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1
INTRODUCTION

In one of his many unrelentingly caustic letters, Jerome described a man who
had recently buried the latest of his twenty-two wives in the city of Rome. His
deceased spouse had had twenty husbands of her own.1 Jerome passively
witnessed the funeral with bemusement. Later in his missive, the cleric subjected
the old widower to all his withering sarcasm and vitriol, attacking from a
position of self-assured moral and religious superiority. And yet the image of
that day in 384, despite Jerome’s mocking disdain, impresses upon the mind
an essential question about Roman social life: in the age of a supposedly
Christian empire, to what degree did the new religion permeate that most basic
of societal units, the family?

To be sure, the question in itself raises fundamental questions about the
later Roman Empire and the way in which scholars have recently looked at
the period. In the last thirty years, late antiquity has transcended the fuzzy
and ill-defined boundary between the ancient and medieval worlds and has
become a field of study in its own right. The era is marked by profound and
distinctive political, religious and cultural characteristics, which helped to
create the basis of Western European society for 1,500 years and also helped
to forge the direct successor to the Roman Empire, Byzantium. Our new
interest has been largely focused on the social history of the age, leaving behind
– if only momentarily – the political and military upheavals which have so
dominated Roman history-writing since the days of Gibbon.

In light of these interests, this present study is meant to be a comprehensive,
if not exhaustive, examination of the family in late antiquity. It will, out of
necessity, be somewhat anachronistic and vernacular: when discussing the late
Roman Empire, there will always be enormous temporal and regional variation.
Nevertheless, as what will hopefully be a work which will spark further research,
it is my intent that this book will serve as an introduction to the topic and
provide the basic outlines of familial identity, societal ideals concerning
responsibilities and obligations within the kin group, and general notions of
comportment and behavior. In short, it is an attempt to parallel recent works
on the classical family as well as those concerning the modern European
family.2
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Work on the classical family since the 1970s provides both the
methodological and the epistemological boundaries for this task. As with
research on late antiquity, history of the family has grown into a thriving
discipline: there is an increasing scrutiny of ‘private life’ in general and the
role of the family in particular. Yet for all of the modern work written on
this important and ever-expanding topic, relatively little has been produced
on the family of the later Roman Empire. This lacuna is all the more glaring
given late antiquity’s current attraction. The number of sources available,
combined with their variety, would seem to make such studies practical, obvious
and valuable. And yet scholars have, with a few exceptions, failed to make
such studies. The one notable exception, of course, are those who examine the
extensive legal codes of the fifth and sixth centuries, but the focus on these
codes has mostly been to extrude information about earlier periods.3 In sum,
modern interest in the family has relegated the later Roman era to footnotes
or has placed it in larger works discussing the broader changes in European
civilization.4

The natural result of this omission has been a tendency either to treat the
Roman family monolithically,5 varying not at all from century to century,
or simply not to think about differences in the later period at all. Even worse,
the study of Christian attitudes and perceptions of sex, marriage, widowhood,
virginity, as well as other areas of private life, have skewed what we do know
about the family of late antiquity. Recent interest in sexuality and dialogues
of the body have stressed the intellectual and social actions of the day.6 While
this is an important field, scholarship on the body has said little about the
nature or behavior of the individual within the household. They characterize
affective relationships in an essentially unidimensional manner and
peripherally address issues of children and other relations. Moreover, while
these recent works do say something about morality vis-à-vis personal relations
with one’s family, they tend to focus more on the theological bases behind
such attitudes.

