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THE POSITION AND CONCEPTION OF WOMEN IN
CLASSICALATHENS

THE POSITION of women in classical Athens has been much debated
by scholars for some years. The nature of the evidence 1s fragmen-
tary and contradictory. All our sources are male, and therefore rep-
resent a limited view of a complex reality.! While the contradictory
evidence does not break precisely along the lines of genre, prose texts
tend to give us one picture of women’s lives and personalities, and
poetic texts another.” Each source — the physical evidence un-
carthed by archeologists (including inscriptions), the prose texts
written by historians, orators, philosophers, popular moralists, and
medical writers, the fine arts and poetic texts — represents a dis-
torted or partial conception of Athenian women and their lives.

The historians’ views arc shaped by their conception of what
events are worthy to be recorded as history and what causes histori~
cal events to take the form that they have. Hence the historian
Thucydides, who confined himself primarily to political history,

barely mentions women, while Herodotus. whose history includes |

both public and private life and is more anthropologically oriented,
includes women f[requently (for an evaluation of his perspec-
tive on women see Dewald in this volume). The philosophers’

~——

testimony subordinates fact to argument and logical system, the -
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medical writings are shaped by their “scientific” conceptions of the
female body and its purposes, while the rhetoricians select and color
their testimony concerning women to convince an audience of their
cause. The fine arts idealize or romanticize, and it is frequently
difficult to draw the line between depictions of life and representa-
tions of myth§ §grama often represents women as far more powerful
and prominent than in the prose texts; while the prose texts em-
phasize women’s confinement to the private sphere, drama fre-
quently gives them an important role in public social crises. As A W.
Gomme said in 1925: “There is, in fact, no literature, no art of any
country, in which women are more prominent, more carcfully
studied and with more interest, than in the tragedy, sculpture, and
painting of fifth-century Athens.””

All of this diverse and contradictory evidence must, of course, be
included in our final fragmentary picture of women in classical
Athens. For, as one scholar has recently argued, woman is a “cul-
tural product” and an “ideological formation” which we must
“situate . . . within the semantic field formed by Athenian society.”*
Our aim must be to clarify the relations between systems of thought,
representations, institutions and practices, and to discover how the
concept of woman is articulated throughout. |

Recent articles have brought a new methodological sophistication
to the problem of women in classical Athens and its articulation in
the minds of Athenian writers, and have eliminated many previous
misconceptions.” These articles reach a convincing consensus on the
major if tentative conclusions to be drawn from the prose evidence
(although they do not not include the medical texts) concerning the
social and legal status of women in Athens and the effect that this
social status may have had on the conception of women in these
texts. When they turn to the question of poetic texts or “myth,” they
offer preliminary insights only. My purpose here, then, is to sum-
marize briefly the evaluation of the evidence drawn from physical
remains and the prose texts concerning the social and legal status
of women in Athens made by previous scholars, and then go on to
treat at some length the conception of women in the poetic texts, and
specifically in Greek drama. I do this with the conviction that con-
siderably more progress has been made in formulating and explor-
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ing these issucs than much recent work on the position and concep-
tion of women in Athens allows. My own effort will be to summarize
and evaluate the state of the research on the conception of women
in Athenian literature at this time, to deal specifically with the
methodological problems involved, to consider the strengths and
weaknesses of the major approaches that have been employed up to
this time, and to offer a number of suggestions of my own which
develop these lines of research and propose directions for future re-
search. The evaluation of the evidence from the fine arts has not
reached the stage where it can be used with precision to complement
or modify the interpretations of myth by drama, and it is in any case
too large a topic for this brief'study.

H EVIDENCE FROM THE PHYSICAL REMAINS AND PROSE TEXTS
FOR THELEGAL AND SOCIAL POSITION OF WOMEN; '
THE CONCEPTION OF WOMEN IN THE PROSE TEXTS

In so far as women’s legal status gives us an indication of her social
status, our sources give us some basis upon which to understand
~~ women’s place in Athenian society.®(Women in Athens were lifelon
legal minors, who exercised no positive political and financial rights. -
‘The female Athenian citizen was legally excluded from participation
in the political (legislative, judicial, and military) life of the city, and
this exclusion was of particular importance in a radical democracy.
( which placed great importance on the participation of the male citi-
enin public life. 7]
g:l the private sphere, women spent their lives acting under the
alithority of a male guardian (kurios) .(Women could not choose their
husbands, who were often much older than themselves (the bride
was 12 to 18, the groom usually over 30), manage their dowries, di-
vorce without the support of a male relative willing to be their guar-
dian, or conduct financial transactions over the value of one medimnos
of barley (enough to sustain the average family for several days). A wo-
man’s consent to the way her property was managed was not only not
required, but the law court cases indicate that the guardian some-
times abused his privileges in this respect.ﬁl‘he dowry, which had
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~-neighbors, to aid in childbirth, or to attend religious rituals — mar-
‘riages, funerals, and festivals.|As Pericles stressed in his Funeral
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to be returned to her natal tamily with her if she left the marriage,
offered the women financial sccurity if not freedom, and every effort
was made to dower even the poorest of respectable women, If Ker
father’s household was left without a male heir, the daughter, as an
epikleros, “‘inherited’” her father’s property. This meant that she ac-
quired the right to transfer the ownership of the family property to
a male member of the immediate family; she was legally obligated
to marry the next of kin on her father’s side — even if she was already
married to another man — in order to produce a male heir for her
father’s oikos (household). Becausc a woman was in essence lent (k-
dosis) in marriage by her natal household, a father often retained

some influence in the life of a married daughter. In sum,\the Athe-/ 4,.}

nian citizen woman’s status was derived entirely from kif$hip with /

males, and her primary function was to produce a EM '

aikos of her husband, or, as an epikleros, for the oikos of her father.
Adultery was for this reason a severe offense; the adulterous woman
was divorced and banned from participation in religious festivals.
While respectable women were expected o be chaste above all
thmgg,,mg_g_gggg,ht sexual grauﬁcatlon from both, Wmax iy~

“outside the household (Pcudo"UEm . 59. 118227 fWoman's social

status also affected her health and life span. Girl children ate less
and less well than their brothers, and many female children were ex-
posed at birth :D

Respectablé women were, ideally at least, confined as much as
possible to the intcrior of the house and to the women’s quarters
within it. Men, by contrast, spent relatively little time indoors. In
thc house women wove, cooked, and supervised the running of the
household and the rearing of children with the help of female slaves.
Poorer women may have participated in agriculture, and certainly
sold goods at markets. Respectable women left the house only to visit

Oration, respectable women should have no public_reputation,

whether for good or bad (Thuc. 2. 46). Orators praise the modesty
e e . T —— . .

of female relatives who were embarassed even to dine with male

kinsmen {respectable women did not attcnd male dinner parties and

symposia even in their own houscholds);® in some law court cases

(
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witnesses had to be produced to certify the existence of a respectable
wife, a woman who was referred to only by the name of her husband
or father. In fact, the names of living women were rarcly mentioned
in the courts, unless the orator intended to cast suspicion on the
wom@

Women did, however, have an active religious life. They were the
primary mourners at funerals, central actors at weddings, and par-
ticipated in an enormous range of rituals and festivals, both public
and private. Young women were initiated into religious life by par-
ticipation in the cult of Artemis at Brauron, by serving as baskct
bearers, water carriers and corn grinders in religious processions. A
group of chosen girls, the arrhephoroi, began the weaving of the peplos
for Athena Polias and performed secret rituals for Athena on the ac-
ropolis. Married women participated in exclusively female fertility
rituals like the Thesmophoria, and in numerous public festivals
throughout the year. It seems likely that this included attendance
at the dramatic festivals. Women gave the ritual cry (ololugé) at sac-
rifices, and received their share of the sacrificial meat. All women,
slave and free, could be initiated into the Elusinian Mysteries.
Women acted as priestesses in the cults of goddesses; the Basilinna,
the wife of the Archon Basileus, performed an annual sacred mar-
riage with the god Dionysus. Women also participated in ecstatic
cults which were not part of the state rchgion, such as those for
Dionysus. |

The exclusion of women from political life did not, of course, pre-
clude them from influencing family life, or even, through their hus-
bands, public life. Pseudo-Demosthenes” Against Neaira (59. 110-11)
refers to a possible adverse female reaction to the acquittal of the
notorious Neaira, who had committed a number of crimes by pre-
tending illegitimately to Athenian citizenship. The education of
Athenian women was probably limited, and most were probably il-
literate (see Cole in this volume). Yet court cases refer to women who
mediated between kin through their knowledge of matters of finance
and inheritance, and took considerable initiative in family affairs. '°
If they attended the dramatic festivals, their level of oral education
in literature may have been quite sophisticated. Again, arranged
marriages and the considerable age difference between husband and

.
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wife did not preclude in some cases affectionate relationships bet-
ween spouses.'! Most women had at least one slave to assist them
in domestic work, which would have offered them some leisure and
an opportunity in wealthy households to manage a complex house-
hold economy. I have deliberately not examined here our fragmen-
tary evidence concerning non-citizen women, slaves, courtesans
(hetairai) and prostitutes because our knowledge of non-citizen
women is not particularly relevant to our comparison between the
evidence of prose sources and drama.

The major picture that emerges from prose texts is of a sharp divi-
sion between political and domestic life, with respectable women
confined to domestic spaces, and men dominating exterior space ex-
cept during religious occasions, and of a concept of female virtue and
of male honor which depended on the respectability, public silence
and invisibility of the Athenian wife. The legal minority of women
was justified in the literature by allegations that women were natur-
ally lacking in the self control, emotional stability, rationality and
personal authority required for exercising virtue in a manner appro-
priate to a frce citizen. Socrates seems to have been virtually alone
in arguing that the virtue of men and women was the same (Meno
72d-73b). The medical writers too found woman’s instability in her
physical nature.'® Women were subject to “hysteria” — a disease
in which women’s womb wandered to various parts of her body to
cause physical and emotional disturbances. Such diseases could
only be gured by recurrence of menstruation, intercourse and pre-
gnancy\Women’s physical and mental health was thus dependent
on her reéproductive system, and her reproductive function justified
her exclusion from public life. JTheories of conception, which'in all
cases represented the woman's contribution to the child as inferior
to the male’s, also justified patrilineal inheritance.

il THECONCEPTION OF WOMEN IN ATHENIAN LITERATURE

The conception of women in Athenian literature poses special prob-
lems. How is onc to deal with a literary and artistic tradition which
borrows from and is shaped by earlier Greek literature and myth,
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a tradition which does not seem to reflect directly our fragment-
ed and tentative picture of the social life and status of women in
classical Athens drawn from physical evidence and the prose texts?

hile women in daily life appear to have been confined to the in-
ternal spaces of the household, to public silence, and to non-partici-
pation in the political life of Athens,@omcn play an exceptionally
prominent role in drama.ﬁ" hey speak for themselves, lay claim to
a wide-ranging intelligence, criticize their lot, and influence men
with their rhetoric. They leave the househgld and even take action
in the political sphere denied to them in life. 5

Some of these anomalies are to be exprsctf:cil in a literature based
ona mythologlcal tradition whose inherited plots empha51ze intra-
familial crises.fI'he informal power that women exercise within the
domestic sphere should not come as a surprise in any culture.)But
the continued popularity and privileged public place in democratic
Athens of these mythical stories of aristocratic families and intra-
familial conflicts still demand further explanation, particularly since
the role of women in these stories is often expanded, radically trans-
formed and accentuated in comparison to the pre-classical versions
availablc to us. .

