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Vestal Virgins – Religious freedom and Gender in Late Antiquity

My research paper will focus on the community within Ancient Rome and how women lived within the society. As James Rives highlights in Chapter four of his book “Religion in the Roman Empire that a fundamental social distinction which separates ancient roman society from modern western society is that women were inferior to their male counterparts and that men in society were naturally assumed to be superior.” It is therefore important to discuss as to why women had little control and were barred from participation in political life and even restricted in managing their own affairs for the simple fact that they were women, something that they themselves had no control over. There were exceptions: women who possessed wealth and status could exempt themselves from their traditional roles as home makers and could become Vestal virgins. However, while the freedom from childbearing was a privilege afforded to Vestals, the freedom to become a Vestal was not granted. In other words, religious freedom for women was limited. 
In my research paper I will explore the relationship between religious freedom and gender in Late Antiquity and show how women’s role in society were limited. I will do this by approaching it through a historical context; why were women treated the way that they were at the time, what were the social motivations that led to Vestals being treated the way that they were if they transgressed in their roles as Priestesses. I will also look through it from a religious context; who were the vestals, why were they chosen, who chose them, what they’re roles in society were and how they represented Roman society. In addition, I will also explore Feminist theory/theology which will assist in the issue of gender and religion and how women have been treated in different religious sectors.

Who were the Vestal Virgins?
The Vestal Virgins in Graeco-Roman society were the Priestesses to the Goddess Vesta. The virgins were six women ranging in the age from early childhood, they had to be no less than six and no more than ten years of age. The six women are chosen by a High Priest, the women chosen came from aristocratic and wealthy families which was a requirement for their appointment, the women also had to had to be free of any handicap whether it be a speech, hearing or physical defect. In addition, the chosen vestal was to have both a mother and a father alive in order to fit the requirements to be chosen as a Vestal Virgin[footnoteRef:1]. Newly selected Vestal Virgins were committed to serving a period of thirty years as Priestesses to the Goddess Vesta, during their service the vestal virgins were required to remain unmarried and unchaste but could marry once their service is completed while also given the choice to continue serving the Goddess Vesta until their death.  [1:  Roman Religion, A Sourcebook, Valerie M. Warrior – AULUS GELLIUS, ATTIC NIGHTS 1.12.1-3, 5, 10, 13-14 P.54] 


Duties of the Vestal Virgins and their everyday life
The newly selected Vestal Virgins were to serve the Goddess Vesta in her temple away from their families. The Goddess Vesta who was the goddess of hearth did not have a statue that represented her, in place of a statue was a fire. The duties that the Vestal Virgins upheld included preparing for the Vestalia, this was an annual ritual to honour their patron the Goddess Vesta. The ritual took place every June 7-15 where the doors of the Temple of Vesta would be opened to the families of Rome who then brought offerings to the Goddess[footnoteRef:2]. During the first ten years of a Vestals service they were required to learn to perform the offering of sacrifices and performing other rites ordained by law. The second of the ten years of their service the Vestals were to perform the sacrifices and the last ten years of their thirty years the Vestals were to take on the role of teacher and teach what they have learned onto the upcoming new Vestal Virgins[footnoteRef:3]. Due to the personal and social sacrifices that were made by the Vestal Virgins they were given high honours and special privileges, they were liberated from the role of the majority of Roman women who were restricted to being a homemaker and subject to their husbands. However, despite enjoying the freedom from traditional roles of women the cost of this freedom was very severe. Should the Vestal transgress by losing their virginity the punishment that they faced was execution by live interment. The former virgin would be led to a tomb where they would be lowered and food that would sustain her for a couple of days, once lowered the former virgin was not to be seen again[footnoteRef:4]. This paint a picture of the social environment that the Vestal Virgins lived in, while the Vestals did enjoy certain advantages that came with serving the Goddess Vesta it also came at the cost of severe punishments should they waver in their duties. In fact, it was because the Vestal Virgins were so highly regarded within society that the punishments they endured were extremely severe, the liberty from traditional women’s roles was almost like a “double edged sword”. [2:  writer873, . "Vestal Virgins of Rome: The Price of Civic Duty and Privilege." Ancient History Encyclopaedia. Ancient History Encyclopaedia, 18 Jan 2012. Web. 10 Dec 2017.]  [3:  Roman Religion, A Sourcebook, Valerie M. Warrior – Dionysus Of Halicarnassus, Antiquities 2.67. P 54-55]  [4:  Mark, Joshua J. “Vestal Virgin.” Ancient History Encyclopaedia. Ancient History Encyclopaedia, 02 Sep 2009. Web. 10.Dec 2017  ] 

