4.3 Attitudes towards women in the sources

Tacitus claimed to write without prejudice or bias (Annals 1.1) and he is careful not to accept every story he finds in his sources. He also records good qualities in his characters as well as bad ones. 

His comment about about Agrippina the Elder (Annals 1.33) that she is too easily provoked to anger is balanced by the statement about her love and loyalty to Germanicus and her family. When she dies, Tacitus calls the charges brought against her by Tiberius as ‘disgraceful slanders’ (Annals 6.25). He admits she was greedy for power but comments upon her masculine ambition against her feminine defects.  Germanicus is said to have warned Agrippina about her anger.

He told her, when she returned to the city of Rome, not to anger those in stronger positions by competing for power. (Annals 2.72).

But Tacitus makes it clear that she acts to preserve and enhance her family.
The portrayal of women as stereotypes rather than individuals is a feature of Tacitus’ presentation of women in his histories. His view about the role of the women of the imperial family was probably not very different from the commonly held view about women and power. He dislikes the way the women plot against each other in the efforts to manoeuvre their children as successors to the emperor.  So he portrays the women as rivals and writes of them as hostile to each other.

She had always fiercely hated Lollia and had become even more of an enemy over the rivalry for the marriage with Claudius. 
Tacitus Annals 12.22

First she ruined Domitia Lepida for purely feminine reasons. Lepida was the daughter of the younger Antonia, as the grandniece of Augustus, the second cousin of Agrippina, and sister of her husband Domitius Ahenobarbus, and so believed herself to be the equal of Agrippina in status. They were virtually equal in beauty, youth and wealth. Both were immoral, notorious and vicious; they rivalled each other in crime as much as in the prosperity provided for them by fortune. The bitterest struggle was over who should have the most influence with Nero. 
Tacitus Annals 12.64
Similarly Junia Silana (Annals 13.19) attempts to undermine Agrippina because of a personal issue. Tacitus does not  present them in detail: there is a general description of them as ‘equal in beauty, youth and wealth’ but no description of them as individuals. 
Agrippina’s ambition is dominatio (power, control, domination). Seneca is recalled to help her win power (Annals 12.8).  But he differentiates her from other women like Messalina:

However, this was a woman who was not motivated like Messalina; she did not play with the affairs of Rome like some toy for her personal pleasure. Rome was now enslaved by an almost masculine dominance. In public Agrippina showed a serious, often arrogant face; in private, there was no sign of immorality, unless it helped her in her search for power; she had an enormous desire for money which was excused with the reason that money was a means to power.

Tacitus Annals 12.7
However, Tacitus cannot get rid of his stereotyping of women - her reaction to Acte: 

‘Agrippina, however, became angry as women do and raged… ‘(Annals 13.13)
Again when explaining how Agrippina is taken in by Nero’s pretence of friendliness before his attempt to kill her he says:
‘…because women easily believe what is enjoyable. ‘(Annals 14.4).  

He makes a comparison between Agrippina and Livia, who had also made sure that her son, Tiberius, succeeded Augustus, and who had also tried to rule through her son. 

‘Claudius was decreed to be a god and his funeral was conducted exactly as Augustus’ funeral.  Agrippina equalled her great-grandmother Livia in the magnificence of her dress. ‘ (Annals 12.69) 

Tacitus at the start of the Annals had suggested that there were rumours about Livia’s involvement in the deaths of Tiberius’ rivals. Like Agrippina, Livia had kept Augustus’ death secret until the arrangements for Tiberius’ accession were complete. There is even a murder to start the reign, that of Agrippa Postumus. This parallels Agrippina’s murder of Silanus (Annals 13.1).  

For more information about women in Rome and attitudes towards women see:

http://web.mac.com/heraklia/Dominae/
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