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Contributions of Women during the Roman Era 

¶1 During the Roman era a woman’s most common and socially acceptable roles were 

that of matrona (or “housewife”) and priestess.  Women who were slaves and peasants and thus 

unable to achieve such status often became prostitutes. These are the limits in which women 

moved in Roman society.  If a woman desired to take on a traditionally male position, she was 

“acting contrary to her culture’s role for her and was subject to the severest criticism and 

punishment.”1 Although these traditional roles inhibited women’s direct participation in society 

and politics, women still made significant contributions to Roman culture from within the 

confines of those roles. 

¶2 There were laws that rewarded and institutionalized the constraints placed on women, 

especially laws that made a woman subordinate to her husband and the household.  For example, 

the father could emancipate sons from the restriction of paterfamilias, the absolute ownership of 

the family.  However, the only women who could become legally emancipated from the  

                                                 
1.  Bonnie S. Anderson and Judith  P. Zinsser, A History of Their Own:  Volume I  (New 
York:  Harper & Row, 1989), 42. 

 

Overall Comment
In many introductory undergraduate classes, students often write several short focused essays based on information gained through research during a term. These papers are often just three to four pages long and focus primarily on clear communication, logical organization of information in support of a tight thesis, and appropriate documentation. However, the process of research, drafting and writing is the same as it would be for a longer, more complex assignment.

Note from Student Author
Writing this research paper was both challenging and rewarding. Most of the challenges and all of its success were directly related to the coauthoring of this piece. The challenge of bringing together unique perspectives, fending off time constraints, and sharpening the focus of the paper through careful elimination of nonessential diction brought great satisfaction to both of us. Special thanks are due to my partner, Cathy DeGrandpre, who helped smooth the transition of ideas and liberate me from a “worried” writing style. In overcoming the challenges associated
with writing as a team, we discovered a unique balance of style that rewards and delights us both. Without the collaboration of a writing partner and the element of teamwork, this paper would have fallen short of its potential and the reward would have been significantly less. I hope this proves true for you, the reader, as you continue with this text and gain insight into the contribution of women in the Roman era.

Adam Hrebeniuk

Comments about Student Paper
PARAGRAPH 2
This paragraph focuses on the laws that were used to reinforce what were considered appropriate roles for women in ancient Rome and introduces the metaphor “She worked in wool” for the woman who maintained the home. The writers will return to this concept in the conclusion to the paper, providing a sense of unity.

Comments about Student Paper
PARAGRAPH 1
The paragraph introduces the subject focus of the paper and moves quickly to the thesis. The paragraph also introduces the paper’s clean, uncluttered prose style.

Some fields in the humanities continue to employ traditional footnotes, which are guided by the format set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style. Cathy and Adam have employed Chicago style for this history paper.

Superscript numerals (raised numbers like this1) follow the quotation or paraphrase in the text with no additional punctuation marks. The footnote begins with the same number. The first footnote for a source contains all of the usual citation information—author, title, place of publication, publisher, date. For any subsequent notes on a particular source that do not directly follow one another, the author’s name and the page number are sufficient. If the same source is used for the very next note, the abbreviation Ibid. may be used with the new page number or by itself if both the page and author are the same.

Some instructors will also permit students to cluster all of the notes on a page at the end of the paper under the heading “Notes,” which is placed immediately prior to the “Works Cited” page. With the exception of their location, footnotes and endnotes are the same.

Follow these general guidelines for footnotes:
• Indent the first line of each note 5 spaces; type the note number the note followed by a
period, return to the left margin for succeeding lines of the note.
• Single-space each note and double-space between notes
• Number the notes consecutively throughout the paper.
• Separate the notes from the text by a triple-space or a 12-space line beginning at the left margin.
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paterfamilias were of the priestess class, the Vestal Virgins.2  As a housewife, a woman’s duties 

were strictly confined to having legitimate children and staying home to tend to the household.  

She also supervised the slaves and performed “traditional labor such as spinning and making 

wool.”3  These duties became so expected from women that they were repeatedly referred to in 

Roman epitaphs with statements such as “She kept the house and worked in wool.”4  Women of 

poorer classes, without dowries, not only had to take care of their children and manage the 

household, but also had to bring in an income.  This was known as “double burden.”  A woman 

who felt this double burden might sell food, clothing, or trinkets; she might offer food and 

lodging, manage a brothel, or engage in prostitution.5   

¶3 Prostitutes were socially condemned and had virtually no rights (they could not be 

Christian or marry freeborn Roman men).  However, many women rose to power through this 

avenue and impacted Roman society.6  According to Anderson and Zinsser, “A clever woman in 

the right circumstances could turn her sexual connection with an important man into a secure and 

even  

                                                 
 2.  Sarah B. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical 
Antiquity  (New York: Schocken Books, 1995), 150. 

 3.  Anderson, 40.  

4. Ibid., 41. 

5. Ibid. 

6.     Georges Duby, Michelle Perot and Pauline Schmitt Pantel,  A History of Women, I:  
From Ancient Goddesses to Christian Saints (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1992), 
332. 

