What was the impact of contraceptive and abortifacients drugs on the ancient Roman society after the first century AD?

Abstract:
Ancient Roman Contraceptive and abortive methods are stereotypically viewed to be primarily ritualistic and magical. Although these methods do exist, there were also herbal drugs that were administered orally and through suppositories that was explained in detail in Soranus’ Gynaecology. Along with this, the writer, J M Riddle, examines the recipes and ingredients used for birth control. Riddle considers the frequency in which the ingredients were used, to indicate what types of drugs were preferred and what effect they would have had on the body in both a reproductive sense and a more general one. However, it also must be considered what the impact would have been on the general Roman societies views on pregnancy and family as well as their moral views on birth control. As well as the possible economical and political opinions held by those of the upper and lower classes. 



















Plan:
Introduction: 
· Begin with brief explanation of contraceptives and abortifacients.
· Quote from Soranus: “contraceptive differs from an abortive…..” (footnote: Soranus)
P1:
· Reasoning behind contraception and abortions;
· Financial:
·  Population control
·  no formal laws against contraception though there were measures put in place to encourage reproduction.
· Augustus’ legislation meant that widows were almost forced into remarrying because those who were celibate or childless would be punished and Roman women who had children were rewarded. (footnote: McLaren, A. 1990)
· Family limiting; the Paterfamilias having the overall power of the household possessions and other family members. As well as this, adoption was common when it came to inheritance. Prime examples; emperors and other members of the upper classes would adopt to ensure there is a male heir. (footnote: McLaren, A. 1990)
· This reasoning would not necessarily apply to the plebeians because there would not be much to inherit.
· Plebeian reasons may have been to save the costs to the household
·  abstinence was the preferred and most moral method due to the Hippocratic oath.
· Exposure was common. It was also lawful.

P2: 
· Health of the women:
· Soranus held the opinion that the limiting of childbearing was essential to the health of the woman. 
· ‘childbearing made women old before their time and regular periods of abstinence was advised’ (footnote: McLaren.1990)
· despite the Hippocratic oath stating, “similarly I will not give a woman a pessary to induce an abortion” (footnote: Riddle, J M. 1997) Soranus as well as other writers saw it in a more circumstantial way.
· the oath also said that Physicians had to act in ‘the benefit of the sick’ (footnote: Riddle, J M. 1997), meaning contraception would be used to benefit the women’s health.
· Pliny the Elder, spoke of methods of birth control, though many of his methods were more magical.

P3: 
· Contraceptives;
· Preferable over abortifacients because they were less aggressive.
· Soranus recommended 5 different combinations
· Eg. - the idea of “smearing the uterus with;” olive oil, honey, cedar resin, juice of a balsam tree mixed with white lead or alone.” (footnote: Soranus).
· He also presented the idea that the drugs could also help in other ways;
· Eg: “these things not only prevent conception but destroy any already existing, in our opinion, moreover, the evil from these things is too great, since they damage and upset the stomach” (footnote: Soranus found in. Riddle, J M. 1997).
· This means that there were ancient Roman physicians that did believe that a woman would benefit from taking a break from childbearing and therefore, live longer.  
· Evidence for this; many upper- class women live until their children reach maturity. For example, the emperor Nero’s mother, Agrippina.
· Abortifacients:
· Examples: myrtle, sunflower seed, bitter lupines (equal quantities) ….” of rue leaves 3 drachms, of myrtle 2 drachms and the same of sweet bay, mix with wine in the same way and give her a drink”.
· Soranus also put some cautionary measures in his account: “beware of things too powerful and of separating the embryo by means of something sharp, for danger arises that some adjacent parts could be damaged” (footnote: Soranus Gynaecology).
· This shows that although he would allow abortions, he would not recommend it because of the risks.
P4:	Opinions:
· Seneca the elder, Controversae: 
· “fertility does not answer according to plan, follow a timetable” 
· ‘nature does not adapt to fit human rules’ 
· Presents the opinion- controlling fertility should not be done and taking medical measures would not make a difference to the reproduction of the women.
· 
Conclusion:
· Impact of the contraceptive practices were;
· Women could potentially live longer and healthier.
· More control over family.
· The drugs used for these purposes could also help other ailments.
· Consider opinions presented in the primary sources.







[bookmark: _GoBack]Bibliography:
Primary sources:
Pliny, the elder. Natural History, book XXVIII. W H S Jones (trans). 1938. Loeb Classical Library. Available at https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/pliny_elder-natural_history. [Accessed on: 12/2.2018].
Seneca the Elder. Controversae. Michael Winterbottom (trans). 1974. Loeb Classical Library. Available at: https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/seneca_elder-controversiae/1974. [Accessed on: 11/2/2018].
Soranus of Ephesus. Soranus’ Gynaecology. Temkin, Owsei (trans). 1991. Available at: https://quod-lib-umich-edu.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/cgi/t/text/pageviewer. [Accessed on: 11/2/2018].

Modern scholarship:
Textbooks;
Riddle, J M. 1992. Contraception and Abortion from the Ancient World to the Renaissance. London, Cambridge, Massachusetts. Harvard University Press.
Riddle, J M. 1997. Eve’s Herbs; A History of Contraception and Abortion in the West. London, Cambridge, Massachusetts. Harvard University Press.
McLaren, A. 1990. A History of Contraception; From Antiquity to the Present Day. Oxford. Blackwell Publishing.
E-Journals;
Frier, B W. 1994. Natural Fertility and Family Limitation in Roman Marriage. Classical Philology, Vol.89, No.4. The University of Chicago Press. Available at:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/270602. [Accessed on: 14/2/2018].
Hopkins, K. 1965. Contraception in the Roman Empire. Comparisons Studies in Society and History, Vol.8, No.1. Cambridge University Press. Available at:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/177539. [Accessed on: 13/2/2018].
Riddle, J M. 1991. Oral contraceptives and Early-Term Abortifacients during Classical Antiquity and the Middle Ages. Past & Present, No.132. Oxford University Press on behalf of The Past and Present Society. Available at:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/650819. [Accessed on: 13/2/2018].
Tietze, C. 1965. History of Contraceptive Methods. The journal of Sex Research, Vol.1, No. 2. Taylor & Francis Ltd. Available at:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/3811880. [Accessed on: 14/2/2018]  
Engels, D. 1984. The Use of Historical Demography in Ancient History. The Classical Quarterly, Vol.34, No.2. Cambridge University on Behalf of The Classical Association. Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/638296. [Accessed on: 14/2/2018].





