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“Skinner’s revised and expanded second edition increases the chief  pleasure of  her 
first—to see a true scholar at work, formidably informed. Her scope of  erudition 
embraces all manner of  ancient testimony, from Greek romances to gravestones.”

Micaela Janan, Duke University

“Thoroughly revised and with new sections and illustrations in each chapter, this book 
remains a landmark study of  a complex yet fascinating subject. Written by a global 
authority in the field, it delivers rigorous, up-to-date scholarship in a style appealing to 
the non-specialist reader.”

Konstantinos P. Nikoloutsos, Saint Joseph’s University 

“A breathtaking synthesis of  cutting edge research, this superb second edition of  
Skinner’s magisterial overview of  ancient sexuality combines sophistication with 
accessibility and remains an indispensable resource for students, teachers, and scholars.”

Yurie Hong, Gustavus Adolphus College

This second edition of  the authoritative guide to gender and sexuality in ancient Greece and Rome 
has been fully revised, augmented, and enhanced for greater student utility. New features include a 
separate  glossary, focused discussion prompts, and suggestions for further reading at the end of  each 
chapter. The text remains the leading survey of  a hugely diverse field that encompasses everything 
from outrageous bawdry to idealized pederasty. Engaging, accessible, and laced with humor, the 
narrative begins with the Homeric era and now extends to the advent of  Christianity as it eclipsed 
paganism across Europe and recalibrated attitudes to sexuality and gender.

Drawing on literary, artistic, and archaeological evidence, as well as on scholarly sources, the new 
edition introduces a number of  additional topics, including fuller theoretical analysis of  key 
concepts such as sex, gender, and sexuality; cultural and religious exchanges between Greeks and 
Egyptians; the mystique of  Alexander the Great; and an entire chapter on the living conditions of  
non-elite Romans. The text combines fine cultural detail with a breadth of  perspective, prompting 
readers to contrast ancient norms of  sexual behavior with those of  today, and contextualizes 
the longstanding academic disputes over ancient sexuality. Strikingly relevant to our own 
understanding of  the interplay between social institutions and personal sexual conduct, this new 
edition, like its forerunner, will be greatly valued by general and academic readers alike.
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Praise for Sexuality in Greek and Roman Culture,  
Second Edition

“My upper-level students enjoyed Skinner’s frank and engaging style, and 
appreciated her ability to navigate through contentious theoretical issues with 
discretion and clarity. The new features of the second edition further increase the 
value of what is by far the best survey of the subject available.”

Anthony Corbeill, University of Kansas 

“This book delivers but also exceeds what I’d hoped for in the second edition. 
In addition to an updated text and bibliography positioning the book in relation 
to scholarly developments, Skinner has added textboxes to stimulate class debate, 
and end-of-chapter ‘discussion prompts’ to encourage students’ reflection upon 
our relationship with/estrangement from ancient sexuality.”

Susan Deacy, University of Roehampton

“Skinner’s revised and expanded second edition increases the chief pleasure of her 
first—to see a true scholar at work, formidably informed. Her scope of erudition 
embraces all manner of ancient testimony, from Greek romances to gravestones.”

Micaela Janan, Duke University

“Thoroughly revised and with new sections and illustrations in each chapter, this 
book remains a landmark study of a complex yet fascinating subject. Written by a 
global authority in the field, it delivers rigorous, up-to-date scholarship in a style 
appealing to the non-specialist reader.”

Konstantinos P. Nikoloutsos, Saint Joseph’s University 

“A breathtaking synthesis of cutting edge research, this superb second edition of 
Skinner’s magisterial overview of ancient sexuality combines sophistication with 
accessibility and remains an indispensable resource for students, teachers, and 
scholars.”

Yurie Hong, Gustavus Adolphus College
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Housman: Actually, “trochos” is Greek, it’s the Greek word for hoop, 
so when Horace uses “Graecus trochus” it’s rather like saying “French 
chapeau”. I mean he’s laying it on thick, isn’t he?