 

 

 

Comments About Student Paper
PARAGRAPHS 3–4
Paragraph 3 marks the beginning of the discussion of how some women used roles that were on the surface without power as a platform to influence. Cathy and Adam are using a strategy of enumerating a variety of causes and effects as they move through their discussion.
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powerful future.”7   One woman who impacted Roman culture in this way was Theodora, who 

rose from a prostitute to Empress of the Roman Empire in the East.   Through an adulterous 

relationship with an administrative official in Egypt, Theodora was able to meet men of the 

highest level of society, including the Roman Emperor, Justinian, whom she eventually married.  

In order to marry Theodora, Justinian  had to amend the law that prohibited free men from 

marrying prostitutes.  Justinian eventually described Theodora as “partner in my deliberations,” 

giving Theodora the power to strongly influence political policy.8   

¶4 Rather than denying her past as a prostitute, Theodora became a role model for women 

who, otherwise, believed that they could not rise above their circumstances.  Theodora used her 

position to help women who turned to prostitution.  She began a convent for former prostitutes 

and bought girls who had been sold into prostitution, freed them and provided for their future.  

Theodora also passed legislation that gave women more property rights and cleaned up the 

brothels.9  Through her role as prostitute, Theodora was able to achieve a position that ultimately 

helped most women in Roman society. 

¶5 The power gained through prostitution by women was seen as “undermin[ing] the hard-

won status of the virginal daughter and the chaste wife.”10  To discourage this, the Roman 

government emphasized the value of religious cults that centered on chastity and familial bonds.   

                                                 
7. Anderson and Zinsser, 47. 

8. Ibid. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Ibid., 45. 

Comments about Student Paper
PARAGRAPHS 5–6
Paragraph 5 opens with a transition from the discussion of prostitutes and moves to priestesses. The writers help the reader anticipate the next point of development by pulling both ideas together in the opening sentence of the paragraph. Paragraph 6 adds details about Vestal
Virgins.

Throughout the paper Adam and Cathy skillfully insert quotations directly into their sentences rather than always using introductory phrases such as “Pomeroy states that . . . .” When writers are able to simply incorporate a quotation, sentences flow more smoothly.
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Women may have been influenced by the cults to be more chaste; however, participating in them 

became another way for women to move beyond their traditional roles and have influence on 

Roman law.  Two of the most influential priestly classes were the priestesses of Ceres and the 

Vestal Virgins.  The priestesses of Ceres were the only women, besides Vestals, allowed a high 

priestly prominence.  Ceres was the goddess of marriage, and the cult was exclusively in the 

hands of women.11  The priestesses of Ceres encouraged the creation of laws that promoted the 

protection and, eventually, the freedom of women.  

¶6 Another powerful priestess class was that of the Vestal Virgins.  Six Vestals “. . .  

enrolled between the ages of six and ten, were obliged to remain virgins” and stoke the sacred 

“flame that symbolized the continuity of both family and community.”12  Even though the 

Vestals were extremely regulated, they had more freedoms than any other women in Rome.  The 

Vestals were legally emancipated and were freed from the power of paterfamilias.  Vestals were 

the only women allowed to drive through the city of Rome in a two-wheeled wagon, a distinction 

which was usually reserved for magistrates, high priests, and men of high office; they were also 

the only women who “retained places on the imperial podium.”13 Seeing the priestesses enjoy  

                                                 
 11. Pomeroy, 215. 

 12. Ibid.,  210. 

13. Ibid.,  214. 

14. Ibid. 
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such liberties, aristocratic women wished to have the same elevated prestige and were eventually 

granted the “rights of Vestals,” which then led to their emancipation from the ownership of their 

fathers or husbands. Since upper-class women were now able to gain these privileges without the 

vow of chastity, there were fewer Vestal candidates to choose from, which in turn created new 

opportunities to daughters of lower-class families to enroll as priestesses.14  By exhibiting the 

freedoms allowed to them, the Vestal Virgins inspired Roman women to seek greater freedoms 

for themselves.  