In the last ten years, this state of affairs has begun slowly to change. While
nascent, scholars have started to focus on hitherto neglected issues of continuity
and change in the Roman family. Some authors have touched upon the topic
directly, while others have dealt with topics intimately related to kin groups
and households.7 Nevertheless, there is still much that has yet to be explored.
Most interest, for example, has tended to focus on the legal record concerning
private life, since it is the most abundant single source of information we
have on the family, ancient or medieval. While important, however, there are
limitations to the legal record and writers on the subject have had to use other
sources as supplementary material.8

In conjunction with presenting a generalized view of late Roman family
life, then, our second purpose here is to give a more balanced, synthesized
vision of the Roman family in the late ancient world. As Jane Gardner points
out, law does not describe how people behave, nor even what they think. Instead,
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it gives people the option to behave in a certain way or not to behave in that
manner.9 As valuable as Roman law is, it cannot predict, or even reflect, a
family’s behavior, actions, attitudes or customs – unless specifically attested
to in the body of  a ruling. And while it provides us with an unparalleled
abundance of source material,10 it is essential that law not be given inordinate
historical value by virtue of its quantity. The feelings expressed by a husband
in a piece of correspondence, a canon from a local Church council regulating
slave-master relations, or the description of a mother’s qualities in an epitaph
are all threads in a densely woven tapestry.

Finally, this study must address the issue of Christianity itself. As Antti
Arjava has asked in his recent study of Roman women and law during this
period, to what degree did the religion of Constantine and his successors
change the social fabric? Did it, as Christian authors of the day imply, change
custom and action in the family or were its effects negligible?

Scope of study

With only a few exceptions, most work done on the classical Roman family
has centered on activity in the West and particularly in Italy.11 This is hardly
surprising: Republican Rome by definition refers specifically to the denizens
of that city and its environs. Moreover, as most of the literary evidence deals
with the great statesmen of that city, our view of family life not only
concentrates on Rome, but on the upper classes as well. The imperial period
broadens the geographical and conceptual areas slightly. Those studies of family
in the Empire interpret that term more loosely: ‘Roman’ is basically understood
to be those people within the borders of the Empire. For the purposes of this
study, however, those areas where Roman and Italian colonization was the
strongest shall be our focus. That would include Gaul, Spain and North Africa.
True, the literature for the most part supports only an examination of the
upper classes and that must by elimination be our primary focus; but again,
this is hardly surprising, since the literature of the age was produced for and
by the cultural and power elite. Even modern examinations of ancient society’s
lower classes–such as slaves or freedmen – are always made in the context of
the aristocratic world.12

Epigraphy does allow the scholar to cast his net beyond the shallow waters
of upper class existence. The variety of individuals and their places in Roman
society are extensive.13 Yet despite the tens of thousands of surviving
inscriptions, their venue is remarkably limited. As public writings, they generally
commemorate only specialized, and thus limited, kinds of events. Most
common are funerary inscriptions, and it is from them that the vast majority
of the epigraphic information about family life comes. The majority of these
provide only prosopographical information, although they do occasionally
discuss an individual’s behavior and its relation to Roman ideals – and in rarer
cases, those of a class.14 So despite the relative wealth of the evidence,
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inscriptions are of  limited value or at least must be examined in limited contexts.
They do, however, recapitulate the sense that Roman society extended beyond
Italy. When similar societal ideals, religious notions, and liturgical formulae are
expressed in places thousands of miles from one another, as well as being
expressed in the same language, the idea of Rome as a culture rather than a
place is more sharply defined.

Nevertheless, this study’s scope will, like other studies on the Roman family,
try to be limited to those places where Roman ideas and customs remained
most prevalent in the Empire. The differences between the Eastern and Western
halves were considerable in innumerable aspects, but even within the Western
Empire, we know that regional variation in behavior and beliefs could be
considerable.15 Although there appears not to have been a conscious attempt
to maintain a local cultural identity, one scholar has noted that such endurance
was almost unintentional.16 One can, however, speak with some confidence
of Italy as a more or less unified area linguistically and culturally, with extensive
contact and interdependence spanning back centuries to the early Republic
and even further.17 Southern Gaul, too, has some cultural relation to Italy,
since the area was intensively colonized and Romanized in the first centuries
BCE and CE. Given that for our purposes, ‘Romans’ refer to those people
who inhabited these core Western regions, the period of time covered in this
survey is a second issue. This is somewhat problematic: late antiquity has several
different connotations in different fields of study. Roman historians, classicists,
Hellenistic historians and Judaic scholars could all give different answers.
Common sense would dictate, however, that the first alternative is best, in
part since this study centers on areas in the West. Moreover, since most studies
of family history seem to cover the ‘classical’ age of Rome – that is, from
the beginning of the first century BCE to the early third century CE – the
period after might be properly understood to be late antiquity.18 Leaving apart
for the moment that the third century was an important and critical age in
the life of the Roman Empire, we can with some assurance speak of a
different and new age when Diocletian in 284 assumed the purple and carried
out substantive and long-lasting changes.

