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Discuss the importance of gender and status as well as concepts of dominance and passivity in relation to Roman society. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Society works on a basis of widely accepted social rules. Such rules do not require explicit outlining or enforcement as often they have been carefully established over many generations. In a developing community these rules influence or even instigate a social infrastructure which underpins the roles, education and access of individuals within said community. Ancient Rome was no different as it too had a social hierarchy which resulted in people achieving distinct levels of social standing. A romans gender, status, occupation and connections all played a part in where they fit and how they fit into society. But just how important were these aspects? By investigating how gender effected status across multiple classes we can determine its true degree of significance. In also addressing concepts of dominance and passivity we can gain an understanding of how the Romans viewed sex and the role it played within society. 

From slaves to the common people to the wealthy elite, no matter what class of Roman society you look at there is always a clear distinction between what a man can do versus what a woman can do. In defining the roles of men and women in each class we can evaluate who holds a higher status when focusing on particular aspects of day to day life. 
Beginning with the wealthy elite it is easy to assign specific roles to women. The first most will think of is as a matrona which is an example of the ideal married women who is focused on the household and family.[footnoteRef:5100] The role of matrona was highly respected  when executed well by both male and female peers. Evidence of high praise for wives who were seen to expertly perform their duty as matrona can be found in funerary inscriptions throughout the Roman world. Most of these inscriptions emphasise the importance of modesty, being chaste and loyalty to the husband.[footnoteRef:28007] In terms of household status it could be argued women held higher status than that of men. They often had absolute control of how things were ran and the freedom to make necessary decisions involved in maintaining the household without consulting their husbands. Ultimately however, we must remember that despite this the husband was still very much in complete control of the family as the paterfamilias. The male elite may have seen the role of matrona as merely being a delegation of unworthy work.  [5100:  Assa, J, 1960, p41 – 48
Weiand, H.E, 1917, p381]  [28007: CIL. 6, 11602.
CIL. 1, 1007.
GVI 703. G.] 

Religious practices, events and cults show how regardless of class women held a certain degree of status within the religious aspects of Roman life. It is one of the only area's where women are shown to be able to do some things men could not. Some examples of this include; to tend the flame of Vesta as a Vestal Virgin, holding the Heraean games, celebrating the festival of Demeter Thesmophoria and becoming a priestess to Athena Nike.[footnoteRef:7616] Again however, men still performed all the sacrificial duties expected at religious festivals and held their own priest positions in male only cults.[footnoteRef:13930] Perhaps then, in terms of status within religion, men and women were at the most equal to one another as a pose to either holding a higher standing.  [7616:  Beard, M. 1996, p296.
Pausanias, Descriptions of Greece, 5.16.2-4.
Callimachus, Hymn 6.119-33. 
Fant, M.B. 2016, p363]  [13930:  Schultz, C.E. 2006, pp134-136] 

The lowest class of women, slaves and prostitutes, had simultaneously the worst and best access to opportunity as a female in the Roman world. As a slave girl in the home it was possible to earn freedom in the same way as a slave boy could. It also came with the benefit of training which could offer them later advantages, in the work place for example, over those who were born free into a poor home.[footnoteRef:3378] As a prostitute women could gain the favour of higher class males and reap the benefits of this by becoming concubines. They have also been examples of cross over between classes when it comes to prostitution when Caligula added a brothel to his palace which he then filled with both freeborn boys and matrons showing how beneficial to ones status it had the potential to be.[footnoteRef:27727]  [3378:  Rawson, B. 2003, pp194.]  [27727:  Suetonius, Life of Gaius, 40-1.] 

