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Rethinking Work, Gender and Society

Labour and Identity in the Roman World. 
Italian Historiography during the Last Two 
Decades

Carla Salvaterra
University of Bologna

L’antichistica ha sviluppato un interesse poliedrico alla dimensione del lavoro, che tocca 
sia le strutture dell’economia, della produzione e l’organizzazione delle società, sia le rap-
presentazioni culturali e simboliche. La dimensione del lavoro nell’antichità ha ricevuto 
una specifica attenzione come un luogo della rappresentazione simbolica e dell’espressione 
dei valori delle società greca e romana, sia nella sfera individuale e privata che in quella 
pubblica e politica. La natura stessa delle fonti antiche, più che gli sviluppi interni alla di-
sciplina nelle varie storiografie nazionali e più del dibattito internazionale sulla centralità 
del lavoro, sulla crisi del movimento dei lavoratori nella società contemporanea, sulla de-
stabilizzazione delle professioni ha infatti determinato gran parte degli indirizzi di ricerca 
e dei paradigmi interpretativi.

In questo contributo mi propongo di analizzare come nella storiografia recente sul mondo 
romano, con particolare riferimento alla tradizione storiografica italiana, sia stato affron-
tato il tema del lavoro e della professionalizzazione come ambito utile alla comprensione 
dei processi di definizione dell’identità personale e collettiva nelle società antiche.

Social history, history of labour, and gender perspectives: how are 
they connected in classical scholarship?
Although human labour in the ancient world is a popular subject of study in schol-
arship on classical antiquity, it does not comprise an autonomous field of study nor 
can it be defined as a specific discipline. Developing a parallel with the emphasis 
on labour as the central concept of industrial society, contemporary thinking has 
defined some tools and methodologies and applied them to periods well prior to the 
industrial revolution, yet it has not carved out any clearly defined, epistemologically 
specific areas in classical scholarship. The broad division into ‘industrial’ and ‘pre-
industrial’ has meant that ancient societies are lumped together in the monolithic 
category of ‘pre-industrial’ without enough attention to the stages through which 
that long period evolved.

The history of labour has developed via a plurality of approaches and research paths, be-
ing promoted not only by historians of economics and of law, but especially in research 
on social and cultural history, the history of mentality, and historical anthropology. 
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In this setting, the dimensions of labour in antiquity have mainly been analysed as an 
instance of symbolic representation and expression of values in Greek and Roman soci-
eties, whether on an individual and private level or a public and political level.

The lines that research has taken and the paradigms it has used in its interpretations 
have largely been dictated by the nature of ancient sources themselves. This has counted 
for more than specific developments within the various national historiographic move-
ments or the internal debate on the centrality of labour, the crisis of the worker move-
ment in contemporary society or the destabilization of the professions. What classical 
scholarship has done is to shift the central focus of attention onto the concept and 
patterns of labour as transmitted from antiquity to western culture.

Such a broad approach to labour – involving the structure of the economy, produc-
tion, and the organisation of society, but also its cultural and symbolical expression 
– has provided a basis for classical scholarship in its turn to study the interaction 
between labour, gender role definition, civil and family development and the sur-
rounding symbolical background on a par with investigations being carried out in 
other historical periods. Yet for all the exploration of research avenues and interpre-
tative models, for all the application of new categories and paradigms, theory and 
historiography have figured less prominently in classical studies than in other areas of 
the historical disciplines.

In the present chapter, with its special reference to the Italian historiographic tradition, 
I shall be looking at how recent historiographical research on the ancient world has 
tackled the theme of labour and the developing professions and how useful the area 
proves to be for our understanding of personal and collective identity as defined in 
classical societies.

-	 It will first be necessary to specify how the concepts of labour, skills and roles, pro-
fessionalization and social identity have been used in research on antiquity.

-	 Some definition and explanation will also be needed for the timescale and geo-
graphical area chosen, not to mention the decision to take such a broad and ill-de-
fined canvas as ‘the Roman world’, instead of using the consolidated cultural periods 
and geographical areas: the Roman Republic, the Roman Empire, Late Antiquity 
(and the various geographical sub-headings within each of these).

-	 There will then be a section illustrating how labour in the Roman world – espe-
cially professional skills and roles – has been studied, the angle being how social 
and gender identity have been built up, together with a discussion of the state of 
the art in this field and an analysis of certain specific contributions from Italian 
historiography.

-	 Lastly there will be an attempt to understand what innovative trends there have 
been in the field of social history and gender history.
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What is meant by ‘labour’, ‘history of labour’, ‘professional skills 
and roles’, and ‘social identity’ in the ancient world?
The first requirement is to distinguish the value these terms had in the Roman world 
and the role they have played as interpretative categories in modern historiography.