But if the reign of Diocletian can be truly considered a new age, at what
point are the major political, economic and cultural underpinnings of that
new era in place? Certainly, the best known social movement, the recognition
of Christianity by the government as a legitimate religion and its acceptance
by the bulk of the urban population, was an ongoing process throughout the
fourth and fifth centuries.19 The main focus of our examination, then, will be
on the family after 350: the official condemnation of polytheism, the rise of
administrations actively involved in Christianization,20 and crucial theological
disputes that defined a Christian ideology all fell after this date. This is not
to say that the third and early fourth centuries will be ignored. The development
of Christian ideals regarding marriage, divorce, widowhood, children and
parenting became clearly enunciated in those years. The role of Constantine,
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too, was also significant in the development of  an official ideology of  the
family. But these ideals vis-à-vis the new religion were most articulately
expressed by the authors of the late fourth and early fifth centuries. It is
unsurprising that the great ‘pagan response’, if we can speak of such a thing,
came at the same time.21

Of some importance, too, were the marked demographic changes
accelerating in the mid-fourth century. Germanic tribes, always on the margins
of Roman society, had in preceding centuries caused substantial if not
overwhelming problems, and now began to migrate on a large scale into the
southern lands of Europe. In the 360s and 370s, a confederation of Visigoths
pushed into the Empire, presenting the Romans with their first significant
military loss in almost 400 years at Adrianople in 378.22 Their entrance began
a series of movements of northern European peoples, which only ended in
the West in 568 with the Lombard invasion of Italy. In practical terms, while
their numbers were relatively small compared to the indigenous population,
their settlement affected practical matters of governance, organization of the
military, the economics of the cities and countryside, and the tenor of religious
debate. More imponderable changes included the nature of social interaction,
educational goals and means, and moral and religious beliefs. In this context,
then, the mid-fourth century acts as an important demarcation point.

The next question concerns duration: how long does this distinctive period
of late antiquity last? Again, it is a difficult problem, especially since it also
suggests the broader question of when the ancient world ends. In the particular
case of Italy, and perhaps of southern Gaul, the society is still identifiably
Roman into the mid-sixth century. The imperial bureaucracy, although bereft
of an emperor, still functioned tolerably well until the great reconquest of
Justinian in the 530s. The senatorial aristocracy, despite some occasional
difficulties with Germanic nobles covetous of their lands, retained much of
their wealth and ancient privilege under Ostrogothic rule. The great cities of
Italy proved to be economically resilient, capable of producing impressive games
and subsidizing l iterati.23 Sicily still produced bountiful harvests and
Narbonensis potable wine. Despite the large numbers of migratory peoples
settling in all areas of the Roman Empire, they were, as mentioned above, a
small minority of the population. In sum, although there were a number of
political realignments in Italy, Gaul and the rest of the West, life among the
Romans of the Mediterranean was not totally different from that of the fifth
century.

The change, at least for Italy, seems to have come in the course of Justinian’s
dream of universal Empire. From 536 to 552, the eastern emperor struggled
with the Ostrogoths to regain control of the peninsula. It was a Pyrrhic victory.
In the process of reconquest, much of the countryside had been ravaged. Rome,
Naples and other cities were denuded of their population and suffered severe
physical damage.24 The infrastructure of government had largely vanished except
for Ravenna, Milan and a few other cities, as the letters of Pope Gregory affirm
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a few decades later.25 Those letters also attest the remarkable poverty of  the
Italian peninsula and the unenviable duty of the Church: attempting to fill
the void left by the absence of troops, material and infrastructure.26 The coup
de grâce was the Lombard invasion in 568. The Italy of 600 was quite different
from the Italy of 500.27