We have only to compare, for example, the titanic Clytemnestra
of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, who takes {full responsibility for the mur-
der of her husband, to her Odyssean counterpart, who obeys the will
of her seducer Aegisthus, or to consider the difference in the treat-
ment of the adulterous Helen in the /fiad and in Greek tragedy. The
Helen of the {liad is a victim of Aphrodite ({liad 3. 165), a creature
of such divine beauty that the old men of Troy feel inclined to agree
that a war fou“ht forsucha woman is by no means worthy of blame

as morally responsrb_f*for a disastrous war. Furthermore “Greek
drama, while it often deals with familial crises, calls attention to the
public nature and significance of its actions in every possible way.
Production — the use of masks, the rare staging of interior scenes
— brought women into the outside world and de-emphasized (ex-
cept in Euripides) the interior and private self. The presence of the
chorus, representing various forms of communal reaction, and the
formal rhetoric of the speeches reinforce the public tone of the
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drama.!?

Most recent scholarship has agreed on the necessity to adopt an
appropriately eclectic approach to the problem of women in Athe-
nian literature. Many have used contemporary anthropology and in
particular Levi-Strauss’ dichotomy, female:nature as male:cul-
ture to provide analytical open'ings.@)espite her confinement within
the household in Athenian life, woman in Greek myth is associated
with animals and the wild; the untamed female must submit to the
civilizing effects of the marriage yoke before she can begin to be en-
visioned as cultured YWoman’s association with nature is linked with
the natural irrationality, lack of control and irresponsibility attri-
buted to her in the entire range of our Athenian evidence. Hence
women in Athenian literature and Greek myth are seen as naturally
inimical to culture, a source of anarchy in the male-controlled polis.
Their fearfulness may arisc in part from their position as outsiders
brought into a household primarily to produce legitimate children,
and in part from the fear and dependence produced through the
Athenian male’s problematic infant psycho-sexual experience
analyzed by Philip Slater or other psychoanalytic critics.'* Analyses
of individual plays have offered a wider range of specific and sugges-
tive insights, but there has been no systematic attcmpt to confront
the methodological problems involved in reaching a general under-
standing of the conception of women in Attic drama.'>

Nevertheless, it seems to me that recent work on woman in classi-
cal Athenian literature, taken collectively, offers the possibility of es-
tablishing more specific methodological guidelines {or approaching
thesc problems than such uscful preliminary insights suggest. First
of all, we are not dealing simply with an unwieldy category, “myth.”
To be sure, Athenian poets use and re-use the same plots, a series
of storics or “collective representations’” handed down from their
predecessors in epic, lyric, and the fine arts. Most of these myths are
non-Athenian, and many are located in the homes of Athens’ great-
est-cnemies. In Athenian drama we are dealing with interpretations
of these mythical stories made by poets who are composing in new
genrcs — comedy and tragedy — and who are adapting their mate-
rial to create a complex public dialogue between the interpretation
of myth in carlier poetic genres and the contemporary Athenian dce-
mocracy. 'E’g)rama, then, sets out to challenge, change and re-inter-
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pret past myths. It deliberately takes on the question of sex roles,
and uses them to ask important public questions before an audience
which includes the whole citizen populationjw e must not fall into
the methodological trap of using non-Athenian literature to analyze
the conception of women in Athenian drama.!” The nature of drama
as a genre, the way that this specifically Attic literary form treats
myths, and the social and historical context in which these myths
are interpreted must be central to our analysis.

Second, we cannot isolate the problem of women in drama from
the general difficulties posed by the genres, or from a careful reading
of individual texts as a whole. Zeitlin’s contribution to this volume,
for example, shows the importance of analyzing the problem of
women in relation to the larger problems of genre and poetic imita-
tion posed in a text from old comedy; the sexual dialectic of drama
is always part of a larger one which concerns the contradictions
posed by the social and philosophical systems of Athens as a whole.

Most scholars agree that the relationship of tragedy and comedy
to daily life in Athens is distorted and oblique. The male tyrants of
tragedy differ from contemporary democratic statesmen — a fact
which has, with others, posed considerable difficulty to those who
wish to evaluate possible political allusions in the texts. Nor did
small farmers take over the world and regenerate themselves like the
heroes of Aristophancs. Similarly, women step out of the household
in drama and act and speak publicly in a manner apparently denied
them in life. Many traces of the norm of Athenian life for women
appear in the admonitions to female characters to stay in their prop-
er place within, in the horror expressed by male characters when
confronted with a female challenge, or in the categorization of un-
usual female behaviour as “‘masculine.”'®

Tragic women are certainly subject to limits in their actions, pay
for their transgressions of those limits, and remain in the end subor-
dinate to mcn, although the range and details of these limits may
differ in degree from those we find in Athenian life. Hence we must
begin by accepting all of the complex distortions of life which belong
to the genre. Then we must go on to categorize the precise nature
and range of these distortions in the context of the symbolic systems
_presented in Athenian literature, systems in which scx roles obvi-



136 HELENE P. FOLEY

ously play a central part. In short, we must investigate how the con-
cept of woman operates in the symbolic systems of drama as a whole.
At the same time we should not despair of uncovering comprehensi-
ble — if oblique — relations between life and literature. While at-
tempts to use Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex as a comment on the life and
career of Pericles make very little sense, the Athenian audience cer-
tainly brought their experience of Pericles to their understanding of
Oedipus.'® Similarly, the Athenian audience must have brought to
their experience of the remarkable women of drama a way of under-
standing these characters which grew out of their psychological, re-
ligious, political, and social lives and problems.

™ To summarize, then, the methodological points we have raised so
far: an adequate analysis of the conception of women in Attic drama
must account for the way Attic drama interprets Greek myth, for the
nature of the comic and tragic genres and the ways in which cach
represents human action, character and reality, and for the relation
between drama and the social context in which it 1s presented. Fi-
nally, we must establish a methodology which allows us to read sex
role conflicts in tragedy in rclation to the larger social and
philosophical issues they are used to explore, and to put the insights
gained to the test of a full reading of individual texts.

Recently, the attempt to pursue the analysis of women and their
symbolic role in classical literature has proceeded primarily — if not
exclusively — from two directions. One approach grows out of Freu-
dian psychology and sociology, the other finds its theoretical basis
in structuralist anthropology and linguistics. Each group assumes
that drama reflects in its battle of the sexes a deeper and broader
set of cultural tensions. I will deal briefly with the first and exten-
sively with the second, which seems to me to offer a particularly
promising line of research. Certainly the anthropological approach
has been the dominant one in current research on women in Athe-
nian literature and in my own work, and it'is in this area that I can
offer the most extensive insights and proposals for further research.
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IV THEPSYCHO-SOCIOLOGICAL APPROACH

Psychoanalytic critics of classical literature have long been examin-
ing the role of characters of both sexes on Greek literature. But few
have addressed the question of the relation between the sexes and
the powerful women of Greek drama on as extensive and ambitious
a scale as the sociologist Philip Slater.?” His work has directly influ-
enced all subsequent psychoanalytically-oriented papers on male—
female conflicts in drama, and thus, although many of Slater’s pre-
decessors and followers offer readings of individual texts which
avoid many of the weaknesses of Slater’s analysis, it seems appropri-
ate to concentrate in this briefreview on his work alone.

Slater tries to explain the powerful females of Greek literature and
myth as psychological projections which find their origins in the
psychosexual experience of the Greek male child. “All a playwright
requires for drama is a vivid memory for his own childhood and fam-
ily — especially Greek drama, which is intensely concerned with
intrafamilial conflict.”” (p. 10) For Slater the narcissism, pedophilia,
obsessive competitiveness, and gynephobia of the classical Athenian
male are a result of a_problematic mother=son relationship. The
Greek mother,@ue to her extreme social and political seclusion] was
alternately hostile to her son because of hisfimpending freedomj and
seductive to him. The Greek father, who was rarely at home, was
simultaneously idealized by his son because of his remoteness, and
resented, through the mother’s presentatation of him, as capricious
and hostile. At seven the Athenian boy was initiated into the world
of men and was eventually nursed to maturity by competition with
his peers, or in many cases, by homosexual relations with older men.
He remained, however, unsure of his identity and abnormally ambi-
valent towards mature women, whom he both wished to depend
upon and feared. If correct, Slater’s theory offers an attractive expla-
nation for the unusual degree of authority and power vested in so
many dramatic heroines, their prominence in drama, and the
threatening nature of many of their actions.

This theory, as I have tried to show in some detail elsewhere, re-
lies primarily on evidence from poetic rather than prose sources.?!
As a result, Slater ignores some contrary evidence which suggests
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that the estrangement of the father from early child-rearing in
Athens may have been less extreme in practice than in the ideal. Tt
entirely ignores the question of female psychosexual development.?
By using as an implicit modcl the modern American suburban
mother—son relationship and contemporary casc studies of
pedophilia, he is almost certainly failing to evaluate correctly similar
practices in a different cultural context. Most important of all, Sla-
ter’s decision to pay only cursory attention to the larger historical,
political and soctal context in which Greek family life took place, and
to abjure any attempt to analyze myths in the context of a particular
literary work, leads to misreadings or narrow readings of the texts.

Attic dramas are concerned with something more than intrafamili-
lial conflict, and Slater’s theory fails to account, for example, for the ac-
tion of women in drama in the political sphere denied to them in hfe. It
does not provide an explanation for the precise ideological form in
which male—female conflicts are presented — the symbolic equation
between domestic, state and divine order such as we find at the close of
Acschylus’ Eumenides. It does not explain why Aeschylus plays down the
psychological conflicts between mother and son in the Libation Bearers,
while Euripides emphasizes them in his Orestes. We can only suggestan
explanation for these different treatments of the myth by examining
the political world of the plays in which these familial crises take place
and the point that each playwright wishes to make about them. Aes-
chylus must downplay the element of guiltin Orestes’ matricide, since
he will found the Athenian system of justice on Orestes’ acquittal in the
final play of the trilogy, while Euripides makes suggestive analogies
between his Orestes’ neuroses and the deteriorating political world of
his play. Or, to use the analogy between contemporary and Greek ex-
perience preferred by Slater, both Portnoy and Orestes may suffer
from an ambivalent mother—son relation; but we would be hard put to
make any further meaningful comparisons between the two characters
without considering the very different cultural contexts within which
the two works were composed.