On the first point, it has been amply shown that the classical world lacked any clear 
broad concept of ‘labour’ to compare with our understanding of the term. This can 
already be inferred from the absence of any blanket term in Greek or Latin covering the 
range of meanings of our own word ‘work’1.

The idea of social identity comes in for equally broad historiographical treatment. In the 
ancient world this was built up on a mixture of co-ordinates, prominent among which 
were ‘order’ and ‘status’. The notion of status as a category for analyzing non-modern 
societies according to Max Weber’s definition (ständische Lage) engaged the attention 
of classical scholarship mainly as a result of the interpretative model proposed by Moses 
I. Finley for the study of ancient economics: a chronologically broad-ranging model de-
signed to capture the “dominant types, the characteristic modes of behaviour of the whole 
Greco-Roman Mediterranean from 1,000 B.C. through to 500 A.D.”. It was through the 
works of Finley that the analytical categories of ‘status’ and ‘order’ were introduced into 
the debate as alternatives to the conceptual category of class2. ‘Status’ is felt to gather so-
cial groups according to lifestyle and social recognition (hereditary charisma, appropria-
tion of political or hierocratic powers), though the notion contains a considerable psy-
chological content. In gauging social location in antiquity, there was thus a plurality of 
hierarchies based on wealth, economic position, hereditary or acquired prestige (rank), 
but also juridical status (free, freedman, slave, as well as all the forms of personal depend-
ency) and the roles performed. What a person did was only one such factor, and one can 
hardly claim it was decisive in creating any broad social awareness of unity with respect 
to the rest of society. It is nonetheless possible to explore how far the ancient world had 
a psychological perception of professional function and what a person’s job was, decisive 
features in assembling a social identity or the awareness of one’s own location and role in 
society – though we must obviously bear in mind that such phenomena belong to widely 
divergent contexts, whether geographically or socially. That is the specific area of enquiry 
which will be assessed in the present chapter3.

Concerning the studies published over the last twenty years on subjects relating to 
labour, professional skill, and more generally human occupation as a feature for con-
structing social identity (including some possible attention to the category of gender), 
one should bear in mind the following points which cannot be gone into in any depth 
here, though they have been widely debated in relatively recent historiography, some-
times embracing the Roman world within the wider framework of the ‘ancient world’:

-	 The existence of a wide range of activities, including what we now consider as work activities, but 
not exhaustively so. Among the various occupations that deserve special attention are those that 
presuppose the possession of precise technical and scientific knowledge in the field of exact or life 
sciences. For this type of profession, two aspects should be taken into account: for individuals 
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who devoted themselves full time to a position requiring specialized knowledge there was no 
procedure to standardize qualifications and no control by a public body to regulate admission to 
the profession, although this last may have conferred status and some particular privileges (e.g. 
fiscal exemptions). Add to this the fact that the distinction between specialized and amateur pro-
fessions could be very hazy so that not just this distinction but other issues of identity, purpose, 
methodology and definition vis-à-vis other disciplines formed an important part of how the role 
of the professional was perceived. A third important feature of professional scientific activity re-
gards the codification and transmission of knowledge, the institutions concerned with training 
and the relationship between theory and applied knowledge4. On this last point recent studies 
have shown the existence of specializations that can be inferred from the documentation, even 
though no ancient specialistic treatises have filtered into literature or come down to later times. 
This calls for new and innovatory research to be done on specialistic branches of knowledge. Such 
a field would be particularly relevant to our argument since in ancient times it was specialization 
that created a meaningful link between work and professional identity.

-	 The value of labour-related activity in antiquity (and thus its importance in identifying a per-
son’s place in the social scale) depends to a great extent on its relation to public affairs. In this 
specific sphere, the gender perspective takes on greater relevance in studies because of the 
strong masculine and feminine connotations attached to various activities: high regard for 
the political profession, for positions in the army and state defence, or generally for services 
rendered to the polis or the res publica, – exclusively masculine activities – is matched by high 
regard for other exclusively feminine parallel activities such as rearing children, domestic work 
and strictly household economy5, which were likewise seen as ‘public’, in so far as they were 
functional to the prosperity of the state6. In this contribution I will not deal with the profes-
sional aspects connected with the army, as the question of framing social identity of soldiers 
and officers in the Roman world has its own distinctiveness as a specific field of study.

- 	 From the points mentioned above, it becomes clear why in the Roman theorization the value 
of work as such, i.e. the ways in which a person assures his or her own subsistence, also depends 
on the amount of free time the various activities left for contribution to the public good. Thus 
the most appreciated male profession – at least in ancient theory – would have been landown-
ership, and for women domestic science. Alongside this main point, numerous others should 
be considered within the system of traditional values of the Roman world. For instance, the 
connection between individual interests and ethics, or the opposition between honest and 
dishonest acquisition of wealth.

