ROMAN AGRICULTURE, GENDER AND WORK
or Harvesting Women’s Work From Roman Landscapes
by Eleanor Scott
This paper offers a reassessment of the role and perception of women's work in the Roman world within a context of a critique of the conceptual practices of Roman archaeology and Roman history. Anthropological ideas are also explored. It is argued that the ways in which the ancient male writers perceived women (as invisible and separate) have informed the writing of many modern scholars to the extent that the work of the latter is often unacceptably male-stream and fails to ask, let alone answer, many key questions about women's participation as active agents in the Roman world. In this paper women are portrayed as producers and consumers who employed cultural strategies as part of gendered interplay with changing economic and social forces, and who were thus important players in the grand narratives of cultural complexity and cultural change. Women had agency and possessed domestic and agricultural power in the Roman world, and they did not necessarily compartmentalise (or idealise) the domestic and the agricultural as the Roman writers did. This paper suggests that women in the Roman world should be made visible if we are to understand the details and the entirety of that important cultural system.

Introduction: Writing Women’s Work
This is a paper about Roman history and Roman archaeology and the ways in which women and their work have been evaluated and written about within these disciplines. This paper is not merely a response to the out-moded ideas of a few scholarly “dinosaurs”, but rather an examination of biases and assumptions which still prevail in the work of younger more theoretically aware scholars. For example, earlier this year a colleague asked me to comment on a paper which postulated a model of agricultural and cultural change in an ancient Mediterranean landscape, a model in which he had consigned all women (in one short sentence) to passive “domestic duties” whilst all the active agents of change, the agricultural workers, were deemed to be male, seemingly by default.
In such models, women are helpmates and women are lacking in agency. The concept of woman as "non-working" is a modern myth (“do you work?”); whether the discourse be of  housewives or assistants, the implicit assumption is that Woman is, on balance, a consumer rather than a producer and an observer rather than an actor. So successful has this ideology been that it has profoundly affected the way in which we look at women and gender relations in the past. If we deconstruct this myth we allow ourselves to understand the importance of female agency in society and in cultural development, and we can begin to recognise the cultural constructions which have produced the various separate male and female spheres in history. It is then possible to populate the landscapes of the past with women as well as “Man” and understand the powerful contribution which the shifting relations between the genders has made to cultural complexity and cultural change. Gender of course is more than sex; it is sexual biology plus the complex social and symbolic constructions attributed to those sexes, from gendered infant colour schemes through to rigidly structured ideologies of male/female labour divisions. Roman history and archaeology, both in content and practice, can teach us a great deal about the ways in which ideologies interfere with our perceptions of women as workers.
I have recently been working on an integrated model for the agriculture of the Roman Empire, the academic legacy of field work in Britain and the Middle East. This is an important issue for Romanists’ understanding of the development and maintenance of this vast human machine, because it has been estimated that over 90% of the inhabitants of the Roman Empire lived in rural contexts, working the land. Where I depart from the traditional and - to my mind - inevitably unsatisfactory models is in my belief that any integrated model must bring gender to the landscape; it must take account of  the reality and the role of women’s work, female agency and gender relations in the practices of social living and in the processes of cultural change.
Ancient historians and archaeologists would probably all claim to include some awareness and discussion of social hierarchies, either explicitly or implicitly, in their descriptions of past cultures and their hypotheses of cultural development, yet they still seldom include the most common form of social stratification of all: gender divisions. Women as women are invariably excluded from Romanists’ enquiries because there appears to be no interest in them per se, leaving them to be picked up as some kind of special interest group by a minority of feminist scholars, or there is a feeling of resignation that women simply cannot be identified with any certainty in the ancient historical and archaeological records. These arguments are deeply flawed. The latter point is one which has particularly vexed archaeologists, given that the “authorship” of the “text” of material culture is unknown; however, to follow the argument’s own logic, how can we ever be sure that we have located Man in the archaeological record, if we cannot be confident of locating women? In general, some scholars may argue that the presence of women is implied in their writing; but women of course do not exist by implication. And women do not want to be implied - they want historical existence. Ironically, it is those same scholars who edit out women from their narratives who are most likely to assert differences in male and female behaviour and perspectives; by their own logic therefore they are writing incomplete narratives about the past.