Nor does Slater’s theory allow for the conscious manipulation of
myth by Athenian playwrights to justify nr deconstruct the nature
of Greek family life and prevailing Athenian political ideology. By
allowing Mcdea to make powerful speeches on the crippling confine-



THE CONCEPTION OF WOMEN IN ATHENIAN DRAMA 139

ment of women to childrearing and marriage, and by showing her
inability to take action which does not also destroy herself, Euripides
— who apparently invented Med#a’s deliberate killing of her children
— 1s not so much reflecting his unconscious fears of maternal hostility
as using this plot to explore the contradictory nature of the Greek ethics .
of revenge which Medca adopts, and perhaps even the inherently
problematic nature of the marital relationship. As in this play, it is the
male characters in drama who consistently provoke the dangerous
female to action by an act ofhostility towards or neglect of his children.

Finally, conflicts in drama often seem to address similar political
and social issues (we will examine the nature of these issues in Part
V). Yet the family structures which give rise to these conflicts seem
to be less consistent in their form than the recurring social issues
which they are used to express. Antigone and Clytemnestra threaten
the stability of the state and take public action to challenge abuses
of family interests by male rulers. Both are defined in the language
of the play as threatening, as usurping male prerogatives. Clytem-
nestra’s actions and the thrcat she poses to Orestes could be
analyzed as a projection of the Greek family tensions examined by
Slater. But Antigone is a virgin. Her relations to her parents are ap-
parently untroubled, while her brothers’ deaths were the result of
hostility between Oedipus and his sons (in Slater’s theory the father
is idealized by the son, except insofar as thc mother distorts and
taints the image of the father), not between these sons and their
mother, or between Ocdipus and Jocasta. In order for a Slaterian
analysis of Greek drama to be effective, then, the critic would have
to be armed with a more extensive theory which would show how
the sex/gender system of Athenian society was reproduced not only
by the family structure in isolation, but by the conscription of the
individual psyche into the Athenian kinship system and into the so-
cial and cconomic system of the polis as a whole.

Space does not permit a detailed discussion of this complex point,
but as Gayle Rubin has recently suggested in a gencral e¢ssay on
women and society, a synthesis between the work of Claude Levi-
Strauss and Jacques Lacan could provide the theoretical ground-
work for making the connections between Freudian theory and an-
thropology necessary for a fuller analysis of the role of women in
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Athenian thought and literaturé.?? In other words, we need a theory
which can explain the making of Athenian consciousncss in terms
which would allow us to understand the precise ideological terms in
which familial conflicts are described in drama, and to identify with
more confidence the relation between these intrafamilial conflicts
and the larger social issues which these conflicts are used to explore.
As Plato argued in the Republic, the nature of the soul and the state
is reciprocal; the nature of the one can only be understood in relation
to the other, and an examination of the soul can offer a beginning
point for understanding the larger structure. Certainly the
dramatists shared the philosophers’ sense that man was in essence
a political animal, that the exploration of the private aimed at an
understanding of the public. Thus, while Freudian critics other than
Slater may meet some of the criteria established in this paper for an
adequate reading of the conception and role of women in Attic
drama that he did not — a precise awareness of the limits of the evi-
dence, a sophisticated sense of genre, and a careful reading of indi-
vidual texts — a fully satisfactory reading must bridge the gap bet-
ween the artist’s consciousness and his unconscious, between the in-
dividual and his particular society.

V FEMALE:NATUREAS MALE:CULTURE

The second approach to women in classical literature has applied
theoretical insights drawn from structural amd,symbolic anthropol-
ogy to readings of individual literary text§.*” Such readings see the
conception of women in drama in relation to larger social questions
posed through the structure of these texts and the symbolic systems
of thought which shape them. Critics who adopt this approach tend
tostress either the structuralist cquation female:nature as male:cul-
ure or female:domestic and male:public. T will examine the appli-
-ation of these two equations in order, emphasizing the latter, which
;ecms to me to offer a more promising, if problematic line of analy-
1s.
Sherry Ortner has offered the most extensive defense and explora-
ion of Levi-Strauss’ nature/culture dichotomy in relation to the
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sexes, >’ )he begins with the assumption that human cultures univer-
sally devalue women in relation to men and that women are nearly
always excluded from that part of the society where its highest pow-
ers are felt to reside. Human consciousness is engaged in an attempt
to separate itself from the world around it and thereby to control its
environment; what is above culture is defined as divine, what is
below it 1s defined as nature. Woman is identified with or becomes
‘symbolic of those orders of existence which are external to culture,
and especially with what is inferior to it. Hence she represents prin-
ciples of transcendence on the one hand, or is linked to the world
of beasts on the other. Through her relatively closer position to na-
ture, woman also mediates for man between nature and culture.
Woman’s affinity with nature and hence her cultural inferiority de-
rive from her greater identification with sexual reproduction, early
child care and the unruly world of infancy that culture is designed
to control and eventually to repress. Women’s lives are dominated
by intrafamilial ties and cmotional relationships, while men are
linked with interfamilial relations and abstract and integrative cul-
tural systems. Qualities attributed to woman — irrationality and
subjectivity — derive from her primary association with the family
and reinforce her associations with “nature’”. Woman is conceptu-
ally both a part of culture and what culture is designed to tame or
suppress. For our purposes, the origins of woman’s greater associa-
tion with “nature’” and her mediating role between nature and cul-
ture are unimportant; we are primarily concerned with the questions
of how such conceptual categories operate, consciously or uncon-
sciously, in Greek thought.

A group of French classicists headed by J.-P. Vernant, Marcel
Detienne and P. Vidal-Naquet have becn engaged for some time in
applying structaralist anthropology in a modified form to ancient
Greek culturcz 26 Tn their analysis, Greek texts locate man between
God and beast, and systematically oppose those institutions which
are particular to culture — marriage, agriculture, sacrifice, and life
in the enclosed otkos — to the promiscuity, eating of raw meat, al-
lelophagy and living in the open characteristic of nature. Woman is
defined as cultured insofar as she accepts these institutions by con-
senting to marriage and chastity, remaining within the oikos, cooking
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and weaving, and as closer to nature when she aligns herself] as a
maenad in the cult of Dionysus for example, with the wilds, eating
raw meat, and escape from marriage and the oikos. The pervasive
organization of Greck life and thought and sexual ideology by struc-
tural polarities is characterized with particular precision in the
Pythagorean table of opposites, which aligns female with unlimited,
even, plurality, left, curved, darkness, bad, and obleng, and male
with limit, odd, one, resting, straight, light, good and square. As
Froma Zeitlin has recently noted, the Greek woman in her role as
maenad also embodied those characteristics attributed to her in the
Pythagorean table, as she rushes, head thrown back, often at night,
in a group trfan‘c:c which violates her normal cultural limits and re-
sponsibilitiﬁs,f7

‘The nature/culture dichotomy certainly provides us with a way
ol analyzing some aspects of Greek poetic texts. It corresponds to
some degree with the difference between “good” and “bad” women
in drama. The former align themselves with marriage, or, as virgins,
sacrifice themselves for the prescrvation of family, state or nation,
while the latter (e.g. Clytemnestra, Medea, the Theban women of
the Bacchae) resist marriage and confinement to the oifos, behave ir-
rationally, and uphold private interests. Indeed, women can even
achieve kleos and heroic status — a reputation generally reserved
for men — through the dedication of their lives to culture. Alcestis will
win celebrations in festal song for her sacrifice of her life for her hus-
band; Admectus regains a meaningful life through a symbolic remar-
riage with his wife. Iphigeneia at Aulis, as I have recently argued,
comes to accept her sacrificial death for Greece through envisioning it~
in terms of the marriage shc was expecting to make with Achilles,®®
Both women achieve heroism through enacting the myth central to
Greek marriage — the symbolic death and rebirth of Persephone, who
1s raped by Hades, the god of the underworld. On the other hand, other
“good” women who align themselves with the cultural status-quo like
Ismene in Sophocles’ Antigone and Chrysothemis in Sophocles’ Electra
receive an ambivalent and perhaps cven a negative treatment in com-
parison with theiriconoclasticsisters Antigone and Electra.

The nature/culture dichotomy also rationalizes woman’s associa-
tion, despite her actual confinement within the oikos in life, with ani-

*
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mals and the wild in Greek myth. Here, however, we should be cau-
tious. Men in Greek literature have no primary and stable associa-
tion with Greek culture. Mythical warriors are often indistinguisha-
ble from beasts, and they are subject, like Ajax, Heracles, or Penth-
eus, to bouts of madness, erotic seizures and other anti-cultural out-
bursts. The partners of maenads in the wild are male pans and
satyrs; Amazons are paired with Centaurs. From this perspective
culture occupies a precarious position between nature and the di-
vine, and its instabilities are located in the roles, actions, and
psyches of both genders. One could still argue that women retain
their role as relatively more anti-cultural, relatively closer to “na-
ture” than men. But is Euripides’ Bacchae, for example, primarily a
play about the threat posed by the more “natural” female to culture?
Certainly this is a cliché which Penthcus accepts. Certainly the
women succumb to the lure of the Dionysiac more quickly than the
men, and their alternative world on the mountains, although it is far
from natural and includes elements of culture, could be viewed as
simultaneously closer to beast and god than their world within cul-
ture, and offering an unstable mediation between nature and culture.,
This world has its own order — the women divide themselves into
threc thiasoi with leaders and their activities have an uncanny unity
and harmony. They play the roles of hunters and nurturers — they
give their breasts to wild animals — simultaneously. They drink raw
milk, and wine, Dionysus’ gift to culture. But docs Agave’s fantasy
that she has become a successful hunter pose a greater threat than
Pentheus’ partially willing transformation into a woman? E‘\’hy is
woman most dangerous when she becomes a man? Does this danger-
ous transformation reflect more on women than on men?QEZAre we
to interpret this transformation as a reflection of women’s repressed
and undervalued status in Greek society, which results in a state of
trance and in an absorption of the qualities of the dominant group?*°
Or is Euripides also consciously exploiting and subverting a sct of cul-
tural assumptions about sex roles and their place in the cultural sys-
tem? That i1s, when Dionysus removes normal cultural limits, we
confront the ways in which cultural norms warp and dangerously
confine human beings of both sexes, and create cultural instabilities.
Certainly the play seems to be suggesting that the relation bet-

"
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ween nature and culture is,dialectical (a suggestion incomprehensi-
ble to Pentheus) and that culture must absorb “nature’ and the in-
versions of culture brought to it in the shape of Dionysus.?" That is,
as 1s the case with all polarities in Greck thought, the relation bet-
ween nature and culture is simultancously one of opposition and of
complementarity. Culture separates itself from nature while simul-
taneously imitating it. Marriage is a symbolic ploughing or accul-
turizing of nature; but in the women'’s festival of the Thesmophoria

~thc women ensure birth, as Plato says, not by imitating the earth,
but by making the earth imitate them.?? Women mediate between
nature and culture as a part of culture; but culture as a whole is al-
ways accomplishing such mediations. The precepts of the chorus of
barbarian women are not designed simply to expose the threat of
female religious movements to culture, but also to strike the audi-
cnce forcibly with the similarity of their ethics and actionsto that
of the contemporary Athenian male-dominated democracy.® Tt is
difficult to be certain whether the play challenges or reinforces those
distinctions which culture makes in establishing its differences from
nature. Certainly we cannot read this self-conscious and iconoclastic
text as an example of the Levi-Straussian precept that “myths think
through men” and their unconscious minds. The nature/culture
dichotomy certainly reveals something important about the way
women are envisioned in the Bacchae. But by itselfit only illuminates
assumptions that the play seems to throw into question. It cannot
offer us an adequate reading of the play, or of the way in which sex-
ual polarities are used to investigate larger cultural issues for which
Greek men were primarily responsible. It does not provide us with
a way to shift from one level of the action and meaning of the play
to another, but confines us to a literal reading which poses the prob-
lems of the play entirely in terms of sex roles.