-	 Another important area according to ancient theory is the degree of dependence that a profes-
sion entailed. No work was considered humiliating when it was done for one’s own self. If on 
the other hand the same work was done on commission or with a view to sale on the market, 
the artisan who created the goods found himself tied to dependency on the buyer. Accord-
ing to Roman theoretical writings this not only brought with it an unacceptable degree of 
economic uncertainty for the producer at the mercy of the market, but above all the artisan 
producing goods for a third party was not selling his labour – since, as stated before, the an-
cient world failed to isolate the abstract concept of labour – but was rather selling him/herself, 
and in this way was putting him/herself on the same level as the lowest stratum of society, the 
slaves. It should be stressed however that the ‘value system’ expressed in ancient theoretical 
writings and presented here did not always coincide with the actual perception and praxis 
of the various components of ancient societies. The existence of different attitudes and of 
complex interrelations among them, that can be highlighted through the analysis of different 
sources and by the use of different methodologies, will be discussed below.

-	 One last point to consider is the non-exclusive nature of individual jobs – a typical feature of 
any ‘ancien régime’ society, above all in the rural environment. This again hints that profes-
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sional identity is largely to be explored in the sphere of specialization, whether entailing tech-
nical skill or relating to trades requiring specific theoretical training, or forms of specialization 
shaped by the requirements of urban environments.

Delimitation of time and space: the problem of ancient sources

Documentation on the phenomenon of labour in antiquity is by no means lacking: 
there are thousands of inscriptions in Greek and Latin where a professional activity 
is remembered, many references to trade in classical literature and numerous labour 
contracts preserved on Egyptian papyri dating from times of Greek and Roman rule, 
not to speak of the wealth of objects of material culture by ancient artists and artisans 
that archaeological surveys have uncovered and continue to uncover. Nevertheless the 
plethora of documentation leaves at least two gaps that condition research into labour 
as a factor in the construction of social identity. The first is the lack of any organic or 
systematic reflection on working activity: the Greek and Roman civilization that gave 
rise to political and military historiography is largely devoid of theoretical treatises on 
economic and social history. One notable exception to this, albeit a partial one, is the 
various Roman treatises on agricultural labour from Cato to Palladio and the texts of 
technical literature. Research has tended of late to stress the need to sift the attitudes 
and nuances let drop by Greek and Roman intellectuals and to delve into the insights 
provided by such forms of writing as technical literature, the social and economic im-
pact of which has generally received only limited attention7.

The second gap stems from the silence of the protagonists; the most eloquent clas-
sical disquisitions on labour are those of philosophers and politicians such as Plato, 
Aristotle, Cicero, and Seneca, or poets like Hesiod, all of them spokesmen for an 
ideology which was not only that of the ruling class, but whose writings were largely 
designed for the ruling classes. It is thus reasonable to insist on the importance of the 
fact that reconstructing work as an element of identity means ‘listening to silence’.

Such considerations lead to another issue which is the delimitation of time and space 
adopted by the present chapter. As Andrea Giardina observed, studies on ancient trades 
and representation thereof suffer from a series of epistemological hiatuses since the 
problems and the documents selected tend to be framed according to the periodisa-
tions most consolidated in political history or the old and new partitions devised by 
academic teaching8. This common adherence to period does little justice to analyses, 
over longer periods which are potentially better suited to the study of social values, and 
obstructs the appreciation of the stratification of continuity and change. It becomes im-
possible to evaluate which factors have caused radical changes and where more gradual 
evolutions or phenomena of fleeting duration are to be discerned.

For this reason in this brief contribution I have chosen as my field of interest studies 
on the Roman world from the Republic through to the Imperial period and that of 
Late Antiquity. I have tried to include studies on the ‘peripheral’ areas of the Roman 
world9. It was not possible to provide a complete survey of work done on the 4th-7th 



20	 Carla Salvaterra

centuries A.D. (and in some cases also the following century), that is to say the stud-
ies devoted to Late Antiquity, although I shall be covering the debate on the change 
that was brought about by the appearance of Christianity10. The historiographical as-
sumption whereby the advent of Christianity caused a radical and global change in the 
theoretical elaboration of values and the construction of social identity is picked up in 
rich and fruitful discussions concerning the historical setting and dating of Late An-
tiquity, whether seen as an autonomous epoch or as a transition phase between Antiq-
uity and the Middle Ages, and concerning the subsequent chronological limits within 
which they must be understood. This period turns out to be one in which reflection 
on ancient themes of labour, social identity and professionalization has acquired a 
relatively lively tone.