The argument that women cannot be found assumes that the gendering of archaeology  must comprise some complicated methodology of detection (via the presence or absence of “sexed” female artefacts) of specific women and their specific lives. But there are also other misconceptions at work. Still to be encountered in the Romanist literature is the giant assumption that even where “women’s work” can be located, it is domestic therefore unimportant and therefore irrelevant to societal change. This is one of the monumental flaws upon which our big historical and archaeological narratives are based. Women were not habitually confined to the domestic realm until relatively recently in Western society, and this confinement has been more ideological than real; and even then it lasted for only a brief era, from which we are now emerging. (Hence the tension evident in the media about “working women”.)  Even in the case of the citizen class of ancient Athens, where women were secluded within the oikos (household), we have evidence for their participation in religious festivals and fertility rites associated with agriculture. Women of course did have a major “domestic” role in past societies, but we must learn to evaluate this role less negatively and not assume that it was passive. Women may have been largely excluded from many of the male-constructed arenas of political authority, but they contributed enormously to economic activity and social reproduction and they were carriers social of and symbolic power.
Roman Attitudes to Women
In the particularly material-rich Roman world, women had power as decision makers, producers, reproducers, consumers of goods and consumers of ideology and ritual, which actively shaped their societies and brought abut cultural change. However, this female agency is overlooked in much of the literature on the Roman Empire, possibly a legacy of the contempt in which female experience was held by the ancient Roman authors. The Roman historian Livy, for example, was so incensed with women who crossed the invisible boundaries of his world that he preached:
If each of us men, fellow citizens, had undertaken to keep the right and the authority of the 
husbands out of the hands of the women in the family, we would have less trouble with groups of women. But as it is now, at home our freedom is trampled on by feminine rages, and here in the Forum it is crushed and trod underfoot. Because we were unable to control each woman as an individual, we are now frightened by women in groups...
(Livy, A History of Rome; trans. Shelton)
In both Athenian and Roman upper class society this ideal of the isolation of women, as opposed  to the mingling of men educationally, socially, politically and sometimes sexually, appears to have been an important aspect of the construction of gender and class relations.
The evaluation of the working lives of women operated in such a way as to promote and then denigrate the woman’s “chosen” role:
Sempronia had often in the past acted with a masculine daring and boldness. Yet fortune had blessed her quite adequately, first with beauty and good birth, and then with a husband and children. She had studies Greek and Latin literature. She could play the lyre and dance, although than with more skill than is necessary for an honest woman. And she had many other 
talents which lead to moral dissipation.
(Sallust, The Catilinarian Conspiracy; trans. Shelton)
Here Sallust has set up Sempronia only to knock her down for being too “talented”. This Roman commentator shifts insidiously from compliments to attack mode,  praising her masculine traits and then using this suggestion as a basis for denigrating her female sexuality.
Agricultural and Cultural Landscapes
It cannot be stressed enough that these Roman writers, products of late Republican and early Imperial Rome, were not accurately reporting reality but were constructing discourse within a highly specialized literary genre. In effect, they were creating ideological landscapes in the form of narratives for the male sphere, about the male sphere. The agricultural writers, for example, were not simply in the business of producing agronomists’ handbooks; they were actively promoting order, protocol and cultural triumph over nature as they understood it. And we should not think of them as agricultural “specialists”, for agriculture was the Roman world, highly charged with ritual and cultural ideology. They wrote about agriculture as easily as we might write about human relationships. So it is ironic that a few circumstantial statements by ancient writers on the subject of agriculture have been taken out of the context of contingent narrative, and have been converted into Empire-wide “factoids” about the roles, productivity and cultural (un)importance of women as human agents.
