef:15] The phallus also was an apotropaic object, this meant that it had protective functions,[footnoteRef:16] it could be used to ward off the evil eye. Olson argues that the choice of the phallus as opposed to female genitalia as an apotropaic object is another example of male primacy in Roman society.[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Ripat 2010: 173]  [15:  Ripat 2010: 173]  [16:  Ripat 2010: 173]  [17:  Ripat 2010: 173] 

Female sexuality presented by Ancient authors was generally unflattering at its best to verging on the disturbing,[footnoteRef:18] from the representations as nymphomaniacs should they be described as sexually active, to unfaithful to the concerning in which a woman eagerly has sex with a donkey.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Ripat 2010: 173]  [19:  Ripat 2010: 174] 

Men did not suffer from these restrictions or expectations, free to pursue sex where they wished but not with married or marriageable women or citizen boys.[footnoteRef:20] Unless excessively indulged, men were free to have sex with prostitutes of both sexes, slaves and foreigners,[footnoteRef:21] women had many restrictions (citizen women and girls) no sex outside marriage and when married sex only with your husband.[footnoteRef:22]    [20:  Ripat 2010: 174]  [21:  Ripat 2010: 174]  [22:  Ripat 2010: 174] 

Roman sexuality was not defined by modern ideas of sexual orientation, bisexual, homosexual and heterosexual. Therefore, same sex coupling (male-male) was considered normal, to desire a woman or a boy and the services of both as prostitutes were available.[footnoteRef:23] The issue that caused most concern to the Romans about homoerotic behaviour was, who dominated/penetrator and who was passive/penetrated in the encounter. This idea of being penetrated was irreconcilable with the notion of masculinity, in the circumstances a citizen male could penetrate a smooth, hairless younger male who was not a free citizen.[footnoteRef:24] Olson quotes Seneca in his description of a Roman citizen who was accused of enjoying the experience of  being penetrated by adult men and had set up a mirrored room to watch these encounters.[footnoteRef:25] Kamen, Levin-Richardson in their paper “Revisiting Roman Sexuality” in their definition of active, use the description “moving one’s soul (i.e.; desiring), is Seneca more disturbed/disgusted by the desiring this male citizen demonstrated than by the just the act of being penetrated.[footnoteRef:26]  [23:  Ripat 2010: 179]  [24:  Ripat 2010: 181]  [25:  Ripat 2010: 181]  [26:  Kamen, Levin-Richardson 2014: 450] 

This penetrator- penetrated view of sexuality had many words to describe the various penetrator-penetrated body parts, mouth, vagina and anus. From the irrumatus (“face-fucking”) oral rape of an unwilling participant in the act.[footnoteRef:27] The poet Catullus threatens to “face-fuck” his enemies, especially someone called Aurelius, who has been anally penetrating Catullus’s favourite boy.[footnoteRef:28] The mouth in the Roman world was seen as the organ of speech, public oratory and social interaction, and Romans kissed as a greeting upon meeting.[footnoteRef:29] This could lead to os impurum-“filthy mouth” that can never be clean again.[footnoteRef:30] This by degree meant that to perform oral sex on a woman, a cunnilinctor, to perform cunnilingus on a woman was considered a passive act and therefore the man becomes fucked by the woman. This went against the ideal of masculinity for the citizen male, passive/penetrated was not acceptable, actively condemned in public oratory, plays and graffiti.[footnoteRef:31] From my  reading on the subject so far, to be the “pathic” partner especially between citizen males was the commonest  defamatory insult to hurl at an opponent in the court room or in politics and in graffiti. Olson argues that this insult/allegation (not ignoring the potential legal ramifications it could have) was applied in three examples of behaviour; having been the sexual partner of an older citizen male, enjoying performing fellatio and as an adult enjoying being anally penetrated.[footnoteRef:32] [27:  Kamen, Levin-Richardson 2014: 450]  [28:  Kamen, Levin-Richardson 2014: 451]  [29:  Olson 2014: 179]  [30:  Olson 2014: 179]  [31:  Olson 2014: 180]  [32:  Olson 2010: 181] 

The last category/insult group I will talk about are the kinaidos, the Greek word refers to an effeminate male dancer who invited sexual attention by shaking his hips and buttocks. This became the Latin cinaedus, for all the variety of insulting descriptions applied to the word, the one I will use is the sense that this citizen male had abandoned their masculinity through their clothing and actions.[footnoteRef:33]This apparent abandonment of self-control sexually and of his masculinity was the behaviour that Roman male society could not accept, it flew in the face of the requirement that every citizen male (especially elite males) must show control and dominion of yourself and others at all times, and not to do so made you less than the ideal or the expected Citizen male of Rome.  [33:  Olson 2010: 182                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    ] 

The question was to critically discuss the importance of Gender, Status and the concepts of Dominance, Passivity in relation to Roman Sexuality, I have lightly touched upon the subjects of gender and status and spent most of my paper on dominance/passivity. Partially because I found those descriptive categories the most intriguing and then as I read more about them, I have found them less about the subject of sex and more the topic of social control (You will behave/appear/act in this way or else… legal/social consequences will ensue). The various words for penetrating what/where and to whom and equally the names for the penetrated and where in the body received these penetrations, equally seem to speak of projecting an ideal of masculinity that seems unable to stand up to any real scrutiny. Therefore, the legal/ social threats and implications of potential outcomes from the threat of being less than the ideal citizen male of Rome, always in control of oneself and having dominion over others, always. How your gender, gave you the freedom or equally dictated the expectations of your acceptable behaviour and if you chose to break those expectations how the role of penetrated/passive could have potentially disastrous consequences on your status/legal rights in the citizen male Roman world.   
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