In light of this view we must recall that the Italian historicist tradition stresses the 
need for evaluating phenomena of a cultural nature within a period frame based on 
analyses of various structures (economical, political, social) and their interrelations 
– and based on the order prevailing in a society in a well-defined period, as may have 
been the case with Late Antiquity – yet not forgetting that other phenomena show 
aspects of continuity, change, conflict, and evolution which manifest themselves at a 
different pace11.

The chronological framework of scholarship considered in this paper

In planning this short review of the historiographical output of the past twenty years, 
the starting point is the middle of the 1980s, a significant moment both from an inter-
national and from a specifically Italian point of view. The ten years covering the period 
from the mid-eighties to the mid-nineties were actually very important for the introduc-
tion of gender as a category in social and cultural history of the ancient world. In the 
preface (November 1994) to the published proceedings of a seminar held at Oxford in 
1993 (the first international conference on ‘Women in the Ancient World’ to be held in 
the UK12) Richard Hawely and Barbara Levick note that “The theme of the conference 
– New Assessment – had two sources: the changes that a theme naturally undergoes 
when it is treated over a number of years and our own awareness that the emphasis of the 
seminar13 was also changing, and rightly, away from ‘women’ towards ‘gender studies’”.

In the introduction to a volume of collected essays: Matriarchatstheorien der Alter-
tumswissenschaft14 1992, Beate Wagner Hase noted that research into ancient forms of 
family and parental systems considering time and space differences and above all taking 
account of gender as a structural feature of ancient society, is “only just starting”. She re-
called that, in reference to the historical debate on the category of gender (especially the 
seminal work by Joan Scott15), only five studies on antiquity were published between 
1984 and 1989, and went on to label their chosen models of historical-social research 
– with reference to models developed by Moses I Finley – as not entirely unproblematic 
(nicht ganz unproblematisch) in view of their generalizing and levelling tendencies with 
regard to historical differences.
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The academic field, ‘women in antiquity’, had a different development in the USA, as 
can be seen in the discussion of its links with feminism and women’s studies scholar-
ship, in Barbara Mc Manus16. A survey of trends in research on the history of women 
and the introduction of the category of gender in the work of classicists up to 2000, 
with special attention to the German situation, can be found in the critical review by 
Tanja Scheer17. Bibliographical updates for the references quoted can be found on line 
on the website “Diotima Materials for the Study of Women and Gender in the Ancient 
World”18. Of special interest here, though it is largely confined to the Roman world and 
the imperial stage of Late Antiquity, is the bibliography by Antti Arjava, A Bibliography 
on Women and the Family in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (2nd to 7th cen-
turies), published in the section on Late Antiquity in ORB: on-line Reference books 
for Medieval Studies, edited by Steven Muhlberger19.

In Italy the decade between the 1980s and 1990s marks an important moment in the 
debate on economic and social history of the ancient world, again with explicit refer-
ence to the work of Finley. This period saw the important appearance of the academic 
journal ‘Opus’ in 1982 with its express aim of ‘filling a gap’ and becoming an instru-
ment for promotion of and debate on research into ancient economic and social his-
tory in the broadest sense. It was founded by the Italian historian of Ancient Greece 
Carmine Ampolo and the archaeologist Giuseppe Pucci, who set out to develop a 
political culture of international collaboration and to instil previous scientific experi-
ence in the journal favouring the integration of such diverse disciplines as history and 
archaeology; the two pointed out the aptness of combining theoretical elaboration 
with concrete research as matured among the group of ancient historians from the 
Gramsci Institute, as well as from the encounter with Moses Finley: “Those scholars 
have succeeded in identifying fundamental questions in the field in which we wish to 
work”. (Thus the editorial statement in the first volume of the Journal). The experience 
of ‘Opus’ was intense and lent its tone to Italian research in this direction for eleven 
years up until 1992.