The Roman period is characterised not so much by technical advancement but by a marked intensification of agricultural production. But Professor P A Brunt observes that “to judge from the Roman agronomists [unnamed], woman and children were not much used out of doors”. This appears to be an allusion to the lack of direct literary evidence for female slaves being out into the fields on the large Roman estates known as latifundia. This at least was the ideal of the Roman authors concerning their economically and psychologically perfect, model estates. It must be remembered that for aristocratic Romans - which includes the ancient authors - the running of an agricultural estate was the only respectable means by which to store and accumulate wealth. The agricultural regime itself became an ideology which mediated between society and economy, and it was therefore imbued with many ritualistic and non-functional properties, such as idealised cultural and sexual divisions of labour; this ideology itself became a body of esoteric knowledge for consumption by the prestigious and the authoritative. There was more to Roman agriculture than “common sense” and productivity. It was an ideological experience. It was metaphor. Every agricultural activity was controlled by a deity, from the spreading of manure to hoeing and harrowing. Cato the Elder (On Agriculture) advises on the preliminary and subsequent sacrifices necessary to appease the gods prior to harvesting: “Jupiter, be honoured by this oblation [a small wheat cracker], be honoured by the sacrificial wine”. A cow was sacrificed and its internal organs were offered to Ceres. He also talks of the purification of farmland by leading a pig, a sheep and a bull around the fields, chanting a prayer to the gods; and Tibullus (Elegies) advises prayer, a day of rest and blood sacrifice to Bacchus and Ceres for purification of farms and farmers (Shelton 1988).
Female Slave Labour
The reality of female slave labour may have been different from the ideal indicated by Brunt and his ancient authors. We can establish by a process of reasonable deduction that slave women certainly worked, for Columella (On Agriculture) claims that he exempted from work all female slaves who bore three sons. 
There is also the problem of Cato’s ration list for slaves to consider. Other than the foreman’s wife, the list does not mention female slave workers at all. Either they are included in their male partner’s portion (and there is no guarantee that all slaves were “paired off”, this being something of a privilege), or they were included under some other heading such as “For those who do hard labour”; whichever answer one prefers, it would seem that the female slaves were in some sense invisible to Cato. An exception to this is the slave Psecas. That female slaves could hold responsible positions is clear from her story tale. She was household secretary; but, however, Psecas was used sexually by her master, and the worst  of her problems were apparently the beatings she received from his jealous wife and her hired torturer. 
In fact, I can find very little evidence in the ancient texts which sheds light on the activities of female slaves on farms one way or the other, apart from their being required to breed and sometimes being sexually and physically abused. A great deal of the ubiquitous domesticity of female slaves seems to emanate from modern authors’ minds. The importance of ancient literature on the slave estates lies in the insights it offers regarding the psyche of the Roman authors, many of whom themselves owned slave estates, and their ideological relationships with cultivation.
Peasant Farming
It needs to be stressed that the slave estates were probably of limited importance to the overall economic picture particularly outside of Italy, and that peasant farming and small villa farms were the dominant agricultural force in the landscape. It is possible to gleam from Varro that peasant women and children worked in the fields. He observes:
All fields are tilled by men - either slaves, or free men or both. Free men are either those who till their own fields, as many poor people do with the help of their families, or those who are hired.
(Varro, On Agriculture, Book 1)
This passage raises key issues of translation, and how interpretation of intended social meanings is brought to bear on the apparently objective task of rendering words from one language into another. The above translation by Shelton (1988) offers “all fields are tilled by men” and “free men” for agri coluntur hominibus and liberis, but an equally correct translation could be “all fields are tilled by people” and “free people”. This masculinising of concepts, or giving priority to a masculine component in a mixed group, is a common feature of many European languages such as Latin and French; it is also a process evident in conceptualisation in general and it features - as we see here - in translations. Linguistically and conceptually, the feminine is subordinate the masculine.