The closing date of this study then will be set before these turn of events,
roughly the mid-sixth century. There is some support for this in the
historiography of family life as well. Both Jack Goody and David Herlihy take
the sixth century as a turning point (or more accurately, a starting point) for
their larger studies on European family types.28 More recently, David Kertzer
and Richard Saller’s edited collection of essays on the family in Italy, which
covers the last two thousand years of that country’s history, seems to place
the demarcation point between ancient and medieval somewhere in the mid-
sixth century.29 Following what is clearly thought of in the historiography and
other more general studies as the end of the ancient world, then, the period
roughly covered in this study will be 350–550 CE.

Definitions and models

When thinking of family today, a number of notions and images tend to spring
to mind. Parents and siblings are the images from youth. If independent, one
might think of spouses and children as family. More liberal thinkers might
think that the cohabitation of individuals, whether in a sexual or platonic
relationship, could be understood or recognized as a family. However the
word’s meaning might be construed, it is necessary that the term, broadly and
specifically in the context of the Roman world, be discussed in some detail.

Although we are primarily dealing with the period after 350 CE, it first
seems important to develop a working definition or model of the Roman
classical family.30 It is impossible to speak of changes, whether in a quantitative
or a qualitative sense, without speaking of what the family changed from.
Moreover, the great majority of work that has been done on the classical period
allows for an extensive if not definitive picture. The recent scholarship of the
Roman family also stresses certain features that can be tracked over time: these
include predominant opinions (at least in the upper classes) about ideal family
life, marriage practices, heirship strategies, and the use and abuse of slaves.
Therefore, before looking at the families of late antiquity, I must include their
predecessors.

The most obvious starting point is an understanding of how the Romans
themselves perceived and defined the term.31 The word ‘family’ is not a direct
cognate of the Latin term, familia, at least in meaning;32 domus is perhaps a
closer approximation in the sources to what is understood as kin.33 Moreover,
at least in the sources, there is a notable change in the use of these two terms
as time progresses. Their meanings, indeed, almost become transposed in the
legal sources.
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Second, related to the question of Roman definitions of the family is the
notion of modern perceptions of what constitutes the familial unit. Quite
beyond daily existence and experiences and recent interest in so-called ‘family
values’, there are a number of almost a priori accepted ideas when trying to
build our own conceptual frameworks. Many of these preconceptions stem
from nineteenth-century studies, and much of that work was tied to the politics
and social conditions of industrialization. In England, for example, Friedrich
Engels attempted to connect changes in the family to the transition from an
agricultural economy to an industrial one.34 Pierre Le Play went even further:
he created an entire taxonomy of family types, the most important classification
for the modern world being the so-called nuclear family.35 Such notions of
‘nuclear’, ‘extended’, and ‘stem’ families are modern constructions; and the
modern historian finds that such types are not always applicable to the Roman
world, even within the theoretically heterogeneous aristocracy. The works of
Engels, Le Play and others subsequently, however, did inspire other studies in
England, France and America.36

Taxonomy of families is also a product of anthropology. Towards the end
of the last century and the beginning of our own, interests in kinship
structures, marriage customs, matriarchal and patriarchal authority, and many
similar behavioral patterns became features for understanding a society.
Margaret Mead, David Kroeber, Claude Lévi-Strauss and others created a
vocabulary for describing ‘primitive’ and historical cultures, their particular
features and the means by which their members interact. Yet anthropology,
too, presumes that the family (and society as a whole) can be classified: the
classical Roman family might be called patriarchal, patrilocal, exogamous,
agnatic, conscious of extended family and possessing extensive kinship lines.
To some degree these labels are roughly valid, accepted even by Romans (or at
least, by Roman jurists); but the literary and epigraphic evidence presents so
many contrary examples to these constructions that such classifications are
not terribly useful, or even germane, to creating a generalized understanding
of the family.

