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“Would it have been better to be a woman in Rome or a woman in Ancient Greece?” 

Both women in Ancient Greece and Rome would have had similar experiences in the challenges that 

they faced through society, as many societies in the ancient world were patriarchal. Women were 

considered inferior to men in both civilisations and held a more minor position in society, compared 

to men who occupied the more senior and important roles. However, women, despite their minimal 

amount of rights that they possessed, still challenged the expectations of the ideal woman, and 

despite the belief that they were inferior to men, most still held some status due to property and 

wealth and therefore fought the rules of a patriarchal society. 

Despite this generalisation of women in both civilisations, Women in Ancient Greece faced slight 

differences, depending on which city state they lived in. For example, in Crete, women were able to 

exercise a little authority and power, as they had the right to own, manage and inherit property. In 

the case of a divorce, a woman had the right to own half of the property, signifying that not all 

women were under such severe control of men as most accounts mention. However, this does not 

mean that all city states conducted themselves to the exact same rules as those in Crete. In Athens, 

there were very restricting rules about the expectations of women, for example, their main role in 

society was to marry and bear children. Although this does seem harsh on Athenians, making them 

feel that until this duty was done, they had not fulfilled their role in society, in almost all city states 

in Greece and in Rome, this was their main duty.  

Women in Athens were mostly not involved in politics, and did not receive an education (which was 

partly due to the fact that people believed that this would make them more dangerous to men), 

however, upper-class Athenian women were literate and had some basic knowledge of politics and 

economics, proving that despite the expectations of Athenian women, they still had some freedom. 

This then also suggests that they were not entirely kept in the shadows and some did fight for a 

voice. Although, this only describes a small minority of all Athenian women. Many still obeyed the 

authority of men.  

This was seen in many different aspects of their lives, for example, when they were fourteen, they 

were expected to marry, which was still very similar in other city states and in Rome, so this might 

not be seen as such a severe difference to other women in the ancient world. However, they were 

then expected to work in the house and manage the slaves, who, for the upper-class would be 

employed to do the more monotonous jobs, whilst the women would weave and spin thread. The 

real difference between the rights of Athenian women and other Greek women was that they were 

almost entirely excluded from any sort of public or social event. When their husband was 

entertaining guests, the wife was entirely excluded from any sort of interaction with his guests and 

would not be seen or heard. They did occasionally go out, but this was only to attend festivals, 

funerals, and some accounts even mention the theatre. On the other hand, women in Sparta were 

entirely on the contrary, despite them also having the main role of bearing children, this played into 

their favour, as they received equal rations to men, they were educated and trained in athletics. 

They were allowed to marry later, which meant that they were in less danger when giving birth. 

Many women in Sparta had grown in wealth, owned forty percent of the land and had immense 

political power and thus refused to bear multiple children. Plutarch, in his writing, depicted them as 

heroic and proud. This proves that it may not have been too restricting for women in Greece, 



however, many of them faced severe expectations, similar to those in Athens, suggesting that being 

a woman in Greece may not have been pleasurable. 

There were many women who exceeded these expectations and some were almost equal to men. 

For example, there was a female philosopher, Hipparchia, who publically taught alongside her 

husband. Women also had the right to own and run a business. Through their wealth and status, 

women were able to have a say in public affairs. Some even had a role in politics, such as a woman in 

Phrygia who administered her state government, and some accounts even compliment her work, 

and said that she did it “excellently”. Women also played a huge part in religion, as they were able to 

hold leadership roles in some cults and priestesses such as the priestess of Athena, Polias, heavily 

influenced political matters of the city and was very important. But this only counts for a small 

minority of the population of women in Greece, and many were still very restricted. 

Ancient Greek women, despite the impression that is often given that all of them were heavily under 

the authority of men, many still exercised power and had many rights, although this strongly relies 

on the place of birth and the status they were born into. But, despite this, they were all under the 

control of men, as even Zeus formed a patriarchal order among the gods. 