But what of reality? The evidence of Varro for the composition of the peasant labour force is indirect at best, and reflects the Roman authors’ tendency to lose women’s work within the concept of a man and his family. The knock-on effect of this ontological invisibility of women in the work of modern scholars in demonstrated repeatedly in remarks such as “The women of the [Roman] community would generally be seen in terms of the socio-economic categories assigned to the men ... sharing in their husbands’ work and its organization” (Matthews 1986, 357; and see Scott 1993a, 10-11).
We may thus, if we choose to, bring a full population of men, women and children to the landscape, including the fields of the Roman Empire. Indeed, it is so usual in agricultural societies for women to participate in agricultural labour that it would academically negligent to do otherwise. The United Nations has repeatedly published statistics which reveal that while women and girls own a tiny proportion of the world’s wealth, and are believed to account for seven out of ten of the world’s hungry, it is they who produce most of the food - up to 80% of it. This, on top of their domestic duties - running a household plus biological and social reproduction - leaves them doing over 90% of the world’s work (e.g. Hooper 1996). As men migrate to the cities - a process known in the Roman Empire - there is a “feminisation of agriculture” (L Kirjavainen cited by Hooper). 
Women the world over engage in heavy labour. Many travellers will have observed that the building trade workers of New Delhi in India are women. These women are the hod carriers, the rock breakers and the construction workers. The organisers of their labour however are male, and these women’s tiny wages are paid directly to their husbands. Ironically it is no secret that Indian society places low value on women and that some sections practice female infanticide, bride-burning and suti (widow-burning). These systems of evaluation will be further discussed below.
Producers and Consumers: Female Agency
We may of course postulate women with a greater domestic role than men, as long as we are careful about what we mean by domestic, and do not evaluate various cultural tasks and processes  in an ideologically loaded way. For example, we cannot assume that the domestic and the agricultural roles of women were conceptually separated from each other in the Roman period in the minds of the women doing the work. Nor can we assume that domestic work is somehow not real work and not capable of actively affecting culture. One way in which female agency is crucial is in the role of domestic consumer, particularly in societies - such as those of the Roman world - in which a money economy has developed. In the Roman world the indigenous populations of the provinces newly incorporated into the Empire were directly encouraged to enhance their material status, and, through the twin mechanisms of taxation and inflation, they were obliged to participate and compete within this Roman money economy; this involved consumption of the new mass-produced material goods of the Roman Empire (pottery and mortaria - Roman mixing bowls - are prime examples). But the main way in which female domestic agency affects culture is its huge contribution to the overall amount of work done by that society. We are perhaps so used to denigrating domestic work, through its reflexive relationship with “being a woman” (and thus “not a man”) that we miss its importance in our economy. J K Galbraith is not the only economic commentator to allude to the huge free ride which the economies of industrial nations enjoy at the expense of women’s unpaid domestic work and their roles as consumers; throughout the west the work that women do for free generates up to 40% of the GNP (e.g. Miles 1988). However such agency is turned into passive and immutable social virtue and desire by the prevailing ideologies of society. Current ideology has even invoked genetic explanations for women’s domesticity, again focusing on its alleged unchanging nature and lack of agency: “changing nappies does, in fact, have a significant genetic component” (Levin 1992, 20). I would repeat that ideology mediates between economy and society. Women are human agents who work and who produce up to 80% of a society’s food. They cannot be discounted. They had control over natural resources such as the agricultural base and they would have had control over aspects of ritual - as ancient Athenian women did - as well as being the reproducers of society.
Roman male formal authority created certain structures however which served to exclude women, and which have many resonances today: organised religion, which positioned women at the behest of supreme omniscient beings; war, which justified the need for authority and which stimulated economic activity; images of women in pornographic and other sexual contexts which defined women in terms of their class and frequently as vulnerable and silent; and the concept of money or currency as proxy for the “real” wealth of work and natural resources. These structures, tied in with practices in which women had fewer rights of inheritance, public existence and employment than men, ensured that whatever Roman women did it was always evaluated by Roman men (and many modern scholars) and as being of lesser significance than the activities of men. The women of the Roman world produced, consumed, processed and reproduced, yet in many Roman communities the historical evidence suggests that the female could be evaluated as having a lesser value than the male. A Roman Egyptian famously wrote to his pregnant wife:
If you have the baby before I return, if it is a boy, let it live; if it is a girl, expose it.
