Women in Classical Societies

India, China, and the Mediterranean,
500 B.c.E.— 500 C.E.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

In Chapter 1 we saw how the eatliest city societies or “civilizations,”

which emerged about five thousand years ago, often created patriarchies |

where fathers ruled families, kings ruled societies, priests administered
for gods, and state officials, soldiers, and police preserved laws fayoring
men. The patriarchiés that developed in the ancient wotld continued
through the classical age down to the recent past, if not the present.

Nevertheless, not all patriarchies were alike. Some allowed women
greater freedom or autonomy. Yet, they did have one thing in com-
mon—change. In the thousand years between 500 B.c.E. and 500 C.E.
the roles of women did mot remain constant in any society or civili-
zation. ,

Historians call this period the “classical age” because it produced
some of the enduring works of a number of the world’s major civiliza-
tions, some of which we read in Chapters 3 and 4, In this chapter, we
will read more of these works, partly to savor their authors’ vision and
insights and to understand the reasons for their wide acclaim. But we
will also use these writings as windows on classical social life. We will
ask specifically what they tell us about the comparative and changing
roles of women in the classical age. :

THINKING HISTORICALLY

Considering Historical Moment and Historical Process

We can think of history as moment or process. Most popular history
attempts to capture a moment. Plays, movies, even our own imagina-
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- vioms usually try to capture moments: what it was like to live in ancient

Rome, witness the assassination of Caesar or the preaching of Jesus.
The appeal of a good primary source is that it can immerse us in its
particular historical moment. In the previous two chapters we also used
primary SOurces to compare two moments in different cultures—Rome
with China, Greece with India, for instance—as if these moments
could stand in for the whole history of a culture or civilization.

We also study history to understand how things change: How did
the Roman Empire decline? How did Christianity spread? This is the
study of history as process. Here wé must also use primary sources
(since that is, by definition, all we have of the past), but since each one
represents only a particular moment we have to either examine it for
evidence of change or gather many to see the changes that occurred
from one moment to the next.

In this chapter we will be studying both historical moments and his-
torical processes in the history of women in classical antiquity. We will
cead the efforts of historians to understand the process of change in
women’s history during this period. And we will examine primary
sources—written and visual—that reflect moments of that past. We
will also be comparing one document with|{another. But in addition to
comparing a document from Rome, for Em_wnmﬁnﬁ with one from China,
we will also be considering how each document might reflect a particu-
lar stage or period in the longer process of the history of its civilization
and of the history of women generally. We do this to understand and
practice two different ways of thinking about the past.
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158 Women in Classical Societies

his family who sought to become nuns until he was reminded repeat-
edly by his aunt and his disciple Ananda of his stated principle that
anyone could attain enlightenment. The Buddha then reluctantly ac-
cepted women followers, and they, like monks, eventually lived in their
own self-governing celibate monasteries. . . .

China

.. . For Chinese women the ideas of Confucius (551-479 B.c.E.) have
been most influential. There is little mention of women in his Analects.
His neo-Confucian interpreters corrected this omission, however. They
made explicit men’s desire for a woman’s subordination to her family,
her husband, and her sons. For example, Lich Nu Chuan (also known
as Lin Hsiang, 80-87 B.C.5.) wrote The Biographies of Eminent Chinese
Women, in which he incladed 125 biographies of women from the
peasant class to the emperor’s wife, taken from prehistoric legends to
the early years of the Han dynasty.

Although the purpase of these biographical sketches was to provide
moral instruction in the passive ideals of Confucian womanhood,

translator Albert Richard O’Hara’s analysis of the women’s actions re- -

veals their influence on; events that were important to them. The tradi-
tional Chinese interpretation of the genre is evident in one of the best-
known biographies, that of the widowed mother of Mencius (Meng
K’o, or Meng-tzu), whose stern supervision and self-sacrifice were
shown to have shaped her son’s character and philosophy. This tale
drives home the point that a woman’s highest ambitions should be ful-
filled indirectly through the talents of her sons. Pan Chao,' a female
scholar in the first century C.E., wrote The Seven Feminine Virtues as a
Confucian manual for girls’ behavior. Its prescriptions of humility,
meekness, modesty, and hard work continued to be copied by genera-
tions of young women until the twentieth century. ...

Occasionally, imperial women seized power to govern when acting
as regent for an underage emperor. Usually regents exercised this power
cautiously behind the scenes because there was much opposition to
women’s open governance. Two famous empresses ruled openly, how-
ever, and sought to transfer royal descent to their own natal families.
The first, Empress Lu, violated every canon of Confucian femininity.
The widow of Gaodi, the first Han emperor (ruled 202-195 B.C.E.),
Empress Lu acted swiftly and brutally to eliminate competitors at court
during the near-fifteen years of her rule as regent for her son, her
grandson, and anothef adopted infant grandson. By retaining power

'Ban Zhao in selection 26. [Ed.]
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until her death in 181 B.C.E., she expected that her own nephews would
succeed her. Instead, a civil war over the succession ended the period of
peaceful prosperity, low taxes, and lessened punishment for crimes that
had made her reign popular with the Chinese people. . . .

Greece

Classical Greece has long been admired for its political theories, philos-
ophy, science, and the arts. Until recently, Greek social history was
largely ignored. Slavery, homosexuality, and subordination of women
are topics once dismissed as insignificant but now recognized as impor-
tant to understanding the culture. In the classical period there were
actually many “Greeces,” with distinct societies developing in the city-
states of Athens, Sparta, and Thebes. Gender patterns varied consider-
ably among these cities. Sparta’s aristocratic women, for example, were
often left alone to acquire wealth and some autonomy when their mer-
cenary husbands soldiered elsewhere. To some Athenian men such as
Aristotle, Spartan women were thought to be despicable, licentious,
greedy, and the reason for Sparta’s decline.

