
Sex In The Roman Empire

Sex in the Roman Empire was a multifaceted and complex aspect of daily life that
intertwined with social status, politics, and cultural norms. The Romans had a distinctive
approach to sexuality that reflected their values and societal structures. Unlike modern
perspectives, which often conflate sexuality with morality, the Romans viewed sex largely
through the lens of power, control, and social hierarchy. This article delves into the
various dimensions of sexual practices, attitudes, and regulations within the Roman
Empire, exploring how these elements shaped individual lives and the broader society.

Historical Context

The Roman Empire, at its height, encompassed a vast array of cultures and societies,
stretching from the British Isles to the Middle East. This diversity significantly influenced
Roman attitudes towards sex. Key historical periods, such as the Republic and the Empire,
each brought their unique perspectives and practices, reflecting shifts in power dynamics
and societal values.

The Republic vs. the Empire

- The Roman Republic (509–27 BCE): During the Republican era, sexual mores were
heavily influenced by the ideals of masculinity and virtue. The concept of pudicitia
(chastity) was valued in women, while male sexuality was often celebrated as a sign of
virility. Roman men were expected to pursue sexual relationships with both freeborn
women and slaves, reflecting their social superiority.



- The Roman Empire (27 BCE–476 CE): The transition to the Empire saw the emergence of
new sexual norms. The influence of Greek culture introduced more liberal attitudes
towards sexuality, leading to increased acceptance of various sexual practices. Emperors
and elites often engaged in public displays of sexuality, blurring the lines between private
and public behavior.

Sexual Practices

The sexual practices of the Romans were diverse and varied significantly based on factors
such as gender, social class, and personal preference.

Heterosexual Relationships

Heterosexual interactions were the most socially accepted forms of sexuality in Rome.
These relationships were often structured around marriage, but extramarital affairs were
common.

- Marriage: Roman marriage was primarily a social contract rather than a romantic union.
It was expected that men would have sexual access to their wives, but women were often
restricted to sexual fidelity.

- Extramarital Affairs: Men frequently engaged in affairs with slaves, prostitutes, and
courtesans. Women of higher status were often expected to remain chaste, but lower-
status women had more freedom in their sexual behaviors.

Homosexual Relationships

Attitudes towards homosexuality in Rome were complex. While same-sex relationships,
particularly between older men and younger boys, were not uncommon, they were often
framed within a context of power and dominance.

- Pederasty: This social practice involved an older male engaging in a sexual relationship
with a younger male, often viewed as a rite of passage. However, it was crucial that the
older male maintained the dominant role, as being penetrated was seen as a loss of status.

- Public Perception: Freeborn men were expected to take the dominant role in sexual
encounters. Engaging in passive roles was viewed as shameful and could lead to a loss of
social standing.

Prostitution and Brothels

Prostitution was a prevalent aspect of Roman society, with a wide range of establishments
catering to different social classes.



- Types of Prostitutes:
- Lupae: High-class courtesans who catered to wealthy clients and often had more
autonomy.
- Meretrices: Lower-class prostitutes who worked in brothels and were often subject to
societal stigma.

- Brothels: These establishments were common throughout the empire, often located near
forums or busy streets. They were typically run by a leno (pimp) and employed various
women and sometimes men.

Sexuality and Social Hierarchy

Sexuality in the Roman Empire was deeply intertwined with issues of power and social
stratification.

Gender Roles

- Men: Roman men were expected to be sexually active and dominant. Their worth was
often measured by their sexual prowess and ability to father children. Engaging in sexual
activities with women of lower social status was seen as a demonstration of power.

- Women: Women were largely relegated to passive roles in sexual encounters. Their
primary function was to bear children and maintain the household. A woman’s reputation
was closely tied to her sexual behavior, and any infidelity could lead to significant social
repercussions.

Slavery and Sexual Exploitation

Slavery was a fundamental aspect of Roman society, and sexual exploitation of slaves was
rampant.

- Slave Women: Female slaves were often used for sexual purposes by their masters and
were seen as property. Their lack of agency meant that they had little recourse against
sexual exploitation.

- Male Slaves: While male slaves could also be sexually exploited, they had the option of
entering into relationships with freeborn men, often as a means to gain favor or freedom.

Legal and Religious Aspects

The Roman legal system and religious practices also shaped sexual behavior and attitudes.



Legislation on Sexual Conduct

Various laws regulated sexual behavior, particularly regarding adultery and sexual
morality.

- Adultery Laws: Adultery was considered a serious offense, especially for women. The Lex
Julia de adulteriis coercendis imposed severe penalties on those caught in extramarital
relationships, often leading to public disgrace.

- Prostitution Regulations: While prostitution was legal, it was heavily regulated, with
brothels requiring licenses and certain restrictions on the types of activities that could
occur.

Religious Influences

Religious beliefs also impacted sexual practices and attitudes.

- Cult Practices: Some religious rituals included sexual elements, such as those associated
with fertility deities. These practices were often seen as necessary for agricultural success
and societal prosperity.

- Moral Codes: Philosophical schools, such as Stoicism, promoted ideals of sexual restraint
and chastity, influencing the elite classes' attitudes towards sexuality.

Conclusion

Sex in the Roman Empire was characterized by a complex interplay of power, social
norms, and cultural practices. The Romans exhibited a unique approach to sexuality,
viewing it as a reflection of social status and political power rather than merely a moral or
emotional concern. From the regulation of prostitution to the dynamics of homosexual
relationships, sexual behavior in ancient Rome was multifaceted and deeply integrated
into the fabric of society. The legacy of these practices continues to influence
contemporary understandings of sexuality, power, and gender roles in modern societies,
highlighting the enduring impact of Roman cultural norms on subsequent civilizations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the societal view on sexuality in the Roman
Empire?
In the Roman Empire, sexuality was generally viewed as a natural part of life, but it was
heavily influenced by social status and gender roles. Male citizens were often expected to
take on dominant roles in sexual relationships, while women were typically expected to be



submissive.

How did same-sex relationships function within Roman
society?
Same-sex relationships were common in the Roman Empire, especially among men.
However, these relationships were often defined by the social status of the participants,
with freeborn males generally expected to take on the dominant role, while male slaves or
lower-status individuals were seen as passive partners.

What role did prostitution play in the Roman Empire?
Prostitution was a legalized and widespread practice in the Roman Empire. Prostitutes,
both male and female, were often seen as lower-class, but they served an important role in
society, providing sexual services that were accessible to different social classes.

Were there any legal restrictions on sexual behavior in
the Roman Empire?
Yes, there were legal restrictions on certain sexual behaviors, particularly concerning
adultery and sexual offenses against freeborn citizens. Laws such as the Lex Julia and Lex
Papia Poppaea imposed penalties for adultery, while sexual acts involving coercion or
exploitation could lead to severe punishments.

How did religion influence sexual practices in the
Roman Empire?
Religion played a significant role in shaping sexual practices in the Roman Empire. Many
religious festivals and rituals involved sexual elements, and certain deities, such as Venus
and Priapus, were associated with love and fertility, influencing attitudes toward sexuality.

What were the attitudes toward virginity and chastity in
Roman culture?
Virginity and chastity were highly valued in certain segments of Roman society,
particularly among women. The ideal Roman woman was expected to be modest and
chaste, especially before marriage, while men were often judged by their sexual conquests
without similar expectations of restraint.
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