The choral odes of the Bacchae take up the contemporary sophistic
debate over nomos and physis, a debate which put the categories *“‘na-
ture’”’ and “‘culture” into a deeply uncertain relation to each ‘other.
We would expect such shifts in the conceptual relation of nature and
culture to destabilize as well thmhﬁgﬁn the
sexes. In other words, women might retain their pos;tion as relative-
ly closer to nature, or as mediators between nature and culture, but

‘.
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what this would mean in a specific context would obviously depend
on what the categories nature and culture meant in that context.
Hence, applying the nature/culture dichotomy to a specific text as .
ifit were some easily defined universal will resultin a simplistic anal-
ysis. In the Odyssey or Hesiod, the just kingship aligns itself with na-
ture (Od. 19. 108-14 and Hesiod, Erga 225-47); the people of a good
ruler flourtsh, while under an unjust ruler they wither and die. Pene-
lope in the Odyssey 1s so thoroughly acculturated that she shares
thoughts, goals, and cven similes with her husband; it is she who 1s
compared by Odysseus to the imagc of the good king described
above..2There would be little point in trying to locate in the Odyssey
the ways in which the text showed Penclope as relatively closer to
nature than her husband, even though she is barred from a full pub-
licrole by the limits of her sex. In contrast to the Odyssey, the Thebes
of the Bacchae, which 1s not, of course, the Dionysus-worshipping
Athens before whom the play was presented, walls itself off from na-
ture, rather than aligning itself with it, and views its women as the
central source of instability. The different views of the relation bet-
ween nature and culturc seems to reverberate in the relations bet-
ween the sexes in these two texts, although we would need a much
more complex social and historical analysis to explain fully the pres-
ence of these 1deolog1(:'g11m(j’1yergences One would expect (and T be-
lieve closer analysis of the sexual ideology of the period will bear out
this assumption) a similar shift during the Hellenistic period, where
mystery religions, Dionysus, and Aphrodite acquired a new cultural
prestige, and the natural world was no longer viewed as antithetical
to culture.®® In Stoic philosophy, for example, a rational and moral
life was lived in conformity with a nature which was animated by
a supremely rational divine being.

Greck literature does offer examples which seem to resist, or at
least to make extremely complex, the application of the nature/cul-
ture dichotomy. A non-Athenian example is Hesiod’s myth of Pan-
dora, the first woman.>* In Hesiod, man’s origin is not described.
Apparently, prior to his fall into culture, he lived 2 golden age exis-
tence with the gods. Culture imposed upon man the institutions of
sacrifice, agriculture and marriage, which emerged with the creation
of the first woman. In this myth it is the female sex which has the
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prlmary association with culture {(and even, if the zmalysm of P.
Pucci is correct, with the origin of human language} 53 while men
are originally outside it, victims who can only hope through a labori-
ous struggle to return to a pale imitation of the earlier existence they
sharcd with the gods. In so far as culture is a fall from a better state,
women are more strongly aligned both with culture and what cul-
ture must control than men.

Hesiod’s unwillingness to align men fully with “culture” reap-
pears in a different form in Athenian literature. Here too men strug-
gle simultaneously to uphold culture and to resist its limitations. On
the one hand every Greek male is attracted by the kleos and the com-
petition for kleos through which he can achieve immortality and a
partial escape from the limits of human existence. But the fact thac
this &leos is primarily achieved through competition and war can
thre as well as defend culture, and especially a democratic cul-
turé,2/If Clytemnestra in the Agamemnon is a female monster who
slays her husband in a gesture which explicitly undermines and per-
verts marriage, sacrifice, and agriculture, the Greek army led by
Agamemnon turns into a moustrous beast which destroys helpless
animals (the image of the pregnant hare torn apart by the eagles and
of the monstrous and bestial creature who leaps over the walls of
Troyin lust for blood at Ag. 11520 and 823-28) and the shrines of
the gods. Agamemnon returns with a remnant of his army, and with
few spoils to compensate for the sacrifice of his people in the name
of the adulterous Helen except his mistress Cassandra. This last
prize is viewed by Clytemnestra as an insult to her status as legiti-
mate wife.

While Xenophon celebrates agriculture as the only work suitable
for an Athenian citizen, since it promotes the qualities needed by the
state (Oec. 11. 13M1.), Athenian political life celebrated and promoted
the transcending of marriage and agriculture in the relation of the
citizen to the state. Pay was introduced for many civic duties, and
Aristophanes frequently makes a mockery of this new dependence
on the state for a livelihood. Xenophon in his Ways and Means offers
a plan by which no citizen will have to work, but all will be enabled
to devote full time to public affairs through public funds derived
from the working of the silver mines by slaves. The Athenian empire
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with its reliance on the navy also resulted in a new separation of the
citizen from his land. Plato in the Republic is attracted to the Spartan
model of the state and the community of women and children pre-
cisely because it transcends completely the need for the highest class
of citizens to reproduce their individual households through mar-
riage and agricultural labor. The demands of Athenian political life
sometimes put the male citizen in opposition to “culture’ as defined
by the institutions of marriage, sacrifice, and agriculture. The result
was a split (in actuality if not in the ideal) in the concept of “culture”
itself, between the political and the private realm. Marriage and ag-
riculture moved relatively closer to “‘nature’, and the concept of
women, who were excluded from politics, and the definition of aretai
for both sexes shifted accordingly. In other words, while marriage, -
sacrifice and agriculture can be said roughly to define culture in the .
epic world, the world of the Athenian polis puts these institutions —
and hence women — into a separate and subordinate position to the
political world which both serves and transcends it.
 Fantasies of cultural transcendence (of abandoning marriage and
agriculture altogether in favor of the pursuit of non-biological im-
mortality) and the tensions and contradictions produced by these
fantasies beset male characters in Greek drama in a variety of forms.
Euripides’ Hippolytus wishes to withdraw from politics and mar-
riage into a world of hunting and asexuality. Echoing the wish of
other male characters in tragedy, he longs for a world in which
women are unnecessary for reproduction. The Athenian myth of au-
tochthonous birth from the earth, and their patron goddess Athena,
a female born from the male, offered further opportunities to express
these desires. As J.-P. Vernant points out, the cult of Hestia in the
household perpetuates an ideal of asexual reproduction and en-
dogamy, in which the male line is reproduced through the virgin
goddess of the heart, and not through the female stranger who must
in reality be imported to perform this task.’® My point here, then,
is that ““nature” and “‘culture’, as culturally defined rather than
natural concepts, are unstable, historically relative assumptions.*
The meaning of each term can shift in relation to the other; con-
tradictions and divisions may occur within these concepts which we
can see reflected in the sexual and other conflicts in drama, or in the
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intellectual debates concerning nature and convention in human
law also reflected in dramatic debates. Each sex in drama can be re-
sponsible for anti-cultural gestures which bring them closer to ‘““na-
ture”’, and dramas do not simply reflect the nature/culture
dichotomy in the relations of the sexes, but use this dichotomy as
a cultural cliché to explore larger cultural questions, or to turn such
clichés on their heads. The nature/culture dichotomy, however cor-
rect at one level of analysis, becomes a blunt and unilluminating tool
for understanding the role of women in the poetic texts without a
clear understanding of the dialectical relation between nature and
culture in Athenian life and idcology. More important, it does not
provide us with a precise way of understanding the way sex roles are
used in drama to explore political, ethical and philosophical issues,
or to bridge successfully the gap between the world of drama and
that of the prose texts.

VI FEMALE:DOMESTIC AS MALE: PUBLIC

The sccond structuralist equation for reading the symbolic role
played by women in culture assumes that women are primarily as-
sociated, because of their afhliation with children and with the
economic reproduction of the household, with the dégnestic sphere
and the expressive, affective and nurturant values appropriate to
this spheré.* Women’s extra-domestic contributions to the society
arc rarcly made explicit, and their goals are shaped by a lack of ac-
cess to political privilege, authority and estecm. Men, by contrast,
are primarily linked with those activitics, institutions and forms of
organization that link, rank, organize or subsume mother-child
groups. Their work is vicwed as public, intellectual, rational, and
instrumental, as belonging to a larger sphere of complex and care-
fully articulated social relations, which ultimately controls and de-
mands compliance from the domestic sphere. This opposition does
not determine sexual assymetry in a culture, butit underlics the gen-
cral association of fernale with domestic, and male with public in
most cultures. Women’s status appears to be “lowest”, however, in
cultures where the division between the public and domestic sphere
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is most articulated, and where women are isolated from each other
and placed under one man’s authority. Nevertheless, as Michelle
Rosaldo has recently argued in a re-cvaluation of her initial articula-
tion of the domestic/public question, while biological sex may be
used to organizc and articulate sexual roles, opportunities and kin
networks and the ideology which grows out of these arrangements,
the precise way in which the domestic/public dichotomy is ex-
pressed in any one particular social system depends on the specific
ways in which such social roles, kin networks, or economic and polit-
ical opportunities are organized and articulated by that society.*?
Hence, for example, the domestic/public dichotomy will be
explicitly affected by shifts in the relations of the two realms such
as we find emerging at the close of the fifth-century in Athens, where
there was an increasing withdrawal into and revaluing of private life.

This second structuralist equation for reading the symbolic rela-
tions of the sexes in Greek drama, female;domestic as male: public,
has the initial advantage of reflecting directly Greek conceptions of
their own culture and its organization. The rclation of oikos (house-
hold) to polis (city) was openly debated in the philosophical texts,
and the life of the Athenian polis was clearly organized to create a -
sharp division between public and private space.” Xenophon’s for-
mulation in the Oeconomicus of the division of space and labor
between the sexes in the household scems to have represented a cul-
tural ideal, if not necessarily a reality. Respectable wives were in
principle confined to the interior spaces of the houschold, where they
wove, cooked, and supervised children and houschold, while men
were active on the outside, performing agricultural labor and pro-
tecting the position of the houschold in the larger world of the polis.
Women were not confined to the domestic sphere in their religious
life, where they participated in public festivals; but J.-P. Vernant
has shown how the sexualization of space within the domestic sphere
pervades the organization of space in public religious and political |
life as well.** If the differentiation between domestic and public were
shown to provide a useful reading of the battle of the sexes in Greek
drama, then, we would be able to shift more easily from the evidence
of the prose texts to a reading of the plays.

