WOMEN IN ANCIENT GREECE

THE MENOPAUSE

i menstruate 1n
According to Aristotle (History of amma.Is 585b) most r\tvﬂ()merlt cc):c:;s;zl fsl?t i s
bout their fortieth year, but some continued to be fe e up to tl o e
. 3“ recnancies at this age were not unknown. There 1s very little hlscui n of he
hene air;e in Greek literature. Perhaps, as Pomeroy (1975, p- 85) has s %lgv 5 k;ng
. d h less interest than the menarche because far fewer women ; e
gflgirg;eto?;;erience it. But the low valuation placed upon non-fertile females cou
€ .

i i ’s life.
also have contributed to the neglect of this stage in a woman's

DEATH | N
The average life expectancy of Greek women is impossible to estimate. The ;igi(:earl; :v:;};;cis
pec?ple diegd is rarely recorded on Greek tombstones, and fIl:he eéiderix:afl: g el
1 is of his study of skeletons trom Class : ;
hopelessly selective. On the basis o T e
.04, table 28) has calculated that the median ag ‘
(1191'173},1 gft?per cent of the population had died) was 34.:6 for V\(*orréeg and iil ssf‘;(:rori{l;ﬁs
X Garland (1990, p. 245) has pointed out, the information derwe. oma 2 y o e
: e ?sr far from re,liable, and there may be a considerable underestlmﬁnoré hoa tag;sr.nen ¢
aytfes seem likely that the life expecta}ncyl o,f womenn';v?ﬁaltorv::rrl :1 aa;r;mny s lonéer
i ich is confirmed by Aristotle’s stateme. '
il?nrf {;le‘lr:er\lv kl)légautsseihey have more heat in their bodies (On the length and shortness of life
a

466b).

Women in Athenian law and society

city which has provided us with the bulk of our source material for this

period. Inevitably, Athenian women occupy a large proportion of this
chapter on the Classical Age. But one must be cautious about allowing the female
residents of Athens to represent Greek women in general. Athens was in many ways an
unusual city. It was bigger and richer and more powerful than most. It included in its
population far more slaves and resident aliens than the average Greek state, and its
democratic constitution, while not unique, was probably more radical and innovative
than those established elsewhere. All of these factors would have affected the lives, status
and images of women. It is difficult for us to know to what extent the experience of other
Greek females diverged from that of their Athenian sisters, but evidence relating to
Sparta and Gortyn (discussed in a later chapter) indicates that in some states at least the
legal and social role accorded to women might be very different.

In this chapter, [ shall be examining the position of women within Athenian society,
as defined both by law and custom; while in the one that follows, I shall be attempting to
look beyond this legal and normative framework and to consider the reality of Athenian
women’s lives. Both chapters will draw on a wide variety of source material — law-court
speeches, historical writings, comic and tragic drama, philosophy, instructive treatises,
inscriptions, archaeological sites and vase paintings. All of these sources present us to
some extent with ideas as well as with ‘facts’ about women; but in two of them — drama
and philosophy — the ideas are more consciously formulated and more extensively
expressed than elsewhere, and therefore these literary genres will also be studied as
distinct discourses in Part IV,

In separating out drama and philosophy in this way, | am not suggesting that the other
sources which are being used are necessarily more objective and value-free. For
example, law-court speeches, most of them composed in the fourth century Bc, will
provide much of the information discussed in this and the following chapter. The data

Most of our knowledge about women in Classical Greece relates to Athens, the
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which they furnish about the content of Atht?nian law may be th?u‘ght to be r_eason;'l:)}llz
factual, but even here it must be borne in mind that the speaker’s interpretation o o

Jaw will have been influenced by the need to argue his case. Even more (Eautlonhr.m;ls he
exercised when it comes to evaluating the glimpses mto women's 11vres whxc. t r«:
speeches offer, for these were public utterances whose object was to co]?vm;e l:m f; _Lul;)l >
of the respectability of the speaker and his family. They were spo fren y .
addressed to male audiences; and neither party would have been free from preconcep

tions about women and their activities.

