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Women in the Classical Era

Sarah and Brady Hughes are modern historians. This selection is part
of their essay on the history of women in the ancient world. They
write here of the classical era in India, China, Greece, and Rome. All
of these were patriarchal societies, but how were they different? The
authors also mention later Greek Hellenistic society and pre-Roman
Etruscan society. How do these two societies round out your under-
standing of women in the classical era? What seem to be the condi-
tions or causes that improved the status of women in some societies
and periods?

Thinking Historically

Notice that from the first sentence, the authors are interested in un-
derstanding the historical process, specifically how the role of women
changed over time. In what societies do they see change? Did the roles
of women improve or decline in these societies during this period?
How do the authors use primary sources to show change?

India

Women’s rights deteriorated after the Vedic* period (1600-800 B.C.E.).
No one has been able to prove why this happened. Scholarly interest
has focused on women’s exclusion from performing Hindu rituals,
which was in effect by 500 B.C.E. . . . Julia Leslie thinks that women’s
exclusion resulted from intentional mistranslation of the Vedas by male
scholars, as the rituals became more complicated and as the require-
ment for property ownership was more rigorously enforced at a time
when women could not own property.
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The falling age of marriage for Indian women is another illustration
of their loss of rights. In 400 B.C.E. about sixteen years was a normal
age for a bride at marriage; between 400 B.C.E. and 100 c.E. it fell to
pre-puberty; and after 100 C.E. pre-puberty was favored. These child
marriages also affected women’s religious roles. Because girls married
before they could finish their education, they were not qualified to per-
form ritual sacrifices. Furthermore, wives’ legal rights eroded. As child
wives, they were treated as minors. Then their minority status length-
ened until they were lifetime minors as wards of their husbands. Fi-
nally, women were prohibited any independence and were always
under men’s control: their fathers, husbands, or sons. By 100 c.E.
Hindu texts defined women with negative characteristics, stating, for
example, that women would be promiscuous unless controlled by male
relatives. While Indian women were losing their independence, Indian
men continued to glorify their wives and mothers. A wife was the
essence of the home, a man was not complete without a wife, and sons
were expected to respect their mothers more than their fathers. As
Romila Thapar sums up these contradictions, “The symbol of the
woman in Indian culture has been a curious intermeshing of low legal
status, ritual contempt, sophisticated sexual partnership, and deifica-
tion.”

One of the causes for this deterioration of women’s rights and inde-
pendence was the increasing rigidity of Hinduism under the influence
of the Brahmans. By 600 B.C.E. sects were springing up that opposed
Brahman power and ostentatiously omitted some of the Hindu essen-
tials, such as priests, rituals and ceremonies, animal sacrifices, and even
caste distinctions. Jainism and Buddhism are two of the sects that have
survived. They were especially attractive to women. Jainism, the older
religion, gained prominence with the efforts of its last prophet,
Mahavira, who lived at the end of the sixth century B.c.E. Jains sought
to live without passion and to act “correctly.” One could achieve liber-
ation only by living within a monastery or nunnery. Women who
sought to join a nunnery found that the Jains had no membership re-
strictions. Many women entered and found new and exciting roles that
were for the first time open to them. . . .

Mahavira’s contemporary, Gautama Siddhartha* (the Buddha),
began the religion that eventually spread throughout Asia. Among
studies of Buddhist women, the early years have been a focus of inter-
est. While Buddhism had no priests, it relied on celibate monks, who
were initially homeless, except in the monsoon season, and had to beg
for their necessities as they spread their ideas. The Buddha was reluc-
tant to allow women to become nuns. He refused even the women in
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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, Liech Nu Chuan (also known
as Liu Hsiang, 80-87 B.C.E.) wrote The Biographies of Eminent Chinese
Women, in which he included 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 purpose 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 another adopted infant grandson. By retaining power
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