Second, given the historical developments which molded the rela-
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tion between household and state in democratic Athens, and created
various real tensions between these two spheres, it would not be sur-
prising if the sexual conflicts of drama reflected these problems. As
Marylin Arthur in particular has argued,* the Athenians saw their
socicty as deliberately constructed to ensure the survival of the indi-
vidual eikes and hence of an egalitarian society; at the same time the
legal system separated the state from civil society, and the interests
of the individual household were ultimately subsumed in those of the
state. Once the aristocratic society of early Greece was overturned
in Athens, the new “middle class” society held property in the form
of small, inviolable household units, and the nuclear family became
an economic and political as well as a biological and social unit,
Laws protected the household as an economic unit through restric-
tions on the sale of family property, and as a social unit through mar-
riage laws concerning the epikleros, which guaranteed a male heir to
each oikos (Aristotle considered that female inheritance would lead
to a consolidation of property not conducive to the perpctuation of
a middle class society). Pericles’ citizenship law of 450451 re-
stricted citizenship to children of two Athenian parents, thus trans-
ferring to the public arena the dream of endogamy reflected in pri-
vate inheritance patterns.

The function of women in this system was to produce legitimate
male children for the oikos, and to guarantee its integrity by cooking,
weaving, childrearing and the supervision of household goods. By
contrast the aristocratic women of early Greece had some share in
the political life of the community and the division between domestic
and public spheres was considerably less radical. Arete in the Odyssey
arbitrates quarrels outside the household (7. 73-74); women give
gifts (19. 309-11), and the use of their dowries to support their new
household was unrestricted. Clytemnestra is said by the chorus of
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon to have the authority to preside over Argos
in the absence of her husband (259-60}. Aristocratic men could pro-
duce heirs from concubines as well as wives. Hence the concern with
adultery and controlling female sexuality is relatively less intense in
the Homeric poems. The frequent references in all Athenian sources
to fear of adultery, to justifications of or criticisms of the subordina-
tion of women in Athenian society, reflect a consciousness ol these
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historical shifts in women’s role and an uneasiness concerning this

aspect of the new democratic}( society. Because the single-family

household had emerged relatively recently from a clan-based soci-

ety, the polis only gradually gained the loyalty which had previously

been paid to family and tribe. The radical separation of the domestic

sphere from the political sphere, and the relatively greater subordi-.
nation of household to state and of female to male undoubtedly"
posed more problems in reality than it did in the ideal. Too radical

a privatization and cultural isolation of the female accompanied by

extensive public demands on the male created a potential imbalance

between the values, needs and interests of the two spheres.

When we come to try to analyze Greek drama in relation to the
equation female:domestic as male:public, however, we confront
multiple problems. Women in drama do not confine themselves to
the domestic and religious spheres to which they were relegated in
reality, They not only take action in the political sphere denied to
them in life, but they rarely defend the household and its interests,
or support affective, nurturant, non-competitive values. The rare ex-
ceptions — Alcestis, Mcgara, Macana, and perhaps Antigone and
Lysistrata — prove the rule. While Clytemnestra in the Agamemnon,
for example, 1s initially propelled into action over the sacrifice of her
daughter, her motives by the end of the Trojan war have become
considerably more complex. She rejects her husband and chooscs
her own mate, and acts to secure political power for herself. She
tempts her husband to trample upon the wealth of his household,
a wealth which itis her duty as a wife to guard. Instead, as she hersel(
says, she relies on this wealth to consolidate her power. Clytem-
nestra’s rebellion masculinizes her and turns her against her own
children; she is repeatedly described in the language of the play as
playing a male to Aegisthus’ female. Her thinly disguised relief at
Orcestes’ ““death” in the Libation Bearers, which 1s contrasted to the
distress of the nurse, emphasizes her sacrifice of maternity.

This masculinization of the female, and her rebellious rejection
of the interests of the oikos is not uncommon in those women who
intrude into publiclife in Greek drama. Medea, openly declaring her
lack of feminine sophrosyne in her uncontrolled passion for her hus-
band, takes revenge in an explicitly male heroic style (with the ex-|
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ception of her weapon), makes political alliances for herself with
Athens, and destroys her husband’s gikes by killing her sons.*” Like
many other fcmale characters she possesses rhetorical powers and
a forceful intelligence feared by the men around her, and admired
by the chorus of women, who lament the historical lack of a poetic
voice for women. Medea describes the painful restrictions which
marriage places on the womau, forced to buy a husband upon whom
shc may not be able to rely, confined to the interior of the houschold,
a stranger in a lonely world in which she needs prophetic powers to
survive {(Medea 288-40); and she is not alone in explaining why|
women are unlikely to be the ideal representatives of the interests
of an institution which is not designed primarily to serve her inter
csts. Feminine rejection of marriage is not infrequent in Grecf
drama (e.g. Sophocles’ Tereus, frag. 524 Nauck, or Aeschyluy’
Suppliants). The Agamemnon opens with Helen’s and Clytemnestra’s
challenge to the institution; the disastrous results of this rejection are
only rectified at the close of the Eumenides, wherc the Erinyes, who
represent the female side, agree to accept marriage sacrifices and to
use their powers of fertility for the state. In the Oeconomicus
Xenophon plans to educate his young wife to think that both sexes
will benefit from a common and active devotion to the oikos (7. 13).
Frequently, in contrast to Herodotus, where wives’ devotion to the
mterests of their husbands can often prove dangerous, female char-
acters in drama are more likely to show an active devotion to their
natal households (e.g. Antigone, Electra, Macaria) *®

While women in drama frequently fail to perform the social duties
assigned to them in the oikos, men in drama often initiate female re-
bellion, as Michael Shaw has pointed out,* by abusing their respon-
sibilities to household and state. Creon in the Phoenissae abandons
the interests of the state when he discovers he must sacrifice his son
to preserve it (919). In the Eeclesiazusae men are criticized for making
the legislature an organ to serve private rather than public interests
(395f1.). Other male characters ignore the interests of the household
in an over-eager pursuit of war (e.g. men in the Lysistrata, Iphigeneia
at Aulis, or Agamemnon), ignore the welfare of their familics (Jason),
or violate the sanctity of the household by bringing home a mistress
(Agamemnon with Cassandra, Heracles with Tole). Male over-in-
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terest in private concerns is often represented in the language of the
text as fecminine or feminizing. Blepyrus in the Eeclesiazusae must
adopt female clothing and call on the goddess of childbirth to deliver
a wild pear (369-71); Cinesias in the Lysistraia must play the nursc
to his neglected child (and phallus, 880-81 and 956), while the
magistrate is forced to experience womanhood as the women thrust
the badges of the female and her tasks upon him — veils, baskets,
girdles and wool (531-37); Aegisthus gives up authority to Clytem-
nestra, and Jason surrenders his heroism to Medea. She claims his
deeds for herself, and mockingly prophesies for him an ignominious
death from a piece of his old ship Argo.

Up to this point, we could see the sexual confrontations of drama
as representing an inversion of the norm female:domestic as
male:public, an inversion which indirectly confirms the importance
ol the ideal. Violators of the cultural norm are generally punished,
and women are often returned to silence, death or suicide, and the
domestic interior where they “‘belong”. But women in drama also
act for the polis. Euripides’ Iphigeneia agrees to be sacrificed for
Greece, and Praxithea in Euripides’ Erectheus offers her daughter’s life
for the city (frag. 360N2). Lysistrata claims to be acting in the inter-
ests of both household and state. Jocasta in the Phoenissae defends the
interests of the state against her sons, who are prepared to sacrifice
their own city to acquire power for themselves (528-85). Antigone
in the Antigone 1s an ambiguous case. Knox has argued that she acts
for the oikos against Creon, who rcpresents the polis.>® Yet surely in
defending the unwritten laws she is touching on an issue of public
policy, the burial of traitors, while Creon’s view of the state is shown
to be inadequate. Teucer, a male character, makes a comparable de-
fense of burial for Ajax, and Pericles in his Funeral Oration defends
the importance of the unwritten laws to the public life of Athens. On
the other side, characters like Heracles in the Heracles celebrate their
retirement from public life to defend the interests of the household
(575-6). | |

Perhaps what we need here is to emphasize the dialectical aspects
of the relation between public and private, male and female in our
initial sct of cquations. Clcarly, both men and women sharc an inter-
est in the otkos and in the values which help it to survive. But each
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sex performs for the oikos a different function, each requiring differ-
ent virtues, and acts in separatc spaces, one inside, on¢ outside. Each
sex also shares an intercst in the polis, and performs different public
functions which help to perpetuate the state, the male political and
-military functions, which exclude women, the female religious func-
tions. In each sphere the male holds legal authority over the female.
When men and women participate in state religious festivals, each
sex supports the communal values necessary for the welfare of the
state, Oikos and polis arc organized on a comparable and com-
plementary basis, although they differ in scale. As Aristotle says at
the close of his discussion of the rclation between family and state
in Politics I, “For, inasmuch as every family is part of a state, and
these relationships are part of a family, and the virtue of the part
must have regard to the virtue of the whole, women and children
must be trained by education with an eye to the constitution, if the
virtues of etther of them are supposed to make any difference in the
virtues of the state. And they must makc a diflerence; [or the children
grow up to be citizens, and half of the free persons in the state are
women” (1260b, 10-20, trans. Jowett). What this means is that the
simple equation female:oikos as male: polis does not hold fully even
at the level of an ideal. Any situation in which the female alone de-
fends the oikos 1s counter to the norm, while to assume that woman
has no avenue for exercising her powers positively for the state is to
dismiss her public religious function. Ideally, as Pericles’ Funeral
Oration demonstrates (Thuc. 2. 361[.), women can be excluded from
the political sphere because men bring a balanced sense of their pri-
vate interests to bear on public policy. Men act as citizens and
fathers simultaneously. They trcat the unwritten laws with respect,
and in their eagerness and opportunity to serve the state they treat
their neighbors without jealousy. They conserve and expand public
funds, just as the women of the Ecclesiazusae claim to practice thrift
in the household (236-39; cf. also 600).

This dialectical relation between oikos and polis, in which each in-
stitution defines the other, puts household and state into a relation
which is simuitaneously antithetical and complementary. The polit-
ical needs of the state can run counter to those.of the household, and
the household does not offer to men the chance of living a (ull human
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existence, This dilemma is particularly well demonstrated in the
Agamemnon, in Agamemnon’s choice concerning the sacrifice of
I'phigeneia. The king’s choice to kill his daughter is forced upon him
by Zeus’ injunction to defend the laws of hospitality and his own ea-
gerness for glory in war, but the sacrifice redounds cqually in its
ncgative cffects on the private and public spheres.

