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Annotation: This article explores the social and legal status of women in ancient
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Rome, it examines the subjugation of women to male authority and their marginalized role in
society. The article highlights how ancient legal systems denied women equal rights and often
failed to recognize them as individuals with agency. Based on historical sources, the
discussion reveals the deep roots of gender inequality and provides a theoretical foundation
for contemporary gender studies
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At different times in history, the social status and role of women in society have varied
greatly. In ancient India, women had no rights other than marriage. They were considered
impure, weak in character, and morally corrupt. As a result, the Manu III law forced women to
be dependent on a male figure throughout their lives: in childhood on their father, in youth on
their husband, and after the husband's death on her son or another male relative. In some
places, widows were not even allowed to live; they were burned alive along with their
deceased husbands.

In Mesopotamia and surrounding regions, the condition of women was as follows:
among the Sumerians, a woman who committed adultery was neither executed nor divorced.
The only consequence was that the husband was allowed to remarry. However, the guilty
woman would be deprived of her high status in the family.

According to Sumerian laws, if a woman said to her husband, "You are not my husband,"
meaning she wanted a divorce, she would be thrown into the river. But if a man said to his
wife, "You are not my wife," he would only have to pay her a certain amount of silver.

In ancient Akkad, if a man caused a pregnant woman to miscarry and she died as a
result, the man's daughter would be sentenced to death. According to Akkadian law, a woman
was not punished by killing a man in return. Instead, punishment was meted out through a
female equivalent—free man for free man, slave for slave.

The laws of Hammurabi in ancient Babylon were an extension of Sumerian laws, but
broader and more developed. Some clauses were introduced in favor of women'’s rights. While
monogamy was generally encouraged, in certain cases polygamy was permitted. In ancient
Greece, women were considered inferior and poor. Legally, they were seen as no different
from goods bought and sold in the market. They were deprived of various cultural freedoms
and liberties. Throughout their lives, they were under the authority of a male, who would
decide their fate and marriage. A man could forcefully take possession of any woman he
desired. Men were the sole managers of property, and without a man's consent, a woman had
no rights. In divorce, men had absolute authority, while women could only seek divorce in
exceptional cases, and even then faced many obstacles. For instance, if a woman attempted to
go to court for divorce, her husband could physically prevent her and force her back home.
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In Sparta, however, women were granted certain rights in inheritance, dowries, and
social dealings. But this was not because they respected women. Sparta was a militarized
state, and since men were constantly engaged in warfare, women were left in charge in their
absence. As a result, Spartan women enjoyed more freedom than women in Athens or other
Greek cities. However, when Greek culture peaked, the status of women declined even more.
Prostitution spread, and women became objects of pleasure and lust. The purpose of marriage
shifted to mere indulgence, and the desire to have children diminished. In Sparta, women with
physical allure were even forced into illicit relationships with men other than their husbands.
Between 4 BCE and 65 CE, Roman philosopher Seneca sorrowfully described the prevalence
of divorce in Rome, saying, “In our time, divorce is no longer a disgrace in Rome. A woman can
marry countless times.” Roman women could marry repeatedly and change husbands at will.

Conclusion

The Roman writer Martial, who lived from 43-104 CE, speaks of a woman who changed
ten husbands in a short time. Other writers mention a woman who married eight times in five
years. In that era, extramarital relationships were not considered disgraceful, and the sense of
modesty had disappeared from people's hearts.
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