(Oxyrhynchus Papyri 744 (Select Papyri 105); trans. Shelton)
However this devaluation of the life of a female was an artifice brought about by social practices in the Roman East such as the dowry, patterns of inheritance and sexual divisions of status. There is no absolute devaluation or alienation of the female; all evaluation is relative to the artifice of cultural practice.
Cultural Colonisation
What then are the sensible questions for the student of the Roman Empire to ask? I think that it is important to first attempt to identify the overall ideologies which emanated from Rome and which sped around the Empire, via the new network of roads and waterways.  Material culture - such as architecture, pottery decoration and images on coins - as well as literary texts, songs and poems all travelled and mingled with existing material and social processes, forming “creole” cultures (to use Jane Webster’s terminology) (Webster 1997). It is then possible to see how different indigenous societies specifically reacted to the imposition of this “cultural colonisation” by examining the ways in which they manipulated the material culture through time. For example, I have examined the changing images of women in Britain from the 1st to the 4th centuries CE. The early cultural colonisation of women of women which occurred in the two centuries after Roman occupation sees a proliferation of standard Roman female images in the province, featuring portrait busts and paintings of women framed with complex classical hairstyles and wearing classical drapery. Whether demure or haughty, these women are always posed, controlled and classical. However, by the 4th century I believe that we can see maverick images breaking through, such as the “Venus” from one of the Rudston villa mosaics, who, with her dark, naked body and her free-flowing long hair is a remarkable testament to the survival of “other” images of the female in Roman Britain.
It is significant that such maverick images appears in tandem with some “maverick” behaviour: at this time women are beginning to bury their infant dead in important areas of agricultural production and processing in villa farmyards. At Hambeleden villa some 97 infants were buried in an area of grain processing and beer malting, and at Barton Court Farm villa over 20 infants were found in a similar context. This speaks to us of a late surge of female domestic, agricultural and ritual power, at a time when the male structures of formal authority, such as the money economy and the military, were on the verge of collapse (Scott 1991; 1995). Perhaps this explains why the new religion of Christianity was so important in the later Roman period in Britain and why it was so enthusiastically appropriated by male theologians and transformed into a misogynistic doctrinal experience. 
Looking at the evidence of domestic architecture, we can see that the house is more than simply functional shelter. It presents us with semiotic evidence of style, and it presents configurations of social space within specific historical contexts which we can interpret as indicating shifts in social, economic and ideological structures. In fact the study of domestic architecture, the Roman house, is crucial, and is fortunately well on its way to becoming “hot property” amongst classical historians and archaeologists. I believe that it is possible to frame an overall Empire-wide paradigm for the development of Roman rural houses, based on a dominant Roman ideology which permeated all societies - in other words, to accept a degree of global change - and then to look at specific areas of the Empire to examine in detail differing culture-specific manifestations of this. This is not to seek a powerful universal, but rather to establish a common starting point for the interpretation of Roman houses with reference to their particular cultures, in the early and the later phases of occupation. (Indigeous inhabitants of the Roman Empire did not become “Roman” in any ethnic sense.)