LEGAL STATUS

an Athenian woman had no independent existence. She was always gssumed to be
;Ill(}?)‘rvporated into the oikos which was headed by h‘er kyrios, or male guardian. Unt;l lz-he
was married, a woman came under the guardianship of her 'fath.er, or male n?)xt—o - 1&1
On her marriage, her husband took over the role of kyrios: if s:hfa was S\:xd.sequlgnt ff
divorced or widowed, and she had no sons, she returned to her original guar 1.:1n}.1 lil
she was widowed and had sons who were still minors, she coul_d c_hoose to stay in ler ege
husband’s oikos under the guardianship of her sons’dl?yria}i,' while if her sons were already
uld pass if she wished into their guardianship. ' '
Offrg}f:;lizzon clnjf a woman’s kyrios was, in general, that of protection. As well a‘; being
responsible for her economic maintenance an.d her overall welfare, he al(;ig a; ar;
intermediary between the private domain occupied by the woman and the pu ﬁlc sp et;
from which she was excluded. This mediation would have been most frequently
undertaken in dealings which had a legal significance, su'ch as the making pf cc:intracts 01;
the arrangement of a marriage. If any of these deahngs ever necessitated a cou;S
appearance, this too would have been handled by the kyrios. An Athenian woman Wt
barred from conducting legal proceedings on her own behalf, and there is r;asol? 0
believe that normally she could not even give evidence in court. It seems instead to have

been presented by her kyrios.!

PROPERTY: DOWRY AND INHERITANCE

Athenian women could not by law enter into any contract ‘beyon.d the vglue ;}f one
medimnos of barley’ (Isaeus 10.10): a medimnos was a measure of grain, aqd i]ts Vi zu;‘ }:r;
relation to barley was perhaps sufficient to keep a family fed for five or six days. L 1
amount would therefore have been large enough to account for the petty trad1_ng:r
activities, such as selling vegetables, which we know some At}eman women enggjgs. in;
but it would certainly have ruled out any major transactions. Although ft'}_ns prohit :t;sr;
may not always have been observed, people were s_ufﬁmently aware of it t: Sj;: 1 .
mark of male dominance: in Aristophanes’ comic fantasy Women in f e:i ssenrlx y
(1024—5), women who have just taken over the government of At_hens 1ntrf? uce a law
which reverses this situation by imposing the restriction on men mstt;ad of women.

It would be wrong, however, to assume on tlz:}is basis that Athenian womelle \\x;lerﬁ
legally barred from owning property. Ownership isa comple}_c concept; and :1; N ;)t ! 1:;3
(1989, p. 28) has argued, the existence ofa regulation under wh1c1'1 wo;en w}i e
to dispose of property proves only that one of the several relations ips wh‘ chp ffee
might have with property was not available to .them. Anqther r;lapor;: 1}11) wash v
usage, and Athenian women do seem to have enjoyed this right within the household,
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particularly in relation to slaves and moveable goods such as furniture, clothing and
Jewellery. In one sense, then, Athenian women can be regarded as property-owners; but
they were always much more limited in the amount of control which they had over their
possessions than men were. Moreover, unlike the woman herself, a women’s kyrios did
have the right to dispose of her property, and it is doubtful whether he even needed to
obtain her consent before doing so.*

The three principal means by which a woman might acquire rights over property
were gifts, dowry and inheritance. The most significant gifts which she would have
received would generally have been the anakalupteria, gifts to new brides from their
husbands or relatives. Dowries, inheritance and the epiklerate (a specialised form of
inheritance through the female line) will be discussed in some detail in the rest of this
section.

Dowry

The most significant form of property acquired by a woman would have been her
dowry, or proix, which her kyrios provided when she was married. He was probably not
under any legal obligation to do so, but by the fifth century dowries were a well-
established convention, and the moral pressure to produce one was undoubtedly very
strong. Finding a husband for a woman without a dowry was, if some of the men
pleading their cases in the law-courts are to be believed, a thankless business, ‘for who
would ever have taken a dowerless wife from a man who was penniless and in debt to the
treasury?” (Demosthenes 59.8).

The dowry was usually handed over at the engue, or betrothal, but a later date, such as
the marriage itself, could be agreed upon by the parties. Its principal component was
generally a sum of money, but furniture and other moveable goods might also be
included. Land might also be an element, but this would not have been common, since
most men would want to keep their estates intact for their sons. Property other than
money was assignied a monetary value at the time of its transfer. A large dowry, as well as
being an eloquent expression of a man’s wealth and social status, was undoubtedly useful
in attracting eligible suitors, as had been the case with the wife of the statesman
Alcibiades (Isocrates 16.31).