As economic institutions, however, oikos and polis arc organized
in a more complementary fashion.”’ Each aims at sclf-sufficicney,
thrift, a pooling of common resources, and production for use rather
than exchange. Xenophon’s Socrates, for example, argues that the
cconomic management of household and state differ mainly in scale
(Mem. 3.4.12 and Oec. 8.22 and 9). When women in the Lysistrata and
Ecclesiaszusae claim to be able to manage public aflairs, because of
their knowledge of household management, the poet plays on the
complementarity of oikos and polis as economic institutions.”® It
should be emphasized that in neither play do the women actually
take over the legislative, judicial and military functions of the city;
the utopia of the Ecclesiaszusae will eliminate the need for a political
sphere, slaves will run the farms, and the women will control a state
which, as [ argue in a forthcoming article, is primarily an enlarged
vikos.>>

Finally, women’s role in public religion helps us distinguish be-
tween positive heroines in drama who act publicly to defend the polis,
and those heroines who intrude into the public sphere to make a
political challenge to male authority. Clytemnestra pays for her de-
sire to usurp male power; Antigone is simultaneously condemned
and celebrated. She dies for her challenge to the edict, but is
acclaimed for her defense of the unwritten laws, which have a pri-
mary association with the religious sphere, and which are more
“natural” than conventional. Jocasta in the Phoenissae also defends
the state with an appcal to natural law (528-85). Lysistrata in the
Lysistrata, a character whose name clearly identifies her with the con-
temporary priestess of Athena Polias Liysimache, can save housc-
hold and state and create a positive compromise between the inter-
ests of the sexes through her legitimate religious authority.”
Praxithea in Euripides’ Erectheus, who argues the case for sacrificing
her own daughter to save the state (frag. 360N2), was also the first
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Athenian priestess of Athena. The chorus in the Lysistrata lay claim
to symbolic “citizenship’ not only through their payment of “‘taxes”
to the state in the form of sons (65, 589-90), but through the state’s
demonstrated concern in their participation from girlhood on in
public religious life (638-48). Euripides’ captive Melanippe makes
the most eloquent defense of women on these grounds:

They manage the home,and guard within the house thc sea-borne wares. No house
is clean or prosperous if the wife is absent. And in religion — highest I judge this
claim ~— we play the greatest part. In the oracles of Phoebus, women expound
Apollo’s will; and at the holy seat of Dodona, beside the sacred oak, woman conveys
the will of Zeus to all Greeks who may desire it. As for holy rites performed for the
Fates and the Nameless Goddesses — they are not holy in the hands of men; among
women they flourish all. So righteous is woman’s part in holy service. How then
should her kind be fairly abused? Shall they not cease, the vain reproaches of men;
and those who deem too soon that all women must be blamed alike, if one be found
a sinner? Let me speak on, and distinguish them:nothing is worse than the base
woman, and nothing far surpasses the good one. Only their natures differ . . .>*

Ideally, then, eikos and polis are mutually defining institutions;
order in one sphere is inextricably related to order in the other, and
each sex has legitimate functions to perform in support of cach. On
the other hand, contradictions can arise within each part of the sys-
tem and the interests of the one institution can conflict with that of
the other. The political and religious aims of the state are not always
in harmony, as the many dcbates in drama concerning conventional
and natural law attest. Similarly, the oikos is ideally designed as to
perpetuate the patrilineal line; but in order to do so, a female
stranger must be introduced to reproduce children and to protect the
material interests of the oikos in the absence of the male, a stranger
who does not reccive in exchange anything more than the pleasure
of supervising and nourishing that which s not her own.

We do see in drama rare instances of an adherence to the ideal
in characters like Alcestis, Lysistrata, Iphigeneia at Aulis, or
Macaria. But the relation of drama to life and to cultural ideals tends
to be obscured by its self-conscious and deliberate obsession with
cultural contradictions and crises. Some dramas can be understood
as explicit inversions of the idcal. Women commit adultery and sac-
rifice children and the material resources of the household to their
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own desires to rebel and attain power for themselves, and men sac-
rifice their households for fame, or divert public resources to private
gain. The boundaries between household and state becomes spa-
tially and ideologically blurred. Women take on masculine vices,
and men female vices and limits. Men pervert their political author-
ity to conflict with the survival of household and state. Women per-
vert their religious powers to serve anarchy and destruction.

The state of inversion produced is well characterized in the
Agamemnon, where the masculinized Clytemnestra subverts all her
functions in the household and “sacrifices’” her husband and per-
verts prayer to destroy him, while Cassandra, who rejected Apollo,
cannot use her prophetic powers to communicate the truth,
Agamemnon, on the other hand, sacrifices the youth of the state and
its resources, and piety towards the gods for victory in war; he falls
victim to the will of a woman and his own desire for oriental and
hence feminizing luxury. In the Eumenides, by contrast, the Erinyes
accept for women an important role in cult which serves the state.
Women will be removed from the political sphere and confined in
the oikos, as the Erinyes are confined underground. The Erinyes ac-
cept for women their subordination in marriage, and their role as
secondary parent. The male regains political authority with a new
system of justice and distribution of wealth; wars will be fought only
to counter external aggression, and the fear of the Erinyes will be
remembered in the political sphere. The trilogy closes with an asser-
tion of the norm in sexual and social relations expressed in the prose
texts.

Many dramas, however, do not reflect the tensions between otkos
and polis in the battle of the sexes by creating an outright inversion
of the norm. Yet we can still read the male/female relationship in
such plays as Sophocles’ Trachiniae, Euripides’ Phoenissae, or Aes-
chylus’ Seven Against Thebes against the implicit ideal relation bet-
ween gikos and polis suggested earlier. Sophocles’ Trachiniae offers a
poignant example of a failure of communication between the sexes
which is reflected in a failed relation between the spheres in which
cach operates. Dejaneira, the ideal wife, is chaste to the point that
she fails to understand the true nature of sexuality. The victim of a
near marriage with a monster and an attempted rape by a centaur,
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she has closed off her mmd from the implications of male lust al-
together; she was unable’ expemcnce the battle for her hand between
Heracles and the river god Achelous objectively (21-25). Nor does
she fully understand the implications of her own feelings of jealousy
towards the young Iole. Her isolation in her confinement to the oikos
is extreme. Heracles returns home only to sow children; she com-
pares his behaviour to that of a farmer who occasionally visits an
outlying ficld (32-33). She receives indirect information about her
husbhand from messengers who do not always tell the truth, and is
oppressed by her fears over the ambiguous oracles concerning Hera-
cles’ fate left behind by the hero. Given her isolation from both the
outside world and her limited knowledge of human nature, it is not
surprising that she disastrously misinterprets the motives of the
Centaur in giving her a “love charm” through which he in fact in-
tended to destroy Heracles. Full of explicitly constructive intentions
to preserve the eikos, she falls victim to her wifely virtues and the lim-
ited vision imposed on her by her social role.

Heracles has spent his existence not only outside, but on the bor-
ders of civilized life. He has subjected his family to constant move-
ment and lifc in foreign lands. His entrance into culture 1s explosive.
He sacks a city to win the girl lole, and then introduces her into his
own household with no thought for convention and his wife’s feel-
ings. He was subject to a foreign queen for a treachcrous killing,
which violated host/guest relations. He forces his son to marry his
own mistress at the end of the play. He catches fire while sacrificing
to the gods, overturns the ritual, and murders his companion Lichas.
This play carries to an extreme the division between the scxes, by
showing the dangers of extreme masculinity and-extreme feminity,
and of the spatial and functional divisions in the lives of men and
women. As Arthur’s paper in this volume argues, Hector and An-
dromache in Hiad 6 can temporarily reach a state of full communica-
tion at a point in space which lies between the domestic and public
worlds, a point at which the complex reciprocal relationship bet-
ween male and female and their separate spheres can be fully re-
vealed; then their social roles carry them off to permanent and tragic
separation. But in the Trachiniae husband and wife never meet on
stage, and neither enters the world of the other or shares in the value
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and perceptions belonging to their spheres. Reciprocity between the
sexes and their worlds is severed. Heracles, remaining outside to the
last, ignores Dejaneira and her suicide in his self-absorption during
the final scenes, while Dejaneira remaining within the oikos she has
never left, chooses a silent but strangely masculine death by the
sword. In the final scene Heracles authoritatively restores the in-
stitutions of marriage and sacrifice disrupted by the action of the
play.*® He is sacrificed in propitious silence on the mountain, and
extracts a promise from his son Hyllus that he will marry his mis-
tress Tole. Hyllus is visibly torn between his feelings of allegiance to
both parents, and shocked at Heracles” requests that he assist his
father to destroy himself and marry Iole. We are left with a feeling
that cultural order has been recreated at too high a price, and that
the problems raised by the play have been only superficially re-
solved.

Euripides’ Phoenissae stresses in a similar fashion the drastic pres-
sures which history can put on the sexual divisions in Greek social
life. At the opening of the play the young Antigone emerges from
the cloistered seclusion appropriate to a young Athenian maiden
to look at the battlefield from a wall. Chaperoned assiduously
by her Pedagogue, she makes naive comments about the scence be-
low, and romanticizes the incipient war. Etecocles, Polyneices and
Creon abandon the city in favor of self-interest, while the defense of
the public sphere comes to rest in the hands of Jocasta and Creon’s
young son Menoiceus, who sacrifices himself for the city. Finally, in
the later part of the play, Jocasta, in an attempt to prevent her sons
Eteocles and Polyncices from killing each other, drags Antigone
roughly from her maiden seclusion (1264—69). From then on, Anti-
gone, though unequipped to play the rolc ol her powerful Sophoc-
lean counterpart, nevertheless struggles bravely to do so, despite the
protests of her uncle Creon and her father Oedipus, who want her
to go back inside where she belongs (1636, 1747f1.). The result is
simultaneously moving and monstrous. She threatens to kill
Haimon on their wedding night like a Danaid (1675). In the con-
cluding scenes she apparently fails to accomplish her traditional
public role in burying her brother, but sacrifices her marriage and
‘matden seclusion to accompany her father into ¢xile,
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Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes again plays on the sexual division
of space and function in an ambiguous fashion.>” Neither sex actu-
ally crosses the boundaries of cultural limits appropriate to their sex.
At the opening of the play Etcocles initially shows himsclf to be the
idcally efficient military leader, who is preparing to defend a ship
of state which he tmagines in his address as an exclusively male
world (1--38). He then encounters a group of excited young virgins
praying to the gods at the center of the city. He ordcrs them back
home, telling them that their presence i1s 2 dangerous disruption in
the besieged city and that they should pray to the gods of the city
in a more propitious fashion; he wishes that he could live entirely
separate from women (187-88). The Greek audience would re-
member, however, that women’s function in war was to pray to the
gods on the acropolis. Hector returns to Troy in fliad 6 to instruct
his mother to do so. Furthermore, the women, as Seth Benardete has
pointed out,” arc praying, as they continue to do after Eteocles’ de-
parture, to a broader and older sct of gods than those of the city to
whom Eteocles’ prays. Their gods, specified by name, arc both male
and female members of the family of Zeus, while Eteocles tells them
to appeal to the anonymous gods of the city directly. Their prayers
create a reciprocal relation betwecn the separate worlds of oifos and
polis ignored by Eteocles. When Eteocles departs, they do not follow
his instructions preciscly. No mention is made of the proptiatory
ololugmos. Their meter is calmer, their gods are gods of the state. But
in their song they bring within the city the war and strife which
Eteocles 1s striving to keep outside. In so doing they implicitly re-
mind the audience of the curse of Oedipus and the internal, familial
tensions of the royal house of Thebes, of all that Etecocles regards as
sub-political and unworthy of attention. Eteocles, by suppressing his
own identity as a son of Oedipus until the fatal moment where he
realizes he will meet his own brother at the seventh gate and eagerly
goes out to destroy him, has forgotten his private self, and imagines
himself as one with the autochthonous earthborn (rather than from
human parents of both sexes) heroes whom he mobilizes against the
enemy at the other gates. At the close of the shield scene, the roles
reverse, and the women of the chorus now try to persuade the mad-
dened Eteocles not to pollute the city with fraternal blood. Once



THE CONCEPTION OFWOMEN IN ATHENIAN DRAMA 161

again the tragic conflict is played out against a sexual division in
which Eteocles has separated himself irrevocably from the domestic
and religious spheres presided over by the women, whom the play
leaves to mourn in traditional fashion over a leaderless if free city.”
The problem here is not so much the failure of either sex to perform
its proper social functions, as a crucial lack of communication and-
reciprocity between their two worlds.