Jackson: Is he? What?
Housman: Well, to a Roman, to call something Greek meant – very 

often – sissylike, or effeminate. In fact, a hoop, a trochos, was a 
favourite gift given by a Greek man to the boy he, you know, to his 
favourite boy.

Jackson: oh, beastliness, you mean?
Tom Stoppard, The Invention of Love
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Preface to the Second Edition

Publication of a second edition of Sexuality in Greek and Roman Culture gives me 
the opportunity to correct shortcomings noted by reviewers and readers of the first 
edition, incorporate new findings and update an ever-increasing bibliography, expand 
treatment of several topics, add more images, restructure the final chapters chrono-
logically, and carry the narrative of ancient sexual ethics down to the Christian era. 
Students, I hope, will welcome a few features to make the work more user-friendly: 
for each chapter, the inclusion of a text box containing intriguing facts tangential 
to the main topic and the addition of discussion prompts and further readings at 
the end, as well as a glossary at the back defining boldfaced terms employed in the 
text. Many of these changes were suggested by respondents to electronic surveys 
conducted by the publisher. I deeply appreciate the thoughtful feedback those 
 participants provided; as a teaching tool the book has benefited greatly.

While I have preserved all of the original content, I have rewritten entire portions 
of text, especially in the introduction, the chapters on classical Athens and the Hellenistic 
period, and the concluding chapters on imperial Rome. Perceptive reviewers observed 
that the previous edition was as much about gender as it was about sexuality. Indeed, 
it is almost impossible to disentangle the two, even conceptually. The introduction has 
been enlarged, then, by a theoretical explanation of relationships among the terms 
“sex,” “gender,” and “sexuality” as they will be encountered here. Though finding it 
hard to cover all the material I wished to include, I have added longer discussions of 
Aeschines’ speech Against Timarchus, the historical backdrop to Alexander the 
Great’s conquests, polygamy within the Argead dynasty, and the influence of Egyptian 
sexual customs and religion upon Greek writings produced in Ptolemaic Alexandria, 
as all seemed germane to main chapter themes. Finally, I have separated my account 
of sexual mores under the Caesars into two parts: one chapter on changing elite 
attitudes, Greek and Roman, toward the human body and the marriage bond, using 
literature and official public art as my chief witnesses, and the other on conditions 
and trends affecting the populace as a whole, presenting a fuller context for study-
ing the rise of Christianity and its focus upon sexual denial. Although that last 
chapter is still eclectic, I believe it is more cohesive, and I trust that in providing 
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detailed economic, legal, and demographic information I have not strayed too far 
from my goal of showing how an ascetic movement underpinned by eschatology 
might fit into the big sociological picture.

Because this book is a textbook, I have used commonly transliterated forms of 
proper names: “Aeschylus” instead of “Aiskhylos.” Exceptions are gods and mythic 
heroes, as students ought to know both Greek and Roman alternatives, and technical 
terms: hetairai, not “hetaeras.” Instructors might like to have my reason for supplying 
what I term “discussion prompts.” Initially I planned to include a set of review ques-
tions with factual answers to help students prepare for examinations. That practical 
notion became unfeasible, however, as I realized that I did not know what a teacher 
would emphasize in a given chapter and what she might prefer to leave out, depend-
ing on the level and size of the course, the length of the instructional period, and the 
various uses to which an assigned textbook might be put. The prompts I devised 
instead can function in numerous ways. Because they permit open-ended responses, 
classmates may debate them in breakout sessions or blog about them. They offer a 
choice of topics for short writing assignments. In combination with primary sources 
they can be used for open-book tests. Finally, ingenious students will doubtless be 
able to recast some of them as pick-up lines. Whatever the situation, prompts, as the 
noun implies, invite reflection upon personal experiences while one is seeking to 
grasp the workings of a foreign set of gender and sexual protocols. Whether such a 
process will render readers more comfortable with antiquity, I do not know. I suspect, 
though, that it will render them less comfortable with their own habits of thinking, 
and that is a good thing.