The proportion of the value of a man’s estate represented by the dowry seems to have
ranged from over 20 per cent to well under 10 per cent.5 In many cases it is unlikely that
the income created by investing the dowry would have been enough to cover a woman’s
maintenance, though doubtless there were some instances where a tight-fisted man
refused to spend the whole of the income from a generous dowry on his wife.
Theophrastus (Characters 28.4) says of one such skinflint: ‘His wife brought him a talent
in dowry, and has borne him a son, but he only gives her a couple of coppers for treats,
and makes her wash in cold water on festival days.” The dowries of poor men’s daughters
were sometimes supplemented by contributions from more affluent relatives, where
these existed.®

A dowry was a woman’s share of the patrimonial inheritance, received on marriage
rather than on the death of her father. However, the woman herself would not have
been legally capable of disposing of it, and her husband would have made all the
arrangements for investing the money and for spending the major part of the income
which it produced. But most husbands would have been very cautious about touching
the capital sum. On divorce, a man was obliged to return the dowry to his wife’s original
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kyrios: if he failed to do so he had to pay interest on its value at lthe high rate of 18 per cent
per annum, and he could be sued if he did not keep up.w1th these payments. "l(;hege
regulations applied, it would appear, irrespective of which partner had initiate tbe
divorce, and also irrespective of its grounds; it seems probable_ t}}at the dov&;ry had to be
returned even if the divorce had been brought about by the wife’s adultery.” The dowry
was also returned if the marriage was terminated by death and the couple had no
children, or if a widow was left with daughters.? But if there were sons, and the wife
died, the husband retained control of the dowry until the sons were old enough to
inherit it. If the husband died, and the wife chose to return to’he}r natal oikos, she took her
dowry with her; if she chose to remain in her dead husband’s oikos, then the dowry \A{as
managed by her sons’ kyrios until they came of age. Daughters did not, apparently,
inherit their mothers’ dowries. ‘ e

These regulations throw an interesting light on the Athenian conce.:ptﬁof marriage.
The dowry has been described as ‘a fund or an estate create;l by the bride s’relatlv_es to
give her as it were a stake in the oikos to which she is by marriage t?ansferred (.I—Iar.rlson,
1968, p. 45). It constituted an element of protection for the wife, since t}_le obllga'glon to
return the dowry would have been to some extenta safeggard againsta fyvolous le;)ItCE
initiated by the husband, while her family’s right to terminate the marriage and ric_ a}llm
the dowry would have acted as a deterrent agamst 11]!—trea_tment. The power which a
well-dowered woman might possess within the marriage is suggested by Plato’s com-
ment that, as a result of his proposed abolition of dowries, ‘there would be less arrogance
among women, and less servility and abasement and lack of freedom among men on
account of money’ (Laws 774¢). _ ‘ ’ ) .

The dowry might with equal validity be said to provide the woman’s family, rather
than the woman herself, with a stake in her marriage. The father’s ability to initiate a
divorce and get back a dowry which could then be used as the bas;s fora further marriage
gave him a continuing control over the woman’s person. Sometimes, another marriage
would seem desirable, either because it was more advantage.ous than the first one in
terms of wealth or political connections, or because the first union had not pr.o_duceFi any
children and the woman’s family needed to import a male heir. This facility will be
discussed in more detail in the conclusion to this section.

Inheritance _ . . A 5
In a society which was predominantly agricultural, inheritance was a vital 1ssue, an