Historical context – Women in Late Antiquity
In this section I will explore women in Late Antiquity from a Historical context. Why were the Vestal Virgins and women in general treated the way they were? What were the social conditions that dictated how Vestals were treated, the advantages they enjoyed while serving and the punishments they endured when they wavered. 
As briefly aforementioned the majority of Roman women in Graeco-Roman society was very much a homemaker as a woman’s social reputation were based on the management of her household[footnoteRef:5]. Women worked to provide shelter, food with little time and money for leisure activities, a woman’s work has very much valued as it ensured that a household would survive. Rich women in the Graeco-Roman World were able to have an education therefore excluding them from what the majority of Roman women experienced, they were able to own their own money and property[footnoteRef:6]. Just like the Vestal Virgins rich women in the Graeco-Roman society were able to escape the hardships of the traditional child bearing role that women endured. [5:  Lynn H. Cohick, “Women’s Work in the Greco-Roman World” , n.p. [cited 10 Dec 2017]. Online: https://www.bibleodyssey.org:443/en/people/related-articles/womens-work-in-the-grecoroman-world]  [6:  Lynn H. Cohick, “Women’s Work in the Greco-Roman World” , n.p. [cited 10 Dec 2017]. Online: https://www.bibleodyssey.org:443/en/people/related-articles/womens-work-in-the-grecoroman-world] 

The Women in Graeco-Roman society were under a Roman family law named “Partia Potestas” (“Power of a father”) under this law women were only emancipated from their fathers when they marry and fall into the “Manus” which is the husband equivalent to the “Patria Protestas”. As women were inferior to their male counter parts as demonstrated by this law gives a foresight as to why women in Graeco-Roman society had very limited religious freedom. By virtue of being chosen as a Vestal Virgin it severed the ties with her family including “Patria Protestas” granting liberty for a woman. This is significant as the maternal and paternal bonds between a parent’s relationship with their children were mutually exclusive, as the Paternal bond took precedents over the Maternal bond as the Father had the power of Roman law behind him[footnoteRef:7]. Once again this demonstrates the limited role of women within Graeco-Roman society as they were seen as second-class citizens even when it regards their relationship and authority with their children. [7:  From Good Goddess to Vestal Virgin; Sex and Category in Roman Religion. Ariadne Staples. Routledge 1998 P 140] 

While being a Vestal Virgin granted women freedom, the Vestals became a representative of Graeco-Roman society, a vestals virginity was indispensable for the political well-being of Rome. The Vestal not only lived for themselves but they now represented their community, the fact that this was not shows that even when women were freed from traditional roles they were never truly freed from religion as one transgression would end in their execution. Another way in which Vestals were limited in society: should they be accused of being unchaste they were often found guilty purely on the basis of suspicion of the loss of virginity for which they faced live interment. The accusations of Vestals being unchaste was often used when in times of political instability in Rome, Ariadne Staples states in her book “From Good Goddess to Vestal Virgin, Sex and Category in Roman Religion” “The trials of the two Vestals Opimia and Floronia in 216 BC followed the near annihilation of the Roman army by Hannibal at Cannae”[footnoteRef:8] would indicate that accusations against the Vestal Virgins were used as a scapegoat tactic. [8:  From Good Goddess to Vestal Virgin; Sex and Category in Roman Religion. Ariadne Staples. Routledge 1998 P 136] 