The middle of the eighties thus saw the introduction of the category of gender into 
historiography, though this was not immediately accepted by scholars of economic and 
social history of classical antiquity – at that time coming into collision with theoreti-
cal works on economic and social history using Finley’s proposed interpretative mod-
els. In Italy special importance is attached to the experience of the Gramsci Institute 
group who from the mid-seventies promoted a specific theoretical and methodological 
model of interdisciplinary work for studies on ancient economic and social history20. 
Within the field of women’s history in Italian historiography Eva Cantarella’s research, 
which originated from the field of the history of law and institutions and developed 
along the line of cultural history, produced significant innovations. Her contributions, 
beginning with her first book on the topic21 have enjoyed wide international acknowl-
edgment.
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In what way has the study of labour in the Roman world – especially 
professional skills and roles – been approached from the point of 
view of social identity and gender identity construction?
The theme of professional skills, and more generally of labour as an element in the fram-
ing of social identity, has received particular attention in the work of Sandra Rae Joshel22, 
which may be considered an interesting example of how social identity, work and gender 
have been dealt with in a specific case study. The book belongs to the history of mentality 
rather than to social or economic history. It aims essentially to understand how labour 
formed an element in the construction of an identity, to which end it studies inscriptions 
referring to trade from the city of Rome. Sandra Joshel expressly built up her case in the 
preface to her volume on research into unrepresented categories. However, her primary 
objective, which was to “give voice to the silent Roman”, encountered difficulties of accu-
racy in interpreting and contextualizing the historical documents on which the research 
is based, viz. inscriptions (mainly epitaphs and dedications) from the city of Rome, from 
which only those where an individual mentions his/her own trade were selected. The 
book sets out to sift the evidence as to forms of expression and representation of identity 
by slaves, freedmen and the free, and above all what role work had in framing an iden-
tity. Based on over one thousand epigraphs dating from the Early Empire, the study is a 
significant example of how general methodological questions (especially the problems 
of epistemology of ‘muted groups’ discussed by feminist scholars and experts in critical 
ethnography23) can be combined with textual and statistical analyses based on epigraphic 
evidence. Examining the epigraphic, literary and juridical texts in connection with the 
authors’ gender and social role, Joshel tries to assess the human experience of working 
and understand what representation of this reveals about social relations and the way of 
viewing oneself and others, and how men and women of ancient times conceptualized 
themselves via the mention of their own jobs. Sandra Joshel’s aim was also to set up a 
precise link between work and juridical status; that is, how the framing of a social identity 
for categories of persons with varying juridical status (free, freedman, slave) or belong-
ing to limited groups (imperial slaves or slaves in great aristocratic families) answered the 
psychological purpose or need of coping with the depersonalization entailed by slavery. 
The interpretative model and the way the work is planned have met with broad acclaim, as 
it has the merit of being the first to explore a hitherto little-known area, the role of work 
experience among various social categories. Criticisms have however been voiced as to the 
way the model was applied to Roman inscriptions (especially in view of the weakness of 
using a statistical approach based on a few random samples), the lack of proper context 
given to the documents studied, the inadequacies of the comparative method and the cat-
egories of analysis as developed in the sections studying gender and ethnography, which 
served no doubt as a source of inspiration but were not sufficiently applied to the case 
in point. A similar verdict of inadequacy was passed on her evaluation of the expressive 
codes governing the language of the epigraphic, but also literary, texts considered24.

The opportunities opened up by Joshel’s work and stressed by reviewers – e.g. extending 
the model to studies on iconographic representation of work on ancient monuments 
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– have so far met with limited response25. The study on the relationship of status, with 
its many possible meanings and representation of workers had been explicitly addressed 
at the beginning of the 1980s by Natalie Kampen26. Natalie Kampen, from her perspec-
tive as an art historian, had been the first to direct attention to the questions concern-
ing the representation of working women, starting from the methodological question 
of status and art27. In her book she suggested that it is possible to trace developments 
in Roman art, which show the existence of interdependent but separate cultures in the 
Roman world. According to her analysis, the images of work stem from attitudes and 
values of the different social groups for which they were made.

The theme of professional competence and identity has received further attention in 
subsequent years, even if the specific link between skills, social and gender identity con-
struction highlighted in the work of Sandra Joshel has not been further taken up as a 
central object of study. Among the many contributions devoted to professions it is pos-
sible to define some major trends.

The new emphasis put forward by scholarship on the economic independence of wom-
en and their wealth and power has produced a variety of studies, among which we can 
mention here two examples.

The first is the outcome of the research of a team of Finnish scholars engaged in the 
analysis of the ways in which women’s wealth and power interrelate in the social fab-
ric and cultural context during the Roman Empire. Concerning the theme of profes-
sional identity their contribution has been particularly valuable in the analyses of the 
economic influence of women in the economic life of Rome on all its social levels, 
and more specifically in the study of engagement in business and administration of 
(inherited) property as a special activity, which requires specialized skills and can give 
evidence to the professionalism of women28. A similar approach had been adopted by 
Suzanne Dixon29, who discussed women’s active role in the world of work and com-
merce, underlying the importance of social-financial networks and familiar patrimony 
and inheritance practices. By linking women’s social roles to specialized skills and to the 
ability to transmit them, the author suggests a new way of looking at the transmission 
of economic skills (appropriate to the different social groups) as interesting evidence of 
the social power of women.