Aristotle and other Athenian men dominate the discourse from
classical Greece. Their male descriptions tell how Athenian society se-
cluded elite women, denigrated and exploited them, and made them the
legal dependents of men. Because no women’s writings survive, only in-
direct evidence suggests how Athenian wives escaped their lives of hard
work in the isolated, dark rooms that their husbands imagined neces-
sary to preserve their chastity. But as drawn on vases, groups of Athen-
lan women read to one another, spun and wove, shared child care, or
talked. Women are shown in public processions and getting water from
wells. Bits of documentary records show respectable married women
earning their livings as wet nurses, farm workers, and retail vendors.
Most records reveal the lives of privileged women, yet many Athenian
women were slaves. Exposure of unwanted female babies was one in-
ternal source of slaves, for the rescuer of such an infant became her
owner. Athenian enslavement of females was exceptional in its celebra-
tion of prostitution in literary and artistic records. One explanation for
the large number of slave sex workers may be the Athenians’ desire to
attract sajlors and merchants to their port.

Research on women in the Hellenistic period concentrates on
Greck women living in Egypt. These women were much more assertive
and influential than their sisters in either contemporary Greece or later
Rome. Women in the ruling Prolemaic family often actually ruled
mwﬁuﬁ some as regents, others as queens. Cleopatra VII (69-30 B.C.E.},
one of the best-known women in ancient history, guided her country
from 4 tributary position in the Roman Empire into a partnership with
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century B.C.E., wives of some tyrants even made temporary political de-
cisions. On a wider scale, middle-class and elite women took advantage
of the turmoil at the end of the Republic to acquire businesses, as
analysis of Pompeii shows. Prostitution flowered in Rome with the in-
flow of slaves, both malé and female. A small part of the elite lived in
the self-indulgent luxury that became famous in literature. In a brief pe-
riod of two generations at the end of the first century ».C.E., Roman
elite women eschewed children and family responsibilities for a glam-
orous and self-absorbed life of parties and lovers. In this period men
and women were openly adulterous. This “café society” flourished in
the chaos of civil wars that nearly destroyed the prestige of the elite and
killed or exiled many of them. .

This era of chaos ended during the reign of the emperor Augustus
{ruled 27 B.C.e~14 C.2.), who sought to stabilize Roman society in part
by reducing women’s freedoms. Women were criticized for adultery,
wearing too much makeup, having immodest dress and conduct, and
especially for refusing to have children. Augustus procured laws that
intended to remove control of marriage and reproduction from the
family and allow the state to regulate marriage and reproduction. He
attempted to penalize women between the ages of twenty and fifty and
men over the age of twenty-five who did not marry and haye children
by denying them the right to inherit wealth. Furthermore, women were
not to be released from male guardianship until they bad three children,
The Augustan laws made the state the regulator of private behavior and
attempted to raise the birthrate of citizens while accepting some of the
social changes that had modified the patriarchal society of the old
Roman Republic. Augustus sought political support from conservative
males by decreasing the autonomy of women who had less political in-
fluence than men.

Comparing Women’s Status in Various Socielies

As discussed earlier, the major literate civilizations of the ancient world
were patriarchal. Later records from preliterate societies of the ancient
period indicate that women in such societies could be more indepen-
dent and have a higher status (for example, in many Southeast Asian
and African societies). An appearance of universal subordination of
women results from focusing only on early literate civilizations while
ignoring the lives of women in noaliterate societies.

In the twentieth century, individual choice in personal relationships
has replaced family selection of spouses in many societies, althotigh
arranged marriages persist in some cultures. In the ancient patriarchal

“world, however, the family chose spouses for their daughters and sons.
Women lived with few civil rights in male-dominated societies. In inter-
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preting ancient women’s lives, scholars are faced with two no:.mn.m&n-
tory images. The harsh portrayal is that women were sold by their fa-
thers or brothers to husbands who abused them and that they were
considered to have the intellectual capacity of a child, perpetually de-
pendent on a male. Alternatively, some documents reveal women who
were loved by their parents, husbands, and children. These women
could use the love and affection of their male relatives to gain personal
advantages that society would legally deny them. More likely, both ex-
planations accurately reflect aspects of women’s lives. Women negoti-
ated a daily balance of gender power in personal relationships, often ig-
noring disadvantageous laws or ritual regulations, but those laws and
regulations could also fall with terrible force on any woman in the an-
cient patriarchal world. :
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From The Ramayana

The Ramayana is a classic Indian epic that originated as an oral tradi-
tion between H.W@b and 400 B.G.E., and was first recorded in the first
century C.E. by ﬂrw;wooﬁ Valmiki. The poem celebrates the virtues of
Prince Rama and Emy‘ﬁm...:mu who eventually came to be worshiped
as deities in the Hindu pahtheon. Exiled from his father’s kingdom,
Rama goes to live in the forestnand Sita, a dutiful and devoted wife,
follows him. Sita is abducted by Ravana, an evil king who holds her
prisoner in his kingdom. Rama m<wxr§um=< defeats Ravana with the
help of the god Hanuman and brings Em/_w&:am Sita back to his own
kingdorm, which he rightfully regains. But _um.ﬁﬂw Rama can fully ac-
cept Sita as his queen, she must prove that she has remained loyal to
“him during her captivity. . /

There are, innumerable versions and variations on mr.fmfvmmmn story,
which is divided into distinct episodes, two of which ydu will read
here. The first selection, the story of Ahalya and Gautama, setvgs as a
prologue to the main tale of Rama and Sita, and focuses on fémale
loyalty. We skip over the main body of the epic and pick up at the end

————

RK Narayan, The Ramayana (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977), 20-22, 161-64.