The first “global” point which can be made is that all Roman provinces saw the appearance of “Romanised” farmhouses or estate centres known as villas (villae) to a greater or lesser degree, particularly during the territorial expansion of the early imperial period (later 1st century BCE to 1st century CE). Some areas already had a hellenistic tradition of stone-built axial peristyle houses, but for provinces like Britannia this architecture was completely new. But in every region new Roman ideologies of class, gender, age and religious-political symbolism came crashing in with every wagon load of tesserae for mosaics depicting the mythological scenes of Roman; with every ship load of samian pottery, some decorated with scenes of sexual activity; with every imported statue or local copy of an “ideal” imperial maiden or matron with a complex hairstyle and costume to be time-consumingly emulated; with every copy of a Pompeiian wall-painting bringing a tamed and domesticated wilderness into a dining room; and with every visiting bard crooning the “traditional family values” songs of Horace and even Catullus:
goddess, produce children
and give success to the decrees of the Senate
about the marriage of women
and the marriage law
which aims to increase the birth rate
(Horace, Carmen Saeculare; trans. Shelton)
The Emperor Augustus introduced punitive legislation against the unmarried and the childless, as well as against adulterers, and to this formal procedure of social reforms he added propaganda in the form of religious imagery of blissful family life and religious songs and prayers extolling the virtues of human fertility. (See Augustus’ autobiographical Res Gestae.) There is a suggestion in the sources (e.g. Tacitus, Annals 3.25) that women in Rome at this time, especially those of the upper classes, were choosing not to have children and not to remarry if widowed. Augustus attacked this new-found form of empowerment in a specific way, penalising such women financially by restricting their right to inherit and own property. Unmarried men were also penalised, with heavier taxes, but the greater proportionate social and economic burden fell upon women. In his search for ordered growth and a pax romana [Roman peace], Augustus sought to control and contain the disposal of land, property, wealth and legitimate lines of descent, perhaps influenced by the ancient Athenians (aspects of whose art he so cleverly appropriated) to mimic their obsession with paternity, descent and socially defined citizenship.
without your blessing, Hymen [god of weddings]
love cannot have the advantages
which a good reputation establishes;
with your blessing, peerless god
it can.
without your blessing, no home
can produce legitimate heirs, no parent
can count on progeny;
with your blessing, peerless god,
it can.
(Catullus, Poems; trans. Shelton)
The sentiments of these poems contrast with the system of marriage and sexual relations which Julius Caesar encountered in late Iron Age (“Celtic”) Britain in 55-54 BCE and felt compelled to comment upon:
Wives are shared between groups of ten or twelve men, especially between brothers and brothers, and fathers and sons. The offspring are considered to be the children of the man with whom the woman first went to live.
(Julius Caesar, de gallo bellico)
It is significant that Caesar - and by implication his audience - were fairly uninterested in the details of the the social living of fraternal polyandry and more concerned with the social determination of paternity of the individual in this community.
Roman farms as female landscapes: resistance and change
How might Roman values have influenced these indigenous social patterns; and were they ever resisted? Can resistance really only ever be measured simplistically in military terms by reading accounts of battles and mapping Roman forts? Is there no measure of ideological resistance? Could there not be useful information to be gleaned by looking at the female landscape? In other words, what happens if we turn away from the “male-stream” Romanist subjects such as the army and political administration, and look at the domestic lives of agricultural landscapes in “unfashionable” areas?
The north of England, roughly speaking the area north of the Severn-Humber line, never became fully “Romanised”. There was a Roman presence, certainly, notably on Hadrian’s Wall, but there were very few of the villas so common in the south (Scott 1993a, 17-18; Scott 1993b) and there were few towns. (Towns seem to have spurred the development of villas and they also functioned as the base of the provincial male’s engagement with the administrative and economic structures of Rome.) The “native” sites (farmsteads retaining pre-Roman period characteristics of morphology and materials) do not even appear to have accumulated many Roman artefacts (such as samian pottery), again unlike the situation in the south. It surely needs to be considered that this could be a reflection of  a conceptual resistance to “progress”. For many provincial households, life in a villa, with its huge barns and bath suites and decoration, would have meant a whole new way of looking at the world: new ways of using fire and water and natural resources; new ways of harvesting, processing and storing food; new configurations of social space; new architectural arrangements for dealing with the receiving of visitors and guests; and a new type of economy. Such people would have to make profound adjustments to their mental maps of the universe.