The second trend to be mentioned here is represented by the research on work, training 
and profession, which arise from studies dedicated to household, family, slaves and the 
socio-juridical aspects of labour relations and of female work. In this field important 
contributions can be found in the essays published in the USA by Susan Treggiari in the 
1970s and 1980s, by Rosmarie Günther in Germany, and by numerous scholars both in 
Europe and America30. Their main focus on the female occupations had the advantage 
of highlighting gendered aspects in the study of occupations and the importance of 
labour in the study of households and families.

Another important research trend is the study of intellectual professions, of the social role 
of specialized and trained personnel and of the ways of knowledge and specialized skills 
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were transmitted31 This seems one the most promising area in which the issue of ‘profes-
sional’ identity can be analysed. The framing of identity could be better understood by 
further assessing the features that marked the difference between the professional and spe-
cialized aspect with respect to the non-specialized one, the difference in the consideration 
for professionalism and expertise in the private and in the public sphere, given the very 
vague boundary that existed in antiquity between the two areas. The means and methods 
of circulation of technical competence, the places, occasions, levels of skilled culture’s cir-
culation, including the implications of applying knowledge in practice and of empirical 
experience in daily practice, still need further investigation in a comparative perspective.

Discussion of the contributions of Italian historiography to the 
study of professional identity and work/social groups

An important stage in the emerging study of the relationship between social identity 
and labour in Italian historiography is marked by the work of the Roman Law scholar, 
Francesco M. De Robertis. His contributions are of an essentially juridical nature but 
interwoven with economic and social history. He sets out to evaluate the social rating 
of labour in the Roman world. His studies on the social dimensions of history pub-
lished in the 1960s refer to earlier research on the association phenomenon, arising in a 
climate of interest in corporatism which was characteristic of fascist Italy32: According 
to the ideas developed in De Robertis’ work33, epigraphy provides precise data with 
which to complete and correct the outline given by literary sources: his study tends 
to single out an ‘aulic’ sphere34 of leading Roman classes, to which the literary sources 
lend expression, showing broad disparagement for the majority of labour-related pro-
fessions. On the opposite side there is the attitude of the ‘vulgar’ sphere, i.e. the inferior 
classes and provincials35, which we find illustrated in epigraphic documents and papyri. 
In this sphere – which involved most of the population of the empire – labour was actu-
ally a reason for personal pride and a source of social prestige, as demonstrated in the 
records of professions referred to in sepulchral inscriptions and various other references 
to trade from many parts of the Roman world.

This line of research no doubt had the merit of evaluating evidence usually overlooked 
or considered of minor relevance by those studying labour in the ancient world (e.g. 
epigraphical sources), and of showing that the attitude of the ancients toward labour 
was anything but uniform. But it also reveals two limitations: firstly, there is the risk of 
over-simplification, positing a single coherent ideology of the upper class as opposed to 
a coherent ideology of the popular class; secondly, it ends by considering the explicit 
conceptions of ancient authorities as the result of abstract speculation by certain aristo-
crats completely divorced from the problems and values of real life36.

A discussion of the positions expressed in classical historiography regarding the value 
and interpretation of various kinds of sources can be found in the first part of a book by 
Alessandro Cristofori37. It also includes an attempt at a more efficient application of the 
framework outlined by De Robertis and subsequent discussions.
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The interest shown by Italian historiography of the ancient world in these types of 
problems is evident from economic-social research, in studies focusing on cultural and 
ideological aspects, in works of a more documentary character (like the field of epigra-
phy and papyrology), and – among traditional Roman studies – in research on labour-
related legislation, especially of Late Antiquity.

I will refer to some of the more recent works as examples of the diversity of approaches 
or by way of useful reflection and summary on the main research themes developed by 
historiography of the ancient world.

The interest in ancient professional associations – as mentioned above in connection 
with the studies of De Robertis – has been an important trend in Italian historiogra-
phy, and many scholars have contributed to defining the aims and roles played in the 
economic and political lives of ancient communities by professional associations such as 
found in imperial and late ancient Roman society. Lellia Cracco Ruggini38 points to the 
gradual shift in the connotation of association from a ‘social’ to a more ‘economic’ mean-
ing39. Mario Mazza40, investigates the political significance of professional associations. 
Lastly, the summary by Guido Clemente41, based on his important previous research 
into collegia in the Roman Empire, points to the social relevance of professional associa-
tions, but also identifies an important economic and political role at a local level42.

We have already mentioned the historiographical trends developed by the group of clas-
sical scholars at the Gramsci Institute, which culminated in two works: Società Romana 
e Produzione Schiavistica (1981) and Società Romana ed Impero tardoantico (1986). In 
an intellectual context, where attention was given to modes of production and the role 
of social groups, especially when related to the theme which interests us here (viz. the 
role of labour in the creation of a social identity), we must mention first and foremost 
the contributions by Andrea Giardina.