As before, I am indebted to colleagues who generously commented on drafts and 
offered timely assistance. on the subject of demographic projections Bruce Frier 
gave invaluable advice. kristina Milnor sent a chapter of her forthcoming monograph 
on Pompeian graffiti. konstantinos nikoloutsos helped me look at Alexander through 
the eyes of a queer theorist. Gil Renberg supplied a bibliographic reference that 
complicated my view of the Warren Cup. on behalf of the Troy Project, C. Brian 
Rose authorized re-use of a drawing by nurten Sevinç originally published in 
Studia Troica (1996).  Archaeological illustrator Christina L. kolb produced a detailed 
rendering of a much discussed scene on the so-called “Getty Birds” vase. once more, 
my apologies if I have overlooked mentioning someone’s scholarly contribution to 
the finished volume.

My thanks as well to those associated with Wiley-Blackwell who worked hard 
with me to produce an improved second edition: Haze Humbert, Acquisitions 
Editor, for commissioning the undertaking and soliciting suggestions from instruc-
tors; Ben Thatcher, Project Editor, for guiding me through the maze of getting 
 permissions – again; nora naughton of nPM Ltd, the project production manager; 
Doreen kruger, the meticulous copyeditor; and Elizabeth Saucier, Editorial 
Assistant, and her marketing staff for the arresting cover design. Finally, my express 
gratitude once again to Jeff Carnes for preparing an even more complicated index 
this time around.



Preface to the First Edition

The immediate decade has seen an explosion of curricular interest in ancient 
 sexuality, a topic once warily neglected in the classroom. undergraduate courses on 
gender and sexuality in Greece and Rome are now regularly offered by a large 
number of college and university classics programs in the united States, Canada, 
Great Britain, and Australia. They have proven enormously popular, and not just 
because their subject matter is intrinsically fascinating. Students who encounter the 
strange ways in which the educated classes of antiquity spoke about themselves as 
men and women and the odd cultural meanings they imposed on what takes place in 
the bedroom cannot help but begin to reconsider their own assumptions about them-
selves as members of a (supposedly) given sex and actors in a (supposedly) universal 
tragicomedy of desire and mating. Learning to view intimate matters from an alien 
perspective is a scary experience, particularly for young adults. This textbook is 
designed to help undergraduates engage with ancient sexuality in all its otherness. It 
is also designed for the general reader, who may have heard rumors about exciting 
new questions being broached in a proverbially conservative discipline.

As an academic field of study, Greco-Roman sexuality has only just become 
legitimate, to say nothing of trendy. Already, though, the literature is enormous and 
continues to grow, so that giving an overview of current thinking necessarily attempts 
to hit a moving target. The intellectual energy of specialists and the cutting-edge 
quality of their research guaranteed that the study changing the way everyone 
looked at a particular issue inevitably appeared just weeks after my own discussion 
of that issue was written. I have tried to keep abreast of developments as much as 
possible. For that reason, the bibliography is weighted heavily toward work pub-
lished in the past ten or fifteen years. Instructors who wish to present this material 
in the context of more traditional accounts of social and political history may need 
to assign short readings from standard reference works. They may also want to select 
an accompanying sourcebook, although I have incorporated fairly lengthy chunks of 
ancient texts. All translations of Greek and Roman primary sources, except where 
indicated, are my own.
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In composing what is, to my knowledge, the first overall survey of ancient sexuality, 
I have employed two different approaches to contemporary scholarship. As an 
expositor, I have attempted to compile and synthesize conclusions drawn from 
recent analyses and, in dealing with controversial questions, to explain the point of 
contention and present arguments from both sides. As a practicing investigator, 
however, I have sometimes taken positions when a given account appears to me the 
more plausible one. Because discussion in certain areas is intensely focused, and 
fundamental assumptions about the symbolic content of Greek and Roman sexual 
discourses are not always expressly articulated, I have formulated general observa-
tions on the semiotics of ancient sexuality that may themselves be starting points 
for further debate. I welcome such disagreement. As I maintain throughout this 
volume, the field is in its infancy – a textbook written for courses taught years from 
now will take for granted concepts that have not yet occurred to present-day 
researchers. Debate is the matrix of new understanding.

