
Element Marks Task 

Drawing on straightforward, 
mainly factual, knowledge 
and understanding to explain 
and analyse key features of 
the topic or issue  
 

6 Set the context for the essay. 

What were the conditions for your topic 

generally in the ancient world? 

Who are the writers? Where/ when do they 

come from? 

 

Augustus was keen to reform marriage in Rome for a number of reasons: adultery was 

widespread, as was divorce. He also believed that Rome was deviating from a romantic past 

where marriage was the bedrock of Roman society, and treated with considerably more 

respect. 

The text was written circa 18 BCE, at a time when Rome was stabilised following the war of 

the second triumvirate. 

The laws were written for a number of reasons, not least for a wider moral programme set 

out by Augustus as he attempted to curb the wild behaviour he believed to be prevalent. 

Augustus was attempting to maintain order in Roman territories and his marriage reforms 

must be seen as part of that movement. 

The source states that infidelity and rape would both receive punishments from the state. 

“The crime of debauchery is punished, when anyone seduces and violates, even without 

force, either a virgin or a respectable widow”. 

Here, Augustus is clear that sexual seduction of even single women is forbidden. Clearly, the 

intent was to make people chaste until they were married. 

More interestingly, Augustus sought to punish a range of sexual behaviour: 

“…a father is permitted, if he catches his daughter’s seducer, in his own home… to kill the 

adulterer with impunity, even as he may immediately kill his daughter.” 

Augustus likely understood that enforcing these new, stricter, moral laws would be difficult, 

but here he gives the right of punishment to the father of the woman involved. The threat 

of an enraged father, and a death sentence, may have been successful in deterring some 

lovers, and reveals how determined Augustus was to enforce this moral code. 

Much of this document is used to form violent reprisal for poor moral behaviour by men, 

but Augustus also attempts to legislate for “immoral” behaviour by women. The source 

states: 



“Women convicted of adultery are punished by the confiscation of half of their dowry, and a 

third of their property, and by exile to an island…” 

This is a phenomenally harsh punishment by modern standards, but even in Rome this was 

draconian. Exile meant social death; the fine of property and dowry would also have been 

severe for a Roman woman, especially for the poor who had little in the way of property. 

Again, we can see the intent to enforce a very strict code of behaviour, coming from a 

figure-head who was not afraid to punish harshly those guilty of relatively minor crimes. 

 

The second source is Suetonius Tranquillus, an historian writing in 121 CE. Consequently, it 

must be taken to reflect the second century CE when it was written. Suetonius served in the 

army, and as proconsul of Bithynia. He served under the emperors Trajan and Hadrian, and 

this text was written in the reign of the latter. Written more than a hundred years after the 

death of Augustus, the source lacks a certain authority as the writer could not have known 

Augustus. However, writing from a century hence, the source was not subject to pressure 

from the emperor to present him in a particular light – it is free of personal bias. 

Suetonius writes that “Octavian had in his youth been betrothed to the daughter of Publius 

Servilius Isauricus” but in order to advance his political cause later married “Claudia, 

Anthony’s stepdaughter… a girl of barely marriageable age”. Whilst Suetonius clearly 

disapproves of this marriage, there is no legal wrong-doing. However, a sense of Augustus’s 

hypocrisy becomes clear when Suetonius tells that he “divorced Claudia” and then “divorced 

her [Scribonia] also”. Whilst Augustus was keen to make divorce more difficult, he was 

divorced twice himself, and married three times. 

Suetonius also tells that “not even his friends deny that Augustus committed adulteries, 

although they excuse them”. The reason for this excusing? Because they were political in 

nature and “committed not because of lust”. Again, we can hear a critical tone and 

Augustus’s double-standard is laid before us again. 

The final story in the Suetonius account is most damning of all: Augustus had “taken the 

wife of an ex-consul from her husband’s dining room, right before his eyes, and led her into a 

bedroom ; he brought her back to the dinner party with her ears glowing and her hair 

dishevelled”. By the laws set out by Augustus, he himself should have been ferociously 

punished. In this light, it is hard to argue that Augustus’s views of marriage, divorce and 

fidelity were anything but hypocritical. 

 

 