Despite these isolated examples of prostitution being helpful to a woman's status for most it would have been a hellish and lonely existence working in a brothel on the streets of Rome. The ugliest and most unpleasant aspects of this occupation were unavoidable as although rape of a matrona was a serious crime with severe consequence the rape of a slave was much more leniently dealt with.[footnoteRef:31926]  [31926:  McGinn, T. A.J. 1998. pp171] 


Roman men had much more opportunity to gain status due to their ability to rise through the classes via ocupation and wealth. Extra access to a wider variety of jobs, such as; shop owner, politician, teacher, lawyer, tax collector, agricultural worker, entertainer or artist, meant that they could therefore work there way up from freedman or freeborn to becoming aristocrats and senators. The military requirement of plebeians meant men could gain land and money through Roman conquest. It also meant that military progression could lead to political gain and the earning of higher classes respect. Consequently of this it becomes much easier for men to move up and down in class and to navigate social status in a more substantial way than that of a women. 

 
When compared to modern attitudes around sex it is clear the Romans where very different. For them it wasn't unusual to see detailed depictions of sexual acts upon the walls of a bath house for example and having entire rooms dedicated to pornographic imagery was also not an issue.[footnoteRef:29561] The openness and normality of sex within Roman life could lead us to assume a similar openness and free approach when it came to sex and sexuality in the modern sense. However this assumption would be wrong. When it comes to how the Romans viewed and thought about sex and its role in society we can find the reoccurring concept of dominance and passivity. What this concept covers is the Roman perception on masculinity and femininity and how they should be shown through sexual actions that are deemed appropriate.  [29561:  As seen in the remains of Pompeii 
] 

An ideal expectation of a masculine dominant male was fundamental to how the Roman's portrayed themselves. It was expected that the male role of any sexual encounter was to be the dominant party and as such to perform in an active rather than passive manner. In doing this men could preserve their sexual rectitude. If however a man should forfeit this role with either a woman or another man they are seen to be passive or receptive and as such would be viewed as effeminate and therefore lose all respect and status previously gained. It was indeed so frowned upon that to be referred to or accused of being passive was greatly offensive, a form of slur and in some cases damaging to ones status or career goals. Even the likes of Julius Caesar could be heckled by such a slur as evidenced in Suetonius.[footnoteRef:6269]  [6269:  Suetonius, The Lives of The Caesars, "Caesar laid the Gauls low, Nicomedes laid Caesar low".] 

In certain pairings a male acting in a passive role was seen as less problematic however. For example in the case of a slave boy and a freeborn male so long as the man of lower class performed as the passive partner there was no issue. The rules governing when it was acceptable to be a passive male can be shown through the comments of Seneca the Elder throughout Controversiae.[footnoteRef:21510] So important was the nature of how sexual acts were performed, in terms of dominance and passivity, the Romans actually chose to distinguish which sex acts were suitable and which were not by the roles and people involoved as a pose to instead using ideas of homosexuality or heterosexuality.  [21510:  Seneca the Elder, Controversiae, "Sexual passivity in a freed man is a crime, for a slave a necessity, for a freed slave a duty".] 

As the counter part to these views there was also women who actively took part in sex. Throughout Roman antiquity there are countless homosexual activity among females with one or both partners assuming the role of the active. For example; Philaenis, love spells written on tablets and Iphis.[footnoteRef:17984] For a woman to desire to be the active partner was almost if not more bizarre than for a man to be passive for the male elite this was a difficult concept to grasp.[footnoteRef:13341] Clearly for either gender to act outside of the expected norm was not acceptable to the Romans.  [17984:  Martial, Epigrams, 7.67. 
PSI 1.28, 12ff. "inflame the heart (...) of Gorgonia...with love and affection for Sophia".
Ovid, Metamorphoses, 9.
 ]  [13341:  Ovid, Metamorphoses, 9.731-35.] 


In closing, it is clear that within Roman society the status and gender of a person could be seen as somewhat interlocked. As a female in Rome the status you could achieve and where you could achieve it was specific to the very fact that you were a woman. Whilst men had much greater access to status and where they could display it. 
The view Romans held of sex was directly impacted by the concepts of dominance and passivity in such a significant way the issues that arise within these concepts could be used as a weapon against political rivals as well as for the more standard public ridicule within Roman society. 
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