While writing this book, I realized that I was uniquely equipped to tell the story 
of how our picture of ancient sexual mores has changed in the past quarter-century, 
not because of any greater depth of erudition but rather thanks to two generations’ 
worth of hindsight. My college years fell in the late 1950s and early 1960s, before 
the cultural watersheds of the sexual revolution, the Vietnam War, and the second 
wave of feminism. I went to school, as young women of my background did in those 
days, to find a man to provide for me and my offspring and graduated four years 
later with no husband and a solid liberal arts education, which has served me in 
much better stead. During the next decade I was in a position, first as an adjunct 
instructor and then as a doctoral student, to observe how female undergraduates, 
not too much younger than I, were coming of age in a cultural landscape that had 
meantime changed dramatically, how they were confronting the world with wholly 
different expectations about their future. The sense of dislocation I experienced 
guaranteed a lasting emancipation from prior habits of thought: I would never again 
assume that notions of sex and gender were intrinsically correct just because they 
had been drummed into me when I was a child growing up in sheltered suburbia. 
Agnosticism and inquisitiveness subsequently attracted me, as a freshly degreed 
college professor, to the revolutionary domain of women and gender studies and 
finally into the history of sexuality. There I have had a privileged opportunity to 
indulge the kind of curiosity that, as Michel Foucault proclaimed in The Use of 
Pleasure, is “worth acting upon with a degree of obstinacy: not the curiosity that 
seeks to assimilate what it is proper for one to know, but that which enables one to 
get free of oneself” (1986: 8). It is in that spirit that this textbook is written: to 
arouse in younger persons the same impulse to think alternatively, especially about 
their own intimate experiences.

The difficulties that this large project presented were made easier through the 
assistance of many colleagues, associates, and friends. First, I wish to thank the edi-
torial staff of Blackwell Publishing. Simon Alexander, the Publishing Coordinator 
for Classics, kept me working to deadline and thoughtfully replied to my proposals 
about cover design. Al Bertrand, the Commissioning Editor, thoroughly critiqued 
chapter after chapter, offering invaluable advice and support. Editorial Controller 



Preface to the First Edition  xvii

Angela Cohen helped keep track of permissions requests and supplied counsel on 
many technical problems of book preparation. The suggestions of several anony-
mous readers who responded to the initial book proposal aided me considerably as 
I subsequently revised the outline. Finally, my special thanks to Laura McClure, the 
Press referee who reviewed the entire manuscript, for her warm enthusiasm and 
generous assistance.

Several fellow classicists read individual excerpts from the book or provided me 
with work-in-progress. Elizabeth Belfiore offered expert bibliographical and scholarly 
advice on Greek tragedy and Plato and allowed me to consult her forthcoming study 
of the Platonic representation of Socrates in the Symposium. Jeffrey Carnes sent 
me a draft of his paper on ancient sexuality and recent Supreme Court decisions, a 
presentation that has become even timelier as the legal dispute over gay marriage 
intensifies. Laura McClure provided advance proofs of the opening chapters of 
Courtesans at Table: Gender and Greek Literary Culture in Athenaeus (2003) and 
responded thoughtfully to my discussion of the courtesan figure. kristina Milnor gave 
permission to cite her working paper no. 14, “no Place for a Woman? Critical 
narratives and Erotic Graffiti from Pompeii,” available from the university of Michigan 
Institute for Research on Women and Gender. Amy Richlin sent her own provocative 
survey of imperial Roman sexuality prepared for a forthcoming Blackwell’s Companion 
volume; as always, it has been a cognitive delight to grapple with her ideas. Brian 
Rose supplied me with an offprint of the first publication of the Polyxena Sarcophagus 
and helped me contact the author, Dr nurten Sevinç, for permission to reproduce her 
illustration of the find. My apologies to anyone if I have inadvertently overlooked 
mentioning his or her intellectual contribution to the volume.