This change in cultural mental maps was coupled with the Roman tendency to separate wild nature from domesticated agriculture, and agriculture from household. In Roman period art throughout the Empire, with Pompeii as our known epicentre, depictions of controlled nature are a common theme, with entire walls painted with idealised visions and vistas of rural tranquillity; even the “wild” scenes of trees and plants and animals are unthreatening, not only by their subdued content and the fact of their being paintings, but by the common knowledge that these very scenes were set up, controlled and acted  out in the Colosseum (and other amphitheatres in the towns of the Empire) as spectacle for the masses: in the arena, dotted with temporary foliage, exotic animals would be hunted down and slaughtered in front of a baying crowd; tamed and wild were temporarily reversed.
Control was the watchword. It is likely that it was this concern with separation and control which was resisted by women in Britannia, and which led ultimately to the form of infant burial on later Romano-British villas described earlier, burials with which women were reinforcing symbolic connections between house and yard, domestic and agricultural, the conditions of social living and the cycles of life and death. For such women there would have been little motive to “buy in” to the Roman concern with nature conquered through art, nature as subject. The villa house for them was not an artificial universal environment. It was where they lived, worked and died.
The general trend of separation of the household from the perceived harsh reality of nature and encounters with strangers is further apparent through the defences and complicated access trajectories that were built around later villa farms throughout the Empire. These were more than a simple response to the threat of barbarian attack. The intriguing gradual replacement of open olive farms with fortified gasr (castle) farms in Tripolitania (Libya and Tunisia) is a possible example of the process of ideological separation, as could be the later courtyard villas of Britain and the enclosed hilltop villas of Palaestina (Israel and the West Bank). (The association of house defences with financial investment and military developments might indicate, from what I have argued we know of the structures of the Roman world, that this development was stimulated by male concerns, and it may have led to gender tensions as expressed  through the intra-site infant burials of this later Roman period.) It is therefore possible tentatively to identify the role of gender relations, gender tensions and female agency in cultural development and cultural change in this period of the ancient past.
Inventing the Roman Empire
The Roman Empire - indeed, the past - is an invention. We invent the past we require within the constraints of the values we currently hold, and we make connections and divisions between concepts according to our cultural requirements.
This leads us back to another set of cultural connections and separations, namely the ideological landscapes of the ancient writers, particularly as far as slave estates were concerned. For example, it seems that only males were considered to be field hands, or mentionable as field hands. Did female slaves work within the villa confines? This would not mean that the women did not do long hours of heavy work, and that this work was structurally insignificant, but rather that their gender associated them with the domestic house and processing areas. Women are associated the world over with agricultural processing. They turn corn to flour; they turn grain to beer; they transform the harvest into cultural food products. Little wonder then if, in some parts of the Roman world at least, women - the transformers - resisted  outside agents of transformation.
The domestic house in turn was associated with women. The ideal also suggests that children too were associated with the domestic house; when males were of a suitable age a rite of passage granted them access to a different part of the house which was “male” and concerned with access to and dealings with the “real” Roman world of the surviving texts: authority and commerce.
So let us bring women into the foreground, because we choose to do so, and consider that women were instrumental in maintaining a successful agricultural system of immense productivity for hundreds of years. Women participated in the culture of the Empire as producers, and, in the urbanised landscapes, as consumers of mass-produced  material culture. They created and consumed wealth, though they might not have controlled it, and they were the mainstays of a system of intense farming which spread from Britain and Europe down into hundreds of sub-Saharan wadis in response to taxation and the pull of new markets in the Mediterranean and beyond. It is the supposed “productivity” of men which actually warrants investigation, preferably analysis which goes beyond description of their strategies for presenting a useful role in the means of production and social relations.
A related problem specific to classical archaeology and history is that often the ancients, and most notably the Romans, appear to be far too familiar to us for this to be attributable to co-incidence or the universality of human experience. In particular the “family values” and “women’s place” ideologies of the Roman world - as seen through the eyes of the ancient authors - are so startlingly similar to our own modern ideals that one must seriously consider whether they are products of the translation processes informed by existing social biases and assumptions. I know of no better argument for the continued teaching of Latin to girls than that they will one day be able to re-translate the ancient texts within new social contexts and so continually re-invent the Roman Empire and the pasts of women.
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