His article on Lavoro e storia sociale; antagonismo e alleanze dall’Ellenismo al tardoan-
tico43, based upon an analysis of sources and studies on social urban rebellion and la-
bour conflict, particularly ‘organized refusal’, provides a comprehensive evaluation of 
various aspects of social relations, the history of mentality and economic and ideo-
logical reasoning emerging from surveys on the transition between Antiquity and Late 
Antiquity.

This critical contribution has raised some interesting points, including certain particular 
aspects of professional identity in antiquity that are of interest for the present survey, e.g. 
the solidarity among people who worked in fields that required a particular kind of spe-
cialization. In the contribution published in ‘Opus’ by Andrea Giardina, a central point 
is the investigation of the relation between labour and social values, based on the formu-
lation of a passage in Cicero’s de Officis (1, 150 sgg.) which is crucial for the appraisal of 
attitudes towards human activities in the ancient world, and especially attitudes towards 
commerce44. These suggestions were developed in subsequent contributions, amongst 
which one deserves special attention: Giardina’s Il mercante45, an article in a collective 
volume by the same author, volume in which he offers a portrait of Roman society by 
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means of a series of sketches of a number of representative figures: the citizen, the priest, 
the lawyer, the soldier, the merchant, the bandit, the craftsman, the slave and the farmer. 
In this volume a number of sources and various methodological approaches are applied in 
order to arrive at a multi-dimensional depiction of social types. It has been noted that all 
the figures selected are male (as implicit in the Italian title of the work, which is lost in the 
English translation46) even if there is no explicit theoretical position taken with regard to 
gender in the overall plan of the volume47. 

The study of social values and the representation of labour was recently discussed in two 
essays that pay special attention to ideology (in the transition to Late Antiquity) and to 
relations between mentality and socio-economical factors: Andrea Giardina48 interest in 
Late Antiquity and Christian and pagan ideology is also treated in studies that derive their 
methodological outline from literary rather than historical or historiographical analyses, 
and in which we can discern the same orientation, though by other means, as that initiated 
by Andrea Giardina, i.e. the need to discuss the commonplaces relating to the break-up of 
paganism and Christianity, and to analyse the period divisions and ideologies by breaking 
down the various levels on which mentalities and representation can occur. See for instance, 
the studies by Elena Giannarelli, in which there is a marked attention to the female world 
and the possibility of using the category of gender in the analysis of ancient Christian liter-
ary texts. In the same collective volume see also the chapter by Danilo Mazzoleni50. Among 
the writings of Elena Giannarelli see also the ones dedicated to the concept of work and to 
women in Late Antiquity51; special attention to the iconographic analysis of labour illustra-
tions in ancient funerary contexts is to be found in Fabrizio Bisconti’s work52.

When it comes to the study of ancient literature and cultural studies, a special inter-
est in the category of gender and the tools used in anthropology and cultural stud-
ies has been the driving force behind the interdepartmental centre of Anthropology 
and Culture at the University of Siena, which was established in 1986 and which aims 
to “promote scientific collaboration between classical scholarship and anthropology 
and develop a common line of research between these two disciplines that shows the 
cultural continuity and evolution between Antiquity and Modernity, coordinating 
an anthropological perspective on historical, archaeological and philological-literary 
studies on the ancient world, developing or connecting research-projects on material 
culture and on social organisation with studies of cultural models derived from texts 
and literary documents”. Noteworthy research has been done by Maurizio Bettini by 
whom we may mention two illustrative contributions: the first53 is not immediately rel-
evant to professional identity but contains important methodological considerations 
that take their inspiration from methods of anthropology and sensitivity to narrative. 
It specifically illustrates the need to connect social and cultural information found in 
ancient texts with the narrative character of the text: “its plot, its style, its contents, its 
assumptions”, especially if the need arises to reconstruct social history from texts with a 
mythical or legal content. The second example is directly related to the topic of profes-
sional identity and represents Maurizio Bettini’s view as to the role of the midwife in 
Greek society, based on an extensive study of myths relating to birth and motherhood. 
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Special attention is given here to the symbolical universe and analysed by means of an-
thropological models and comparative analysis54. On some of the pages of this essay we 
find references to the characteristics of women assisting with childbirth in the ancient 
world: professional midwives possessing some medical training, and traditional mid-
wives, i.e. women within the family circle or who assisted at the moment of childbirth. 
This also highlights the difficulty of a strict demarcation between different persons as 
well as making comparisons and parallels with cultural manifestations at places and 
moments from a distant past. The interesting fact about this study is the attention paid 
to the symbolical and mythical universe that accompanies this particular professional 
activity and its differing perceptions and representations in the culture of the ancient 
world. Until now this type of study has made little impact on Italian studies specifically 
devoted to the medical professions in antiquity, male or female, which have been un-
dertaken from a different angle, whether documentary or legal.