Third, when we consider the Roman family, there must be an awareness of
the conditions and limitations imposed on its definition. There is considerably
more knowledge about the upper classes than about the lower classes. Relatively
little is known about regional differences. There may have been common features
in Italy and perhaps southern Gaul, but beyond that, even in the Latin West,
native systems of family and community may well have endured or even
prevailed. Much, too, is based on legal sources, which, despite their
indispensability, can present various pitfalls. The evidence is also generally
more focused on the male rather than the female, more on the adult than the
child, and more on the older adult than the younger one. Indeed, with a few
notable exceptions, most of the literary evidence was written by men well into
their adulthood. The issue of change over time, of course, is one focal point
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in this thesis. These factors, as well as other more subtle ones, need to be
recognized in any attempt to generate a usable definition.

These three issues, then – Roman understanding of what a family
constituted, modern conceptions of  family, and the natural limitations of  the
evidence when categorically defining a family – should remain foremost in
any attempt to generate a model for Rome. With that caveat in mind, I want
to give brief  definitions of  the terms that will be used throughout the study.

The word ‘family’ in this work will refer for the most part to those co-
residing individuals associated by marriage or by kinship. Occasionally, it
may be used to also refer to other kin not residing in the same domicile, such
as siblings, cousins and other relations.37 The term, then, is based more or
less on our own modern concepts of what comprises family, and like us,
Romans often understood it to mean more than one thing. In contrast to
family is the Latin word ‘familia,’ which had a considerably broader meaning.
Technically, it refers to all persons and things under the control of the eldest
ascendant male in a household, the head of the family (paterfamilias). In
addition to kin, it could refer to slaves, clients, boarders and even chattel
property. As will be discussed in the next chapter, familia presumed a certain
legal status of those people and things under the power of the paterfamilias.
This status, as we shall see, did not always reflect the realities of a situation,
but familia refers to a specific legal definition.38

In addition, the word household will often be used and generally has two
meanings. In the most literal sense, it refers to the physical house, along with
properties associated with it. In a more general sense, it refers to the semi-
official entity that represented the family and the familia. This was particularly
important in upper-class households, where a family and its dependents as a
whole could wield considerable influence and even a quasi-official authority.
Closely associated with this latter meaning is the word ‘domus’. In the broadest
usage, domus could be properly considered an agglomeration of related families
in some ways similar to the old Roman gens.39 Domus, then, could also be
extended to past generations of a family. Since, too, in a strictly legal sense, a
familia survived through the male (agnatic) relations, whereas a domus could
also refer to a daughter and her descendants as well. In sum, household and
domus have more elastic meanings than either family or familia.

Using these definitions as rough guidelines, it would be tempting to go
further and try to construct a basic model of the Roman family. Many concepts
have been put forward. Some have opted for a legalistic model, especially since
the Romans (or at least upper-class Romans) were obsessed with jurisprudence
and, as mentioned above, it is the most abundant single source about the
family we possess. But a legal approach provides little insight to the nature of
the family, only setting the context within which the family can be defined. It
presents the modern researcher with options for constructing types of familial
behavior and composition, but the legal record can provide little more. It
instead often acts as an ‘out-of-bounds’ marker. Clearly, the familial unit must
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be understood in a different context or at least in one that has a richer and
broader theoretical basis.

There are also various forms of kinship models, including nuclear and
extended families, multi-generational households, and the like. It is clear from
the sources that Roman interest centered on the married couple and their
children. But there are too many legal, statistical and behavioral factors arguing
against its use as an effective model. Roman families, especially during the
classical period (100 BCE–200 CE), were often broken up and reformed in
what can best be described as serial monogamy and blended households.
Siblings, half-siblings and step-siblings could be living in the same household
or entirely different ones. Those siblings might be separated by decades in
age. Kinship is a key element in defining the family, perhaps the essential one,
but there are other factors involved, too.