needless to say, this textbook reflects the feedback of students who have been 
exposed to my thinking in various courses on Roman literature and women and 
gender in antiquity. I owe a particular debt of gratitude to the undergraduates in my 
Fall 2001 Freshman Colloquium CLAS 195, “Encounters with Classical Antiquity,” 
and the graduate students in my Spring 2002 seminar CLAS 596, “Greek and 
Roman Sexuality,” for serving as willing guinea pigs in thought experiments about 
the ancient world. Students at Carleton College in northfield, Minnesota, Macalester 
College in St Paul, Minnesota, and members of the Department of Classical and 
near Eastern Studies at the university of Minnesota peppered me with insightful 
questions when I presented parts of the book on a lecture tour in April, 2004. Holly 
Cohen, my research assistant, spent hours in the library probing into strange by- 
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Din. Dinarchus
Diod. Sic. Diodorus Siculus
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Disc.  Discourses
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Hipp.  Hippolytus
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PHP  On the Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato
UP  On the Use of the Parts of the Body

Hdt. Herodotus
Hermesian. Hermesianax
Hes. Hesiod

Op.  Works and Days
Theog.  Theogony
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Isoc. Isocrates
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Men. Menander

Sam.  Samia
Muson. Musonius Rufus
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nT new Testament (Authorized Version)
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Rom. Epistle to the Romans
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Lev. Leviticus

Parth. Amat. narr. Parthenius, Sufferings in Love
Paus. Pausanias, Description of Greece
Philostr. Philostratus

VS  Vitae sophistarum (Lives of the Sophists)
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Str. Strabo
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Plaut. Plautus
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Prop. Propertius
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Controv.  Controversiae
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Chronological Charts

Greece

Period Date ce Political Events Cultural Events

Bronze Age 1450–1200 Mycenaean civilization at 
its zenith

Dark Age 1184 Traditional date of fall of 
Troy

c.800 Invention of Greek 
alphabet

776 First olympic 
games

c.750 Rise of the polis Homer
overseas colonization 
begins

Archaic Age c.700 Development of oligarchic 
symposium culture

Hesiod; Homeric 
Hymns
Archilochus
Sappho

594 Archonship of Solon Anacreon
560–514 Pisistratid dynasty rules 

Athens
c.530 Pythagoras 

emigrates to 
Croton

525 Red-figure pottery 
technique

Classical Period 490 Battle of Marathon Pindar
458 Aeschylus’ 

Oresteia
451/50 Pericles’ Citizenship Law



xxviii  Chronological Charts

Period Date ce Political Events Cultural Events

431–404 Peloponnesian War
431 Euripides’ Medea
429 Death of Pericles
428 Euripides’ 

Hippolytus
411 Aristophanes’ 

Lysistrata
399 Trial and execution of 

Socrates
c.399–347 Plato’s dialogues

c.350 Praxiteles’ 
Aphrodite of 
Cnidus

338 Battle of Chaeronea
336 Philip II of Macedon 

assassinated
335 Aristotle founds 

the Lyceum
331 Battle of Gaugamela
323 Death of Alexander the 

Great
Hellenistic 
Period

321–292 Career of 
Menander

306 Epicurus founds 
the Garden

305 Ptolemy I Soter king of 
Egypt

301 Zeno founds the 
Stoa

283–246 Reign of Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus

Apollonius, 
Callimachus, 
Theocritus

c.100 Meleager’s 
Garland

30 Death of Cleopatra VII



Chronological Charts  xxix

Rome

Period Date ce Political Events Cultural Events

Archaic Period 753 Traditional date of the 
founding of Rome

6th century Etruscan domination of 
Rome

510–509 Expulsion of Tarquins and 
founding of the Republic

Republic 218–201 Second Punic War
c.205–184 Career of Plautus
186 Suppression of Bacchic rites Scipionic Circle of
149–146 Third Punic War P. Cornelius
146 Sack of Corinth Scipio Aemilianus 