Coming to juridical studies, a number of published contributions are specifically geared 
towards analysis of the ‘intellectual professions’ e.g. the work of Luigi Capogrossi Colog-
nesi55, or Giovanna Coppola56, alongside studies of a more sociological nature aimed at 
showing the relation between functions performed and personal status57, and traditional 
research into the study of professional associations in the Roman world. Questions of 
social relevance and consideration of the medical professions have also been studied in 
Italian historiography, with a specific interest in the evaluation of diverse sources through 
which it is possible to reconstruct not only the development of medical knowledge but 
also the concrete practice of the medical profession and aspects of ideological representa-
tion and social standing within the profession. An important contribution among recent 
Italian publications is that by Isabella Andorlini and Arnaldo Marcone58, conducted from 
a wide chronological and geographical perspective, and illustrated by means of an anno-
tated review of the most wide-ranging sources which are useful for reconstructing signifi-
cant moments and features in the development of medical knowledge in theory and in 
practice. Notable among studies of the medical profession in ancient times is the work by 
Alfredo Buonopane59 who starts from a consolidated tradition by studying doctors from 
epigraphical documents and goes on to focus on evidence stemming from northern Italy 
as to economic status, aspects of social promotion, and accounts from the Western Ro-
man world concerning the role of women in the medical profession. Evaluation of docu-
mentary, epigraphical and papyrus sources for the study of professions and social roles in 
the ancient world is – as mentioned above – one of the specific historiographical areas 
which prefers the preliminary phase of editing and social-historical comments on single 
documents or on homogenous groups of documents rather than particular theorization 
along the lines of historiographical research60.

In the field of papyrology, Italian scholarly tradition can count on the pioneering studies 
by Orsolina Montevecchi: between 1935 and 1950 she carried out an important series 
of research ventures, published as: “Ricerche di sociologia nei documenti dell’Egitto greco-
romano”. In the framework of this project she collected groups of documents useful for 
reconstructing economic and social history of the family and other social structures. 
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Her contribution to the analyses of work, professions and female roles can be gauged 
particularly from the study of labour contracts61 and the corpus of nursing contracts62. 
On the ancient view of the nursing ‘profession’, extracted from literary texts, we can 
refer to the article by Francesca Mencacci63.

Among the wide range of studies devoted to ancient inscriptions – besides the above-
mentioned works on Christian epigraphy – we may mention the proceedings of the 
conferences promoted by Francesca Cenerini and Alfredo Buonopane64 – not least be-
cause of the specific attention given to the female dimension. The specific intention was 
to provide the scientific community with concrete analyses of epigraphic documents, 
which may be useful aids to rethinking the condition of women in antiquity (mainly 
Roman) in relation to the sectors of labour or city life or associations. The interest in 
epigraphic documents has also raised a more general debate on the identity of various 
components of ancient society, as can be seen from the outline to the conference: “Ceti 
Medi in Cisalpina”65, where we also find a more explicitly historiographical discussion66. 
Though not specific products of Italian historiography – but open to debate with Ital-
ian historiography – we include here the miscellaneous publications of the Centre de 
Recherches sur les Civilisations Antiques (C.R.C.A.), which have as their main focus 
the study of local élites in an interdisciplinary perspective with links to a comparative 
study of medieval and modern phenomena; they also contain interesting studies on the 
definition of social roles and forms of identity construction67.

Where do innovations in the field of social history coincide with 
those in the field of labour and gender studies?
By way of concluding this survey we may recall some of the innovative sectors in re-
search on this specific topic, which establish a relation between the sphere of labour 
and the construction of social identity. In light of the works discussed it becomes evi-
dent that studies to date have demonstrated the existence, not of a unique or coherent 
conception of labour in antiquity, but rather of a plurality of conceptions, which nev-
ertheless show some common points, together with divergences and contradictions. 
We may therefore ask ourselves if it is justifiable to talk of ‘value systems’ for such a 
fragmentary and incomplete conceptual framework, the data of which cover a wide 
period of time and a vast physical territory. Even though labour-related activities did 
not constitute a characteristic aspect of the life of a great number of people in antiquity, 
it is nevertheless interesting to see how the dimension and representation of labour can 
be studied on different levels and from various methodological perspectives.

After the work conducted on professional categories and classes of documentation, 
there is now a need for a synthesis of the roles the various professions may have had in 
the ancient economy, society and political organisations, as well as an evaluation – if 
possible with a wider use of the category of gender – designed to create specific knowl-
edge of ancient culture and ways of thinking.
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