Sociologists have offered a third approach, preferring to emphasize location
and household as a more accurate means of defining the family.40 A sociological
definition also emphasizes the idea of a role or function carried out in the
house: that is, people gathered at a specific place to complete a task, whether
it be service, commerce or otherwise. Also, by using residence as a model,
there is no necessity to make a distinction between the nuclear and extended
family nor concern ourselves with relation at all. The problems with such a
model, however, are more numerous than those that take a legalistic or kinship
approach. In general, it confuses family with residence.41 Again, the distinction
in Roman minds between who was family and who simply lived at a residence
is clear. There are other problems with co-residency in the context of our
concerns with the extended family model, but it is enough to say here that
defining the family in terms of household creates more problems than it solves.
It artificially blurs lines of relationship that were recognized then (and now)
as being distinct.

After rejecting three different approaches, is there then anything substantive
to be said regarding a Roman family model? I believe there is. While it seems
difficult to place the Roman family in a definitive typology, mostly because
of its wide variability, Keith Bradley has offered a useful alternative to trying
to build a model. He prefers instead that the Roman family be identified by
certain features. These features do not necessarily form a comprehensive
definition, but they provide markers by which we can gauge changes in family
structure and behavior. In short, Bradley’s alternative is more descriptive than
it is definitive. His own list of features of the classical family is perhaps worth
quoting in full here:

1. the arranged nature of most marriages, especially those controlled by the
world of politics, and the relative unimportance of sentiment in
compacting marital unions;

2. the impermanence of the marriage bond and the ease of its dissolution;
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3. the frequency of premature death and consequent availability of a
surviving spouse to enter a new union;42

4. the likelihood that an individual’s children would be broadly spaced in
age;

5. the likelihood that some of an individual’s children would belong to
the same generation as his or her grandchildren;

6. the likelihood that husband and wife would either be significantly
distanced in age or belong to different generations;

7. the immanence of the belief that marriage and procreation were culturally
induced social obligations, not the result of individualistic choices;

8. the creation through serial marriage of networks of marital relationships
which extended beyond the immediate household.43

To these features, two others are worth mentioning. First, the importance of
the ideal family to Romans themselves should be added. The literature and
the epigraphy both show an emphasis placed on concordia (harmony), the
obedience and modesty of the wife, the high status of the univira (a woman
who had only a single husband),44 the filial devotion of children to their
parents and especially their father, and the financial obligations of a father to
his progeny upon his death. Second, the presence of slaves even in modest
households made them ubiquitous. The prevalence of slaves (and freedmen),
along with their roles as surrogates for sex and procreation, forces us to
recognize their function, treatment and status in the family.45 The essential
point of the preceding discussion has been to look beyond definitions and
models, and instead try to see how family behavior affected and was affected
by social and cultural factors.

Plan of study

To accomplish that goal, we must first examine more closely the classical family.
The first part of the second chapter is devoted to this topic. In discussing the
classical family unit, we will concentrate on two areas. First, what constituted
the ideal vision of the Roman family? Any kind of description will, of course,
be largely subjective: various authors depicted the family in a number of ways.
More precisely, the ideal family to a poet or a moralist might be quite distinct
from the ideal family of a jurist. Different members of the family might be
described in different ways as well. Moreover, there were a number of changes
within the classical age, a period of approximately three centuries. Certainly,
the family of 100 BCE and the family of 200 CE were hardly the same. But
when speaking of ideals, the differences may not be as extensive as the realities.
Even in late antiquity, literature often espoused underlying classical values. It
should therefore be possible to create a synthesis which will allow a comparison
with the ideals of the late Roman period.
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The second area of concentration will center on the realities of family life
and existence. Behavior, customs and attitudes will be the central issues
discussed. There is also enough material on the economy of the private home
– literary, epigraphic and archeological – to say something of  household make-
up and division of labor. Letters from Cicero, Pliny, Fronto and others provide
some insights and personal examples of the dynamics of marital relations and
familial obligations, although they are admittedly told from a male perspective.
Historians who relate sensational scandals (regardless of their veracity46),
philosophers who explore moral conundrums, and poets who discuss a whole
range of social and emotional ills all help to define attitudes about personal
comportment. Again, there is some degree of change in the classical period,
and most of our information deals with the upper classes. But the aim here is
to give only a rough overview of the classical family, and not to present another
study on that topic. The subtler and deeper questions about the nature of private
life in the late republican and early imperial ages need not be explored.47

Instead, tracing with broad strokes the outlines of the Roman family will
provide a guide for its counterpart in late antiquity.