Terence, Lucilius, 
Polybius

133 Tribunate of Tiberius 
Gracchus

123–121 Tribunates of Gaius Gracchus
Late Republic 106 Birth of Cicero

100 Birth of Julius Caesar
90–88 Social War: revolt of Rome’s 

Italian allies
87–82 Civil wars of Marius and 

Sulla
63 Consulship of Cicero; 

suppression of Catilinarian 
conspiracy

60 Formation of First 
Triumvirate

c.57–54 Career of Catullus
c.54 Lucretius’ On the 

Nature of Things
49 Caesar crosses Rubicon
48 Pompey defeated at 

Pharsalus
44 Caesar assassinated
44–42 Civil wars between Brutus 

and Cassius and Marc 
Antony and octavian

c.39–38 Vergil’s Eclogues 
published

31 Battle of Actium
c.35–30 Publication of 

Horace’s Satires



xxx  Chronological Charts

Period Date ce Political Events Cultural Events

Augustan Age c.29–23 Books 1–3 of 
Propertius’ elegies

27 Augustus (octavian) invested 
with supreme powers by 
Senate

after 27 Tibullus’ elegies
23 Horace’s Odes
19 Deaths of Tibullus 

and Vergil; 
publication of Vergil’s 
Aeneid

18 Julian laws on marriage and 
adultery

16 Propertius’ fourth 
book

9 Dedication of Ara 
Pacis

8 Relegation of ovid
14 Death of Augustus

Roman Empire 14–37 Reign of Tiberius Career of Seneca the 
Elder

37–41 Reign of Caligula
41–54 Reign of Claudius
54–68 Reign of nero Petronius; Seneca the 

younger; Musonius 
Rufus

60–230 Second Sophistic; 
Greek novels

69 year of the Four Emperors
69–79 Reign of Vespasian
79 Eruption of Vesuvius Death of Pliny the 

Elder
81–96 Reign of Domitian
93 Persecution of Stoic 

opposition
98–117 Reign of Trajan Pliny the younger, 

Tacitus, Martial
117–138 Reign of Hadrian Juvenal, Plutarch, 

Herodes Atticus
130 Death of Antinous
c.155–180 Career of Apuleius
157–216 Career of Galen
161–180 Reign of Marcus Aurelius
165/6–189 Antonine Plague



Chronological Charts  xxxi

Period Date ce Political Events Cultural Events

193–211 Reign of Septimius Severus Tertullian
212 Roman citizenship extended 

to all free persons in empire
218–222 Reign of Elagabalus
235–270, 
275–284

Periods of civil disorder

284–305 Reign of Diocletian
Late Antiquity 313 Edict of Milan; religious 

toleration for Christians
320 Abolition of Julian penalties 

for celibacy
342 outlawing of passive sexual 

conduct for males
c.390 Composition of 

Historia Augusta
533 Sanctions against active male 

homoeroticism
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Introduction: Why Ancient Sexuality? 
Issues and Approaches

Lawyers have little time for Platonic love. In a trial in America that attracted 
 nationwide media attention, however, one point of constitutional law turned on 
arguments involving pronouncements about sex by the fourth-century bce philoso-
pher Plato. Plaintiffs in Evans v. Romer, heard in a Colorado district court in 
october 1993, were attempting to invalidate an amendment to the Colorado state 
constitution, Amendment 2, approved by referendum a year before. This amend-
ment prohibited public agencies, municipalities, and school districts from adopting 
laws or policies granting protected status on the basis of sexual orientation. Its 
opponents argued that putting gays, lesbians, and bisexuals at such specific disad-
vantage violated their right to equal protection of the laws under the Fourteenth 
Amendment to the united States Constitution because it did not serve legitimate 
government interests and placed unique burdens on their ability to participate 
equally in the political process. Plaintiffs also challenged it on First Amendment 
grounds, including violation of the prohibition against the establishment of religion. 
Since many Christian denominations take the position that homosexual acts are 
morally wrong without exception, Amendment 2, they alleged, was an intrusion of 
fundamentalist Christian bias against homosexuals into secular law.