 Compared to women in other societies in the ancient world, Greek women were restricted more 

than most, suggesting that being a woman in Ancient Greece would have been frustrating, and very 

limiting to what one can and can’t do. Status and some power could make the situation a little 

better, but men would still overrule. 

Roman women, on the other hand, possessed much more freedom, as Rome had been influenced by 

both  Etruria and Greece, Etruscan women had more respect and freedom, so naturally, Roman 

women would have more rights than Greek women. This meant that they had a say in politics, and 

many were very wealthy. Girls were allowed to attend school. As they were educated in subjects like 

politics; women could start petitions to the Senate, and could even protest against domineering 

laws. Women were valued so much in society, that those in the Imperial Court had shrines built in 

their honour and some were even depicted on coins. Although most enjoyed this freedom, Rome 

still accepted the Greek expectations of women. They married between the ages of twelve and 

fifteen, and women were expected to stay at home and weave, however, they were allowed to go 

out, unlike Greek women. But, like all ancient societies, women faced some misfortune; daughters 

were named the feminine version of the father’s name, and if there was more than one daughter, 

then they would be numbered, which despite the respect that women received, this was very 

demeaning. Divorce was common, but they were rarely requested by the wife.  

Upper-class women were under the authority of the Pater Familias (their legal guardian) who would 

control and administer all that a woman would do.  Furthermore, widows who committed suicide 

upon the death of their husband were greatly respected, which is similar to Greek and Roman myths 

where the women were expected to be so overwhelmingly in love, that they did drastic things if 

anything happened to their loved one as this was what men thought of women. So, despite all the 

respect they’re given, men still believed similar things to the Greeks. But in spite of these beliefs, 

women (specifically in the lower class), faced less restrictions on marriage and in life. Therefore, the 

expectations of women, were less severe than in Greece. 



In religion, women were greatly valued, especially if they held one of the most esteemed roles in the 

whole of Rome: being a Vestal Virgin. This role entails caring for the fire that, if it went out, would 

put Rome in danger. They also kept political documents and wills and sometimes even influenced 

emperors. This shows just how significant the Vestal Virgins were to the Roman empire as Romans 

believed that one small mistake from a Vestal Virgin could be the end of the most greatest empire of 

all time.  

However, they were under the rule of the pontiffs, who were men, and thus they could not escape 

the restrictions of being in a patriarchal society, where men would almost always overrule. But, in 

spite of this, the Vestals were free of their pater familias and were therefore very independent, as 

once they had served thirty years in the religion, they were allowed the freedom to do whatever 

they wished, including own property and, if they wanted, they would not have to marry. This 

opportunity of freedom was exclusive to upper-class daughters of patrician families, but even so, 

lower-class women still had freedom in other ways as they were less restricted anyway. Thus, being 

a Roman woman, no matter what class they were situated, still possessed more freedom than any 

class of Greek women, due to the relaxed manner of the Etruscans. 

Ultimately, I believe that it would have been better to have been a Roman woman, as they had more 

freedom, respect and were able to have more opportunities in society to do what they wished, 

whereas Greek women were almost entirely confined to their home, and despite some having a little 

knowledge in academic matters, they were unable to use this wisdom in society. In addition, despite 

their being different regulations for women in different Greek city states, they still all faced similar 

circumstances in which the main role of a woman was to bear children and marry, whereas in Rome, 

although the upper-class  were expected to wed, if they became a Vestal Virgin, when they were 

liberated from their duties, they didn’t have to, and furthermore, lower-class female citizens also 

faced very little amount of pressure to marry and bear children. But, despite these multiple 

differences, they were similar in some ways, as the expectations of Roman women were heavily 

influenced by both Greek and Etruscan societies, meaning that many were still under the authority 

of men (an influence by Greece), but others were still free to do what they wanted (an influence by 

Etruria). Overall, I believe, that it would’ve been better to be a woman in Rome than in Ancient 

Greece, as they were unrestricted, powerful, but most importantly, free. 
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