To summarize my point then. The simple equation female: otkos
as male: polis does not hold on the Greek stage. Yet occasionally we
catch a glimpse of a more complex, reciprocal model of the relation
between public and private, male and female, which helps us to
define a norm against which to rcad the inversions and aberrations
of drama. The cnd of the Oresteia is one. Lysistraia is another. Here
the married women’s sex strike puts women back into their homes,
and marriages and restores men to public dominance without a vio-
lation by the female of the social limits imposed upon her.®® In gen-
eral structural polarities present in dramatic texts are obscured pre-
cisely because drama deals with social crisis, with the exposure of
contradictions in the social system. At the same time, the reciprocal
relation between the two institutions, and the parallel ways in which
each 1s organized, allows the dramatist to make complex symbolic
links between these two apparently separatc spheres. Hence domes-
tic crises can be used to delineate public oncs, and public crises can
be signs of abuscs to the domestic sphere.

The radical privatization of the female except in the religious -
sphere offers, as we can see from any one of the standpoints pre-
sented in this paper, the most central question and source of unease
in drama. Slater’s model of the ambivalent mother/son relation de-
pends first and foremost on the woman’s ambivalent reaction to her
social confinement. Her role as outsider in the social system, both
within marriage and in relation to the political sphere classifies her
as a more ‘“‘natural’” being to bc controlled by this system and poten-
tially hostile to it, although this is a problem she sometimes shares
with the men of her society. As a problematic social link between
households (see for example, Hermione in Euripides’ Andromache, whose
father Menelaus remains an officious mediator in the sterile and ten-
sion-filled marriage of his daughter to Neoptolemus, while the con-
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cubine Andromache displays a wifely subservience to the interests
of her master) and a stranger who threatens the household from
within, she 1s nevertheless crucial, particularly in view of the fre-
quent absence of the male, to the biological and economic survival
of the household. In the public sphere the religious values associated
with women must be kept separate from the political sphere to serve
as a counterbalancing force; but women can use these religious pow-
ersin cultural or anti-cultural ways. s '

Finally, the democratic polis madc extrardinary demands on the
male citizen to subordinate private intercsts to public, while simul-
taneously encouraging ambition and competition. The result,
drama seems to suggest, is a constant failure of the male to stay with-
in cultural limits. Female characters often make a radical intrusion
into the breach, cither to expose and challenge this failure, or to heal
it with transcendent sacrificial or other religious gestures. If the
female uses religious powers to serve household or state, or to
mediate between “nature’ and “culture’ as these two terms are de-
fined by a specific text, the result can be positive. Otherwise the in-
trusion of a being ill-equipped for political life can be as dangerous
as the disasters which provoked it, the female becomes the locus of
oppositions between “nature’ and “culturc”’, household and state,
and the dramas close with a punishment of the female intruder
which implicitly reasserts the cultural norm. The relatively more
limited and defined role in which the female is confined by Athenian
culture can thus be used to define the more inclusive male role by
contrast.

The preliminary suggestions made here about the symbolic role
of women in classical drama, and the approaches which might be
taken to illuminate this probiem, do not begin to touch on a number
of crucial aspects of the question. We have not considered any of
these questions in relation to the ethical, philosophical and aesthetic
issues which are central to drama; it would be interesting to dis-
cover, for example,what relation debates over nomos and physis have
to confrontations betwcen the sexes. We have ignored female char-
acters who cannot be successfully analyzed by any of the means con-
sidered here. We have not made a sufficient distinction between the
treatment of male—female relations in the comic and tragic genres,
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or between the three tragic playwrights, Aeschylus, Sophocles, and
Euripides. We have not given an interpretation which puts thesc insights
into the context of a full reading of a drama. We need to understand
considcrably more about the role of women in Greek rcligion or the
Greek conception of honor in order to analyze women’s role in
drama.®! We have not made any adcquate theoretical alignment be-
tween the psychological and structuralist interpretations, or bet-
ween the two difference structuralist polarities explored. Neverthe-
less, 1t seems to me that we have made a beginning, a beginning
which locates the problems posed by a myth-based literature in a
specific social and cultural context, and shows us that social theory
can ofler us some avenues to open up and illuminate these problems.
As Levi-Strauss observes, women are like words which must be
“communicated” and exchanged in a cultural system; yet they are
also speakers as well as signs:

But women could never become just a sign and nothing more, since even in a man’s
world she is still a person, and insofar as she is defined as a sign she must be recog-
nized as the generator of signs. In the matrimonial dialogue of men, woman is never
purely spoken about; for il women in general represent a certain category of signs,
destined to a certain kind of communication, cach woman prescrves a particular
value arising from her talent, before and after marriage, for taking her partin a duet.
In contrast to words, which become wholly signs, woman has remained at once a
sign and a value. This explains why the relations between the sexes have preserved
that affective richness, ardour and mystery which originally permcated the entire
universe of human communications.%
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Notes

1. Sec E. Ardener, “Belief and the Problem of Wonien”, in ].S. La Fontaine
ed., The Interpretation of Ritual (London 1972) 135-158, for a thoughtful dis-
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cussion of the unrepresented female point of view in anthropological studies
of women.

Marylin Arthuripoints out in her review essay on women in the classics (Signs
2.2 (1976) 382-403) that the evidence concerning women in the prose and
poetic texts often coincides. This is certainly true, but for the purposes of this
paper the distinction will remain useful, since there arc certain areas where
the dramatic texts offer a consistently different picture

“The Position of Women in Athens in the Fifth and Fourth Centuries”, CP
20 (1925) 4.

Roger Just, “The Conception of Women in Classical Athens™, Journal of the
Anthropological Society of Oxford 6.3 {1975} 157.

The two most recent are Just, note 4 above, 153-70, and John Gould, “Law,
custom and myth: aspects of the social pasition of women in Classical
Athens™, JHS 100 (1980) 38-59. [ deliberately ignore in this article previous
misconceptions concerning the question of the status of women in classical
Athens (the “optimists” versus the “pessimists”; culturally relative judg-
ments on how the Greeks treated women) which have been well treated by
Gould, Just, and Pomeroy. For other important essays on this topic sce A.W.
Gomme, note 3 above, H.D.F. Kitto, The Greeks {(Harmondsworth,
Middlesex 1950) 219-236, and D. Richter, “The Position of Women in Classical
Athens”, CJ67.1 (1971) 1-8; Sarah Pomeroy treats both the literary and his-
torical aspects of these questions in several chapters of Gaddesses, Whores,
Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiguily (New York 1975}, On the histor-
ical side of the issue see also W.K. Lacey, The Family in Classical Greece (Ithaca,
N.Y. 1968). Other helpful works are V. Ehrenberg, The People of Aristophanes
(Oxford 1943}, Marylin Arthur, “Early Greece: The Origins of the Western
Attitude Towards Women™, Arefhusa 6 (1973) 7--58, *“‘Liberated Women: The
Classical Era”, in R. Bridenthal and C. Koontz eds., Becoming Visible: Women
in fsuropean History (Boston 1977) 60-89, and the Signs article cited in note 2,
and P. Vellacott, fronic Drama: A Study in Euripides Method and Meaning (Cam-
bridge 1975).

On women’s legal and soctal status in Athens see especially Lacey, note 5,
A R.W. Harrison, The Law of Athens: The Family and Property (Oxford 1968),
D.M. McDowell, The Law in Classical Athens (Ithaca, N.Y, 1978), H.]. Wolff]
“Marriage, Law and Family Organization in Ancient Athens”, Traditio 2
(1944} 43-93, and .M. Schaps, Economic Rights of Women in Ancient Greece
(Edinburgh 1978).

For a guardian’s abuse of property see Aeschines I 95-99; for a husband’s
mistreatment of his wile see Andocides’ I 124-77. Concerned male relatives
of such women could obviously bring cases into court in their interest, so that
women did not necessarily go unprotected even if they could not cxercise
legal rights on their own behalf.

Lystias 3.6; for dining practices see [saeus 3.15—-14 and Lysias 1.22. .

For court cases which question the existence of respectable women see Dem,
43.29-46 and Isaeus 8.9-10; for the naming of women in court see D.M.
Schaps CQ 25 (1975) 53-57. For general discussions of the court cvidence
see especially Lacey, Gould and Just (note 5 above).
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For femalc initiative in family affairs sce csp. Lysias 32 and 13, and Dem.
36.14.

For aflectionate relations between spouses see Gould {note 5 above) 50.

See especially the “Diseases of Virgins® in the Hippocratic corpus for hys-
teria; for a discussion see B. Simon, Mind and Madness in Ancient Greece (Ithaca,
N.Y. 1978) 238-70. For ancicnt theories of conception see the section on
“The Seed” in the Hippocratic writings, and Aristotle, The Generation of Ani-
mals esp. 727 a—b. For a discussion see James Hillman, The Myth of Analysis
(Evanston, I11. 1972} 215-246.

A recent article by John Gould, ““Dramatic characters and ‘human intelligi-
bility” in Greek tragedy”, PCPS N.S. 24 (1978} 43-67, siresses the conse-
quences of the public nature of Greck drama for characterization, and em-
phasizes the distortions of “life’” that it may bring.

The Gloryof Hera: Greek Mythology and the Greek Family (Boston 1968).

[n this paragraph I stress particularly the insights given in recent general ar-
ticles on the conception of women in Athens such as those by Gould and Just
cited in note 5 above, Pomeroy’s chapter (note 5 above) treats the individual
playwrights, and emphasizes the importance of women’s representation of
family and religious interests, and the masculinization of many tragic
heroines to be discussed in section VI. The remaining sections of the article
will develop these and other perspectives, and note some of the many other
helpful contributions made in pieces on individual plays or playwrights to
our understanding of the conception of women in Attic drama. Many articles
emphasize the victimization of women in drama by war and the patriarchal
system, and the capacity of women for noble suflering. In this paper 1 intend
to concentrate on the anomalous aspects of women’s role in drama (those
which cannot be easily explained on the basis of the prose evidence), and how
the conception of women is articulated in the action of drama on the broadest
scale.