Our attention will then turn to the early Christian family or at least the
ideals surrounding them. Information about family life as it actually existed
is notoriously patchy. While more attention is starting to be focused on this
period – most recently by Halvor Moxnes48 – it is still largely untouched in
the historiography. True, the early Christian age prior to Constantine is not
clearly defined by distinctive changes in contemporary impressions of what
family meant nor in how it apparently functioned, but significant developments
which came to fruition in the fourth century began at the religion’s inception.

The age of Constantine, too, is a period of enormous significance, at least
legally, and will be briefly explored. While the effects of Christianity on the
emperor’s social legislation have been rightly questioned of late, it is a
significant age in that it represented the theoretical confluence of the Roman
and Christian worlds.

The rest of our attention will be exclusively focused on the family of the
later Roman Empire. A primary area of interest will be the effect of religion
on perceptions of family life and on customary behavior. This is not simply
to discuss the family in the context of Christianity, although this will be a
central theme in this study. Rather, this means that, with the rise of the new
religion in the fourth century, the ideological lines between pagan and
Christian were brought more sharply into focus. For the first time, opinions
were fully expressed. Such opinions thus offered a new phase in the development
of literature relating to the family. There was not as radical a difference in
the new religion’s attitudes toward marriage and child rearing, for example,
as one might at first think. Indeed, in certain areas, there was little, if any,
difference at all. Nevertheless, there was a paradigmatic shift in an overall
conception of the family and how that shift was expressed. Defining ‘Roman’
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and ‘Christian’ opinions and observations will be a major endeavor of  this
work.

The primary focus, however, will be concerned with various familial
relationships. One may logically infer that this examination will include, in
considerably more depth, many of the issues relating to the classical family.
Of paramount importance was the role of marriage in late antique society.
The process of contracting a marital union, the marriage itself, and life after
marriage will all be explored. Alternatives to the married state, notably
concubinage, will also be an important area of interest, not least because pagans
and Christians both engaged in the practice. The legal, economic, religious
and even biological demands of marriage in late Roman society will be
considered. Even in a society where Christian alternatives to marriage first
appeared (celibacy and virginity), the married state remained the singularly
most important human relationship.

Another issue will be child rearing. The activities of raising and educating
a child are the place where there is perhaps the greatest level of disagreement
between pagans and Christians. While the latter never really developed a true
alternative to the classical educational system, they altered and added to it.
Moreover, feelings in the late Roman world about the means by which a parent
raised his offspring had also changed. Thus, this particular facet of family life
is important.

A third area which has been largely been ignored by scholars, extended
family, is also of great importance, largely because of its elusive nature. The
fuzziness, legally and otherwise, of an individual to his extended relations, is
a constant in the modern mind. Given that the Romans themselves saw the
family, familia, and domus in a number of ways, kin of more distant relation
is an issue that needs closer examination. Indeed, the extended family in the
classical age needs greater discussion.

A final topic will be the role of the domestic slave in the late Roman
household. They, too, were technically members of the familia, although their
place in the family structure was complicated both by their legal status and
their frequent lack of blood ties to the principal family. Their place in the
Roman family accordingly raises a number of questions. How did proximity,
physical and emotional, affect attitudes and behavior? How, if at all, did
Christianization influence opinion? What other factors – cultural, legal, economic
or otherwise – helped to shape the understanding of the unfree person within
the structure of  society’s most basic unit of  organization?

Having catalogued the changes between the classical Roman age and the
later Roman period – and looking at the late antique family in its own right –
a final task will be to give some account as to why certain underlying trends
in Roman society acted as catalysts or obstacles for such changes. Much of
the evolution, as I intend to prove, was illusory. While Christianity tended to
place new moral and legal restrictions on the functioning of the family, it
failed to create deep-seated changes in the structure and behavior of this unit.


