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Understanding the intricacies of ancient civilizations requires more than a cursory glance at military conquests or 

the successions of emperors. It demands a rigorous, data-driven exploration of social history—the lived experience 

of the populace. Jo-Ann Shelton’s seminal work, As the Romans Did: A Sourcebook in Roman Social History

(specifically the 2nd Edition published by Oxford University Press), serves as a primary technical framework for

scholars and students alike. This article provides an in-depth analysis of the methodological approaches, primary

source integration, and socio-economic structures detailed within this foundational text.

The Historiographical Framework of Social History

Social history, as a discipline, shifts the focus from 'top-down' narratives to 'bottom-up' perspectives. In the context 

of Roman studies, this involves examining the structural mechanicsof daily life, including legal statuses, domestic

obligations, and economic participation. Shelton’s sourcebook is designed as a technical repository of 473

translations, providing a curated dataset of primary evidence ranging from epigraphy (inscriptions) to literary

fragments.

The Role of Primary Source Evidence

In historical methodology, a primary sourceis an artifact, document, or record created during the time under study.

Shelton’s collection utilizes several categories of evidence:

•  Epigraphic Data: Inscriptions on stone, metal, or wood, providing unedited glimpses into funerary practices 

and municipal laws.

•  Papyrological Evidence: Fragments of papyri from Roman Egypt that detail private contracts, letters, and tax 

receipts.

•  Literary Sources: Texts from authors such as Pliny the Younger, Martial, and Juvenal, which offer satirical or 

descriptive accounts of social norms.

•  Legal Codes: Excerpts from the Twelve Tables or the Digest of Justinian that define the theoretical boundaries 

of Roman behavior.

Core Concepts: Social Stratification and the Roman Hierarchy

The Roman social structure was not a monolithic entity but a complex, multi-tiered system defined by legal status 

(caput), wealth, and ancestry. To understand how the Romans 'did' life, one must first understand the technical

divisions of their society.

Mathematical Models of Roman Class Structure

While precise census data is elusive, historians use architectural and agrarian data to estimate the distribution of

wealth. The Roman hierarchy can be conceptualized as a steep pyramid:

1.  The Senatorial Order: The elite 0.01% of the population, requiring a minimum property qualification of 

1,000,000 sesterces.

2.  The Equestrian Order: The commercial and administrative backbone, requiring 400,000 sesterces.

3.  The Plebeian Class: The free-born citizens, further divided into the 'urban plebs' and 'rural plebs'.



4.  Freedmen (Liberti): Formerly enslaved individuals who occupied a unique legal 'limbo' with limited voting 

rights but significant economic potential.

5.  Slaves (Servi): The labor engine of the empire, legally classified as 'instrumentum vocale' (speaking tools).

Comparison of Roman Social Classes

The following table outlines the technical distinctions between the primary social tiers as categorized in Shelton's

sourcebook:



Social Tier Legal Status Economic Basis Political Influence

Senators Cives (Citizens) Large Landholdings 
(Latifundia)

High (Senate Membership)

Equestrians Cives (Citizens) Trade, Banking, Civil 
Service

Moderate (Administrative 
Roles)

Plebeians Cives (Citizens) Manual Labor, Small 
Shops, Military

Low (Assembly Voting)

Freedmen Liberti Crafts, Petty Trade, Service Indirect (Wealth 
Accumulation)

Slaves Property Forced Labor None

Technical Workflow: Examining the Domestic Sphere

Shelton organizes the sourcebook thematically, allowing for a modular analysis of Roman life. One of the most 

significant modules is the Roman family unit, governed by the principle of Patria Potestas.

The Mechanism of Patria Potestas

The pater familias(father of the family) held absolute legal authority over his household. This was not merely a

social tradition but a legal framework that dictated:

•  Asset Management: All property acquired by children or slaves belonged legally to the pater familias.

•  Marriage Negotiations: The right to arrange or dissolve marriages based on political or economic utility.

•  Life and Death: In extreme (though rare) legal theories, the ius vitae necisque allowed the father to execute 

family members for severe transgressions.

Marriage and Dowry Systems

Roman marriage (matrimonium) functioned as a contract focused on the production of legitimate heirs. Shelton

provides translations that detail two technical forms of marriage:

•  Cum Manu: The bride passed entirely into the legal control of her husband’s family.

•  Sine Manu: The bride remained under the legal control of her own father, allowing her greater financial 

independence and the ability to inherit from her natal family.

Educational Systems and Pedagogy

Education in Rome was decentralized and market-driven. There was no state-sponsored school system; instead,

education was a commodity purchased by the elite and the aspiring middle class. The technical progression of

Roman education followed a specific path:

The Stages of Roman Learning

1.  Ludus Litterarius: Primary education focusing on basic literacy and numeracy, overseen by a ludi magister.

2.  Grammaticus: Secondary education emphasizing Greek and Latin literature, grammar, and poetic analysis.

3.  Rhetoric: The tertiary stage, vital for political careers, where students mastered the art of persuasion and 

declamatio (public speaking).