Here is where Plato enters the courtroom. To refute the latter contention, the state 
called in John M. Finnis, a specialist in moral philosophy, as an expert witness. In an 
affidavit, Finnis asserted that condemnation of homosexual activity had its basis in 
natural-law theory, the notion that human morality is governed by inherent princi-
ples evident to reason, and was clearly articulated by the founders of the Western 
tradition of rational philosophy: “All three of the greatest Greek philosophers, 
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, regarded homosexual conduct as intrinsically shame-
ful, immoral, and indeed depraved or depraving” (Finnis 1994: 1054). Appearing 
for the plaintiffs, Martha nussbaum, an authority on Greek philosophy, contested 
that claim. Finnis’s understanding of the Greek classical tradition was based on an 
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erroneous reading of poorly translated texts, she maintained; there was no evidence 
that ancient philosophers considered same-sex erotic attachments immoral. 
Condemnation of such relationships “as a violation of natural law or the natural 
human good” was therefore “inherently theological” (Expert Witness Summary 
at  2, quoted by Clark 2000: 4). By inference, then, it was an establishment of 
religion.

As an example of what she said were the misleadingly translated passages that 
had given Finnis the wrong impression, nussbaum cited the 1926 Loeb Library ver-
sion of Plato’s last treatise, the Laws. There, the philosopher several times appears 
to condemn same-sex copulation explicitly, at 636c and again at 836c and 841d, as 
“contrary to nature.” She testified, however, that the translator, R. G. Bury, had ren-
dered the Greek in keeping with the shame and embarrassment about homosexu-
ality commonly felt at that time, giving it a far more negative cast than was 
appropriate. In a subsequent article defending her testimony, nussbaum explained 
that Plato repeatedly expresses fears about the threat posed to rational judgment by 
all the physical drives – hunger and thirst as well as sex. He focused on the dangers 
of same-sex relations in the Laws not because he viewed them as wrong, but because 
they were “especially powerful sources of passionate stimulation” (nussbaum 1994: 
1580). As for the statements that homosexuality is “contrary to nature,” that is, to 
the practices of the animal kingdom, nussbaum noted that they occurred each time 
in imaginary public pronouncements and construed them as rhetorical devices for 
convincing the ordinary man. Appeals to animal nature would carry little weight 
with Plato himself because he would say that a rational being cannot be guided by 
the behavior of nonrational creatures (1994: 1576–7, 1631, 1633, 1639).

After nussbaum had finished her direct testimony, Robert George, a political sci-
entist from Princeton, was brought in on rebuttal. Ensuing controversy dealt with 
the correct translation of certain passages of Plato’s Laws and, in fact, upon the 
single word tolmêma (“act of daring”) at 636c, which nussbaum asserted was mor-
ally neutral and her opponent claimed to be pejorative. Both sides based their argu-
ments for the meaning of the word upon the entry given in the most authoritative 
dictionary of ancient Greek, though they relied upon two different editions of the 
same dictionary. There is no need to go into all the philological technicalities, or all 
the courtroom charges and countercharges, whose repercussions continued on in 
print as fiercely argued follow-up discussions by participants appeared in academic 
and legal journals. Eventually, both the Colorado District and Supreme Courts 
found for the plaintiffs, and the united States Supreme Court ruled in 1996 that 
Amendment 2 was unconstitutional.

none of the judicial opinions issued by the various courts cited evidence from 
Greek texts in making a determination. nevertheless, the philosophical and ethical 
issues raised in the Amendment 2 case indicate that informed discussion of Greco-
Roman sexual protocols has the potential to shed valuable new light on modern 
controversies about sexuality. What was unfortunate about Evans v. Romer, as 
observers have since pointed out, was that the actual courtroom exchanges focused 
narrowly on Plato’s attitude toward male–male copulation, which is, indeed, of a 
piece with his distrust of all forms of sexual pleasure, including that provided by 