“The Sexuality of the Vestals was inseparable from the welfare of the state. If the state was in trouble the spectacle of the burial of an unchaste Vestal would restore hope for its recovery. If the State was peaceful and prosperous the Vestals were clearly chaste”[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  From Good Goddess to Vestal Virgin; Sex and Category in Roman Religion. Ariadne Staples. Routledge 1998 P 137] 

This passage from Ariadne Staple further reinforces that religious freedom for women in Graeco-Roman society was limited as they could easily be put to death on the basis of political instability. It also shines gives some historical context as to why Vestals were treated the way they were as political instability could easily be used to justify a Vestals execution.

Feminist theology
Finally, I will cover feminist theology to show to issues between the relationship of gender and religion. Religion has predominantly seen through a male’s point of view and it assumes that the male view is the default and women have most often been portrayed as inferior to that of their male counterparts.
One issue between gender and religion is the agency and autonomy that women lack. Autonomy as Julie Clague describes in the book “An A to Z of Feminist Theology” “Autonomy places emphasis on the person as an individual subject. The autonomous individual is free to make choices and act according to the dictates of an informed conscience, rather than rely on or show obedience to the decisions of others[footnoteRef:10].” Autonomy today is enjoyed by the majority of women in the first world, however this was not the case for the majority of women living in Graeco-Roman unless they were chosen to become Vestal Virgins –  [10:  Julie Clague, AUTONOMY – An A to Z of Feminist Theology edited by Lisa Isherwood and Dorothea McEwan. Sheffield Academic Press 1996 P 14] 

“As soon as a Vestal has been chosen, escorted to the House of Vesta, and handed over to the pontifices, she immediately leaves the control of her father, without a ceremony of manumission or loss of civil rights, and she acquires the right to make a will[footnoteRef:11]” [11:  Roman Religion, A Sourcebook, Valerie M. Warrior – AULUS GELLIUS, ATTIC NIGHTS 1.12.1-3, 5, 10, 13-14 P.54] 

Becoming a Vestal Virgin allowed freedom albeit still suffering consequences should they waver from their duties as a Vestal. Nevertheless, it liberated women from their families, in particularly their Fathers from “Partia Potestas” which kept women under the legal care of their Fathers.
Another issue between gender and religion is that of virginity. In a commentary by Sarah Jane Boss in the book “An A to Z of feminist theology”, it states the “Female virginity has also been associated with power of other kinds.” This could be linked to the Vestal Virgins as they’re duties were linked with miracles, for example letting the flame of Vesta extinguish was an indication of a Vestal losing their virginity and therefore causing catastrophe on Rome as a result of the extinguished flame[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Roman Religion, A Sourcebook, Valerie M. Warrior – Dionysus of Halicarnassus, Antiquities 2.67 P55] 


Conclusion
While the majority of women in Graeco-Roman society were very much restricted to their traditional roles as a homemaker, women from higher aristocratic families who were free from any disabilities had to opportunity to become a Vestal Virgin therefore exempting themselves from traditional roles and enjoy the freedom of not being under legal control of their male counterparts. However, while the Vestal Virgins did enjoy some degree of liberty from childbearing and homemaking, the extreme punishments that they would face should they transgress during their thirty-year service to the Goddess Vesta were extremely severe, punishments included premature burial. The Vestals not only represented themselves as Priestesses of the Goddess Vesta but all of Rome as they’re deaths could be justified purely based on accusations of the loss of virginity and in order to quell political instability. The phrase commonly used in the present “Your body is your temple” was perfectly suited for the Vestal Virgins but a more fitting saying to describe them would be “Your body is our temple” as a Vestal’s virginity was an indispensable aspect for the political well-being of Rome.
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