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Here we will be looking at how the Romans viewed adultery during the early Empire. What was considered adultery to the Romans? What were the laws on Adultery? And What does this tell us about the Roman society in its regards to gender?

Roman society
Roman society was very hierarchical society in nature, with its elite citizens ruling most of the population[endnoteRef:17397] and the rest of society being considered unfit to rule. Not only was society highly hierarchical, but it was also highly sexist by our modern terms, as a woman's status was derived primarily from the status of both her farther and husband[endnoteRef:3503]. Both of  these factors are both extremely important when we look at the way Romans viewed adultery.  [17397:  Cicero ‘on the republic’ 1.43 67]  [3503:  Digest 1.9.1 ] 

For the Romans, female sexual purity was of high value to the Romans and necessary for a girl to find a good match[endnoteRef:16514]. Most importantly to the Romans, is that the honor of a man, was related to the honor (sexual purity) of the woman within his family[endnoteRef:29964]. Therefore, when a woman is sexually promiscuous, this will reflect poorly on the men that she is related to and require action to be taken by the men.  [16514:  Cohen D p.112]  [29964:  Cohen D p.112] 

As previously mentioned, the hierarchical nature of society meant that not all in Rome were viewed as equals. For some sexual promiscuity outside of marriage was perfectly legal, these being slaves, prostitutes and some others[endnoteRef:20479]. But what is most important to note is that Romans only take issue with sexual promiscuity when it is a woman taking part in it.  To the Romans, this is what they considered to be adultery.  [20479:  Cohen D, 110] 


What is Adultery in Roman society?

We can see from that laws that Augustus himself put in place, that Adultery was only considered an issue when it was a married woman, or a virgin member of another man's household was taking part in it. Here we have an extensive account of the legal ramifications of Adultery within Roman society, which appears to have little in the way of the consequences for men, unless they themselves are attacking the woman of another man. 
In Digests, which are Roman law, we can see the extensive ways in which the Romans laid out the laws surrounding adultery. They are quite strange in the way that they mandate a person to take matters into their own hands, rather than having the authorities come and handle the situation. For example, husbands are allowed to kill men of lesser status if they are trying to or having succeeded in reducing their wife as long as they are of relatively lower rank  they must also divorce their wife right away[endnoteRef:22484]. The father of the adulteress, also has permission under Roman law to kill his daughter if the action took place within his home[endnoteRef:4203]. This tells us that for Romans, if the daughter dishonored herself by committing adultery, then it would have been completely acceptable for her farther to decide to kill her as a way to restore his own honor.  [22484:  Digest 48.5.30 Ulpian]  [4203:  Mosaicarum et Romanarum Legum Collatio 4.2.3] 

Roman law also stipulates that should a man not take action against his adulterous wife, then he himself can be punished as if he was a pimp[endnoteRef:26609] We are then further told that the punishment for ’pimping’ gaining profit from the adultery, is flogging[endnoteRef:14900]. This again goes back to the previous point that, a non-virtuous woman will reflect poorly on the honor of the men who are related to her, and thus would explain why there are very clear consequences for men who do not punish cheating wives.  [26609:  Digest 28.5.30 Preface Ulpian]  [14900:  Digest 48.5.30.3 Ulpian] 


Conclusion
What we can see from this is that Romans defined adultery far differently that we do today. Married women were highly stigmatized and could lose their lives if they committed adultery, whereas the laws do not mention married men having intercourse with anyone except their wives. The only issue being, if they are sleeping with married/virtuous women. However similarly to our society the Romans did look down on those who did not step up and defend their honor in their marriage, though OfCourse we do not punish those who do not by law.
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