Shelton’s sourcebook highlights the physical discipline inherent in this system, often citing the use of the ferula 



(cane) as a common pedagogical tool. This reflects the broader Roman value of disciplinaas the foundation of

civic life.

Economic Operations: Occupations and Urban Infrastructure

The Roman economy was a sophisticated network of local markets and long-distance trade. Using the 2nd Edition 

of As the Romans Did, we can reconstruct the labor landscape of an ancient urban center like Rome or Ostia.

The Role of Collegia

A technical component often overlooked is the collegium—a professional guild or association. These organizations

served several functions:

•  Standardization: Maintaining quality controls for specific trades (e.g., bakers, tanners, shippers).

•  Social Safety Net: Providing burial funds for members and organizing communal banquets.

•  Political Lobbying: Acting as a collective voice in municipal affairs.

Table: Key Roman Occupations and Their Technical Requirements



Occupation Primary Tasks Tools/Infrastructure

Fullones (Fullers) Cleaning and whitening cloth Urine vats, sulfur presses

Argentarii (Bankers) Currency exchange, lending Tabernae (shops), scales

Medici (Doctors) Surgery, herbal medicine Scalpels, cautery irons, probes

Architecti Urban planning, engineering Groma (leveling tool), chorobates

The Cultural Logic of 'When in Rome'

The popular idiom "When in Rome, do as the Romans do" is often attributed to Saint Ambrose in the 4th century 

AD. Technically, this advice was given to Saint Augustine regarding the variation in fasting days between Milan and 

Rome. In a broader socio-historical context, this phrase encapsulates the pragmatic assimilationthat

characterized the Roman Empire.

Assimilation vs. Imperialism

The Roman 'sourcebook' approach to governance involved the integration of local customs into the imperial 

framework, provided they did not conflict with Roman tax collection or security. This cultural synchronization 

allowed the empire to maintain stability across diverse geographies. When individuals 'did as the Romans did,' they 

were often participating in the Imperial Cult or the legal systems that facilitated trade and protection.

Case Study: The Roman Entertainment Industry

Entertainment was a critical logistical operation used by the state to manage the urban population (the 'bread and 

circuses' or panem et circenses model). Shelton’s data on the Munera (gladiatorial games) and Ludi(theatrical

performances) reveals a highly organized industry.

Technical Management of the Colosseum

The Flavian Amphitheatre (Colosseum) was an engineering marvel that required precise operational management:

•  Vomitoria: Strategically placed exits that allowed 50,000 spectators to evacuate in minutes.

•  Velarium: A massive retractable awning system operated by sailors from the Roman navy.

•  Hypogeum: An underground network of tunnels and elevators used to deploy animals and scenery.

The Economics of the Games

The funding for these spectacles was a technical requirement for magistrates (Aediles) seeking higher office. It was 

a capital-intensive political investment. Costs included the rental of gladiators from a lanista, the procurement of 

exotic beasts (venationes), and the payment of musicians and stagehands.

Operational Challenges and Failure Modes in Roman Society

Despite its sophistication, Roman social structures faced recurring challenges. Analyzing these 'failure modes'

provides insight into the eventual transition of the empire.

Common Social and Operational Errors

1.  Urban Overcrowding (Insulae): The technical failure of Roman housing. Many insulae (apartment blocks) 



were built with poor materials, leading to frequent collapses and fires.

2.  Currency Debasement: Over-extending the military budget led emperors to reduce the silver content of the 

denarius, causing hyperinflation and the eventual breakdown of the money economy.

3.  Manpower Shortages: The reliance on slave labor created a technical bottleneck in innovation; when the 

supply of slaves dwindled as conquests ceased, the agricultural output suffered.

Troubleshooting Roman Urbanism



Problem Symptom Technical Solution Attempted

Water Scarcity Drought/Pollution Aqueduct construction and Siphons

Grain Shortage Riots (Urban Unrest) The Annona (State Grain Dole)

Fire Hazards Citywide Conflagrations The Vigiles (Paramilitary Firefighters)

Summary of Methodological Value

The 2nd Edition of As the Romans Did remains an essential technical manual for understanding the Roman world. 

By categorizing 473 distinct primary sources, Jo-Ann Shelton allows modern researchers to reconstruct the socio-

economic algorithms that governed antiquity. From the legal nuances of Patria Potestasto the mechanical logistics

of the grain dole, the sourcebook demonstrates that Roman life was a complex interplay of rigid law and pragmatic

adaptation.

For the technical writer or historian, the work serves as a reminder that history is not merely a collection of dates, 

but a system of interactions. To truly understand the Romans, one must look past the marble statues and into the

contracts, letters, and laws that defined their daily existence. The enduring legacy of this sourcebook lies in its

ability to make these ancient voices audible, providing a structured data set for the ongoing analysis of human

civilization.

As we navigate contemporary social structures, the Roman model offers a profound case study in the longevity and 

fragility of complex systems. Whether examining the stratification of labor or the mechanisms of urban 

management, the technical insights found within Shelton’s collection continue to inform our understanding of the

'Roman way'—a path defined by discipline, law, and an unrelenting focus on social order.
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