¶7 Women also gained freedoms and made contributions to society with their wealth.  On 

occasion, economic and political situations allowed wealth to come into the hands of women, 

and after an eventual change in Roman law, daughters and wives were allowed an inheritance.  

Many women used their wealth to become public benefactors.  They made contributions such as 

“constructing and endowing public buildings:  meeting halls, temples, and baths.”15  Recognition 

of a woman’s creations and endowments was often carved in stone and publicly displayed so 

women would be remembered and “perhaps empower other women.”16  

¶8 Wealth also allowed women to pursue an education.  Educated women influenced art, 

literature, philosophy, and science.  One such woman, Iaia of Cyzicus, was a celebrated painter 

in her time and had such  great talent that the price of her paintings was twice that of her  

                                                 
 

 15. Anderson and Zinsser, 60. 

 16. Ibid. 

Comments about Student Paper
PARAGRAPHS 7–8
In these paragraphs, Cathy and Adam move to contributions based on personal wealth and artistic talents. At this point the writers emphasize not only the expansion of roles for  contemporary Roman women but also the lasting contributions that affected European women in later centuries. The selection of the order of their examples creates a unified discussion that
moves logically from the power of a single individual to the collective impact on women across time and place.
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contemporaries.  Although none of these women’s art survived, “the tradition they established of 

women working the arts endured in later European centuries.”17 This was also true of literature.  

Cornelia and Agrippina wrote letters and memoirs, and Sulpicia, a daughter of Cicero’s friend, 

was a poet.18   The tradition of writing continued with these women and the women who 

followed them which  “was one of the traditions inherited which most empowered European 

women in the centuries to come.”19  Through wealth, women were able to move away from the 

duties of the housewife and directly impact Roman culture.  

¶9 From these examples of women such as Theodora and the priestesses and from the 

influence of educated women and women benefactors, Roman women were able to expand their 

contributions to society and politics.  Women no longer just made wool; they formed laws and 

moved about in society more freely.  They became emancipated and inherited wealth and they 

impacted art, literature, and science.  Although limited by a confining social structure, Roman 

women gradually expanded the perimeters of their influence, which changed the future for the 

subsequent generations of European women. 

 

                                                 
17. Ibid., 61. 

18. Ferrer,  

19.  Anderson, 66. 

  

Comments about Student Paper
PARAGRAPH 9
In this concluding paragraph, the writers briefly summarize the main points of the essay. Since the essay is short and developed with a clear, simple structure, a stronger conclusion might have included more attention to the lasting impact of Roman women in various contemporary spheres.

Overall Comment
As Adam points out in his process essay, the biggest challenge he faced in writing this paper was to learn how to work successfully as a team. He and Cathy had to work out many differing viewpoints as they made decisions on what to write about, how to share the research task, and most importantly, how to write in a single voice. They have adopted a direct, clear style as a solution to the latter problem.



Copyright © 1995–2004 by Pearson Education, publishing as Longman Publishers  MLA—DeGrandpre & 
Hrebveniuk—15 
 

DeGrandpre & Hrebeniuk 7 
Works Cited 

Anderson, Bonnie S., and Judith P. Zinsser.  A History of Their Own: Volume I.  New York:  

Harper & Row, 1989. 

Duby, Georges, Michelle Perot, and Pauline Schmitt Pantel.  A History of Women, I:  From 

Ancient Goddesses to Christian Saints.  Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1992. 

Ferrer, Guglielmo.  The Women of the Caesars.  New York: Loring and Mussey, 1911. 

Pomeroy, Sarah B.  Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves:  Women in Classical Antiquity.  New 

York:  Schocken Books, 1995. 

Note on Documentation and Font and Layout
DOCUMENTATION FORMAT
The paper illustrates the use of Chicago-style footnotes for the citations with a “Works Cited” page.

Because all of the citation information is included in the initial footnote, some instructors do not require a “Works Cited” page. Be sure to find out what your instructor prefers. If you need to include a Bibliography (all sources that contributed to your thinking) or a “Works Cited” page
(only the sources specifically cited in the paper), use the following guidelines.

• Separate the title from the first entry with a triple space.
• Begin each entry flush with the left margin; indent all subsequent lines 5 spaces.
• Alphabetize the list according to the author’s last names.
• Single-space within, double-space between entries.

FONT AND LAYOUT
This paper has been word-processed using a 12-point Times New Roman font. The use of word-processing software has greatly simplified the task of including footnotes because the computer will keep track of which notes to place on which pages for you. The manuscript is doublespaced with one-inch margins, flush left, and ragged right. The header contains the writer’s last name and the page number. It is located flush with the right margin, one half-inch from the top right corner of each page.