For an cxcellent treatment of this dialogue between past myth and the Attic
present in drama see J.-P. Vernant, “Greek Tragedy” in The Structuralist Con-
troversy, ed. R. Macksey-and E. Donato (Baltimore and London 1970) esp.
283fI. On Greek myth in general and the problem of treating the sophisti-
cated literature of Greece as myth see G.5. Kirk, Myth: its Meaning and Func-
tion in Ancient and Other Cultures (Berkeley 1970), B. Vickers, Towards Greek
Tragedy (London 1973) 166ff. and 617i.,, and J. Peradotto, “Classical
Mythology: An Annotated Bibliographical Survey”, APA (Urbana, 1.

1973},

I stress the methodological importance of using Athenian literature as evi-

dence for the Attic conception of women because J. Gould (note 5 above) and

P. Slater (note 14 above), for example, use Athenian and non-Athenian texts

indiscriminately.

For examples of commands to women to stay within see Eur. Pho. 8811, 193fF.

or Electra 3414Y.; for male resistance to a female challenge see among many

examples, Soph. Ant. 484-85. On the masculinity of tragic women sce esp.

Pomeroy (note 5 above) 98-101 and B.M,W. Knox, “The Medea of
Euripides™, ¥CS25 (1977) 192-226.
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This point was made by James Redfield in his Gildersleeve lecture of January
1981. On the relation between Pericles and Oedipus see B.M.W. Knox,
Oedipus at Thebes (New Haven 1957),

See Slater, note 14 above. For a sophisticated Freudian interpretation of
women in tragedy which uses Slater see, for cxample, R. Caldwell, “The Mis-
ogyny of Eteocles”, Arethusa 6,197-231.

H.P. Foley, “Sex and State in Ancient Greece”, Diacritics 5.4 (1975) 31-36.
See also Arthur (note 2 above) and Pomeroy (note 5 above).

For female psycho-sexual development see especially N. Chodorov, The Re-
production of Mothering (Berkcley and Los Angeles 1978).

Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of
Sex”, in R. Reiter ed., Towards an Anthropology of Wemen (New York and Lon-
don 1975) 157-210. I borrow the term “sex-gender system” from her persua-
sive discussion,

For individual articles on women in Greek literature which make use of struc-
turalist methodology see especially the articles by Foley, Sussman, Loraux,
du Bois, Zeitlin and Segal in Arethusa 11 (1978), the paper by Arthur in this
volume, the papers by Arthur, Foley and Zeitlin in the forthcoming issue of
Arethusa in honor of J.-P. Vernant (1982), the papers by Rosellini, Said and
Auger in “Aristophane, les femmes et la cité”, Les Cahiers de Fontenayno. 17
{1979}, and my paper, ‘“The Female Intruder Reconsidered: Women in Aris-
tophancs’ Lysistrata and Eeclesiazusae” | torthcoming in Classical Philelogy. For
further background on this methodology see the ensuing discussion in this
paper.

Sherry Ortner, “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?”’, in M. Rosaldo
and L. Lamphere, eds., Woman, Culture, and Society (Stanford 1974).67-88.

For particularly useful examples of the work of this group which state their
general theses and refer specifically to the problem of women sec esp., M.
Detienne, The Gardens of Adonis, trans. J. Lloyd (Brighton 1977), with an im-
portant introduction by ].-P. Vernant, and “Violentes ‘Eugénics’ 7 in La
culsine du sacrifice en pays grec, ed. Detienne and Vernant (Paris 1979); J.-P. Ver-
nant, Mythe et société en Gréce ancienne (Paris 1974) and ““Hestia-Hermés: sur
Iexpression religicuse de Pespace et du movement chez les Grees”, in Mythe
el pensée chez les Grees (Paris 1969) 97-158; P. Vidal-Naquet, “Esclavage et
gynecocratic dans la tradition, le mythe, Vutopie™, in Recherche sur les structures
sociales dans Uantiquité classique (Paris 1970} 63-70, and “Valeurs religicuses
et mythiques de la terre ct du sacrifice dans ’Odyssée”, in M. 1, Finley, ed.,
Problemes de la terre en Giréce ancienne (Paris 1973) 269-92.

F.1. Zeiuin, “Cultic Models of the Female: Rites of Dionysus and Deme-
ter’”, forthcoming in Arethusa 1982.

Foley, “Marriage and Death in Euripides’ Iphigeneia in Aulis”, forthcoming

in Arethusa 1982, '

On this point see R. Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore 1972} 13942,
For Girard the myth attributes male violence to women as part of a mythical
strategy which conccals the true nature of the religious violence lying at the
heartofthe drama.

On women in Dionysiac and ecstatic religion see Zeitlin (note 27 above), R.



31.

32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

37.
38.

39.
40,

41.

42.

43.

44.
45,

THE CONCEPTION OF WOMEN IN ATHENIAN DRAMA 167

Kraemer, “Ecstasy and Possession: the Attraction of Women to the Cule of
Dionysus”, HThR 72 (1979) 55~-80, B. Simon (note 12 above), and I. Lewis,
Eestatic Religion (Middlesex and Baltimore 1971).

On the nature/culture dichotomy in the Bacchae see C.P. Segal,*““The Menace
of Dionysus: Scx Roles and Reversals in Eunpides’ Bacchae”, Arethusa 11

(1978) 185-202.

On this passage in Plato’s Menexenus see E.D. Dodds, The Ancient Concept of
Progress and Other Essays on Greek Literature (Oxford 1973) 146—47.

On this aspect of the odes see especially M. Arthur, “The Choral Odes of
the BacchaeofEuripides” YC§22(1972) 145-181.

See my discussion in * ‘Reverse Slmlles and Sex Roles in the Odyssey”,

Arethusa 11 (1978) 7-26.

On this point see Arthur, “Liberated Women” (note 5 above) 73-78.

On Pandora see esp. J.-P. Vernant, “Le mythe promethéen chez Hesiode",

Mythe et société en Gréce ancienne (Paris 1974) 177-194, and P. Pucci, Hesiod and
the Language of Poetry {Baltimore and London 1977) 82-126.

Ihid., Pucct 100-101,

On the incompatibility of competition and democracy in the Athenian sys-

tem see A. Gouldner, Enter Plato: Classical Greece and the Origins of Social Theory,

PartI (New York 1966).

“Hestia-Hermés” (note 26 above).

I understand that Ortner is arguing on another level than T am here myaell‘

Nevertheless, many have tried to d.pply this dichotomy without a recognition

of the dlmculty of using the concept in a particular cultural context. T was
unable to acquire a recent book of critical essays on the nature/culture ques-
tion (C. MacCormack and M. Strathern, Nature, Culture and Gender {Cam-
bridge 1980) } by the time this paper went to press. :
For a general expression of the domestic/public theory see MichcelleRosaldo, v
“A Theoretical Overview”, in Rosaldo and Lamphere, eds., Woman, Culture
and Sociely (Stanford 1974) 17-42. In classics this view has been expressed
most explicitly, although by no means exclusively, by Michael Shaw, “The
Female Intruder: Women in Fifth-Century Drama”, CP (1975) 255~66; see

~ also my forthcoming response in CP to this article, *“The Female Intruder

Reconsidered: Women in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata and Feclesiazusae” . My ar-
gument here borrows some theoretical points [rom that article. The general
position was traditional long before structuralism, S, Freud, for example, re-
marked that “women represent the intercests of the family and sexual life; the
work of civilization has become more and more men’s business.” (Cizilization
and its Discontents (London 1957) 73.)

Rosaldo, “The Use and Abusc of Anthropology: Reflections on Feminism
and Cross-cultural Understanding”, Signs 5.3 (1980) 389417,

On the relation between domestic and public space in Greek culture see
Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, and Vernant, “Hestia-Hermés”, note 26 above. For
an important modern treatment of the issue see P. Bourdieu, Outline of a
Theory of Practice, trans. R. Nice (Cambridge 1977).

See note 39 above.

See Arthur, note 5 above, both “Liberated Women” and “Early Greece”.



168

46.

7.
48.
49,

20.
31.

38,
39.

60.
61.

62.

HELENE P. FOLEY

For a discussion of the dream of endogamy and its contradictions see Ver-

nant, “Hestia-Hermeés” (note 26 above), and J. Pitt-Rivers, The Fate of
Shechem or the Politics of Sex (Cambridge 1971) esp. 71-93.

On Medea sce especially Knox {note 18 above) and P. Pucci, The Violence of
Pityin Euripides’ Medea (1thaca and London 1980).

For a discussion of such passages {(esp. [V. 145, V1. 137-140) see Dewald

in thi~ volume and Gould (note 5 above) 5453,

Shaw, note 41 above.

B.M.W. Knox, The lleroic Temper (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1964) 76-90.

For a more detailed discussion see my forthcoming paper, note 41 above. The
polarity oikos/ polis does not necessartly correspond precisely with the more
general distinction domestic/public. ! have chosen to explore the issue in
terms of the former polarity because it 1s the one made by Attic authors, The
larger distinction is more complex and would require a thorough exploration
of prose texts and non-literary evidence as well as a broader study of the limits
between public and private (/idios and /koinos) in Attic literature. As
Pauline Schmidt has emphasized to me, the major and pervasive role of
women in cult makes their supposed conflinement to the /oikos more theoreti-
cal than actual,

Thid.

ibid.

fhid. On the identity of Lysistrata see .M. Lewis, “Notes on Attic Inscrip-
tions 11, XXI1I1. Who Was lysistrata?”’, ABS4 1 (1963) 1-13. See now also
Jeffrey Henderson, “Lysistrate: the Play and its Themes”, YCS 26 (1980)
153-218. : ‘

Translated by Denys Page, Select Papyri 111 (Cambridge, Mass. 1962} 113~
114,

For this interpretation of the end ol the play sec C.P. Scgal, “Mariage ct sac-

rifice dans les 7rachiniennes de Sophocele”, AC 44 {1975) 50-53.

On male—female relations in the Seven see especially H. Bacon, “The Shield

of Eteocles”, Arion 3 (1964} 27-38, Caldwell {(note 20 above), S. Benardete,

“T'wo Notes on Aeschylus® Septem”, Part 1 W80 (1967) 22-30, and I.1. Zeit-

lin, ““Language, Structure, and the Son of Oedipus in Aeschylus’ Seven Against

Thebes. A Semiotic Study of the Shield Scene”, lorthcoming in Filologia e
Critica, Editione d1 Ateneo ¢ Bizarri (Roma).

Benardete, note 58 above.

The end of the Seven may not be genuine. I end my interpretation with the
mourning by the chorus of the death of the brothers.

Sce Foley, notc 41 above.

For modern Greek and Mediterranean concepts of honor see Pitt-Rivers,
note 46 ahove, Bourdieu, note 43 above, and J. Peristiany, ed., Honor and
Shame: the Values o f Mediterranean Society (Chicago 1960).

C. Levi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures af Kinship (Boston 1969} 496.