would have affected members of the lower classes as well as the wealthy. A large
proportion of Athenians would have owned land which had to be passed on when thﬁy
died, and the stability of the state as a whole was very 'much bound up with the
transmission of this crucial economic resource. Direct inheritance by a woman, while it
was certainly possible, would have been comparatively rare. Ifa man had a son or sons,
either natural or adopted, then they inherited his property, sharing it equally betwe;n
them, and perpetuated his oikes. Daughters and their descendants were EXCh‘ldCd. Ifa
man had no sons but did have a daughter, then the property and tl:ne oikos were
transmitted via the daughter to his grandsons: this system, known as the epzklef:ate, will be
discussed below. However, in the absence of both sons and daughters, a man’s property
passed to a group of close relatives called the anchisteia, and women did feature in this,
although males took precedence over them at every levell. = e
The most probable order of succession within the ancﬁrstem is as folllov\_rs: brothers o
the deceased and their direct descendants, without limit; sisters and their direct descend-
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ants; paternal uncles and their children and grandchildren; paternal aunts and their
children and grandchildren; brothers by the same mother but a different father, and their
direct descendants; sisters by the same mother and their direct descendants; maternal
uncles and their children and grandchildren; maternal aunts and their children and
grandchildren.” Thus, relatives on the mother’s side were included as well as those on the
father’s; and among relatives on both sides women'’s rights to the property were among
the first to be exercised: sisters, for example, got precedence over paternal uncles.
However, the transmission of property through this system would have been an
eventuality which most Athenian men would have wished to avoid. If a man had no
children and his estate passed to the anchisteia, then his oikos died out. This was an
outcome which was socially unacceptable, since it was in the interests of the Athenian
state to see that the number of oikoi was maintained and that wealth did not become
concentrated in too few hands. It would also have been unacceptable to the individual
concerned: quite apart from considerations of family pride, there would also have been a
strong desire to leave behind someone who would perpetuate the ancestral cult of the
oikos, and would tend the family graves and make sacrifices on behalf of the deceased and
his forebears. Wherever possible, then, a man tried to have sons; if nature failed him in
this respect, then in accordance with a law introduced by Solon (see p. 75) he could make
a will in which he adopted a son and heir. Through the latter, the oikos would be

perpetuated as a distinct entity, for the adopted son was required to renounce all rights of
succession within his own natal oikos.™

The epiklerate

Ifa man had no natural sons, his oikos could be perpetuated through a daughter. The term
epikleros which is applied to such a woman is often translated, misleadingly, as ‘heiress’.
The word means literally ‘with the property’, and it encapsulates her status very neatly.
The epikleros did not herself inherit the property, but at the same time she could not be
separated from it: no man could take it over without first of all marrying her. There was
nothing to prevent a man who had only a daughter from adopting a son, as a childless
man could, but in this case the adoptee was obliged to marry the daughter. He would
then become the direct heir. If there had been no adoption, then the order of succession
to the daughter’s hand was the one that existed among male candidates in the anchistera.
The property of a man with a daughter would thus follow a similar route to the property
ofa childless man, but in the former case the oikos of the deceased man was perpetuated.

If a candidate was unwilling to marry the epikleros, then she passed, along with the

property, to the next in order of succession. Her paternal uncle would be the first who
had a right to marry her: this relationship was not considered incestuous by the
Athenians, and the situation would sometimes have arisen where a young girl just past
puberty found herself obliged to marry a man who was more than thirty years her senior.
The next in line was her paternal uncle’s eldest son, and so on.'2 If the epikleros was
already married to somebody else, and her father had not taken the precaution of
adopting her husband as his heir, then a claimant could force her to divorce her existing
husband, although it is possible that this only applied if she had not already produced a
son.!3 If the claimant was himself already married, then he had to divorce his existing
wife or give up his claim. One such situation is described in a speech attributed to
Demosthenes (57.41), where a poor man called Protomachus is said to have arranged for
his wife to marry an acquaintance of his so that he himself was free to take on an epikleros
and the large estate that went with her.
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The next-of-kin who married an epikleros did not, howe_ve.r, have un_nl:o}rlldltlon;i
control over the property to which she was attached. He hel’d it in trust }1lmt1 bt e so: or
sons that were born of the marriage came.of age, at Whlch point t eglf e;amhiCh
owners,!* But up to this time he enjoyed the income which the estate pro uc&zet, \th:) ich
in some cases might be considerable. The epikleros, then, could be a gr?tf ash Lo et
husband. But it is clear that her true function was to supply- hfer de;ease ﬁt ert. e
with an heir, and thus ensure its continued existence. ‘Thls illuminates t ebra éol ;ln
behind two laws introduced, according to Plutarch (Life of Solon zci.z—3)1,1 y tilc;l es;;
These stipulated that an epikleros’s husband was to have sex Wlth herat ea}s;t (ti tli]ee imes s
month; and that the epikleros, if her husband was incapable of intercourse, alld 1e rmga o
marry his next-of-kin. In view of the fact that the husbfmd mlght be an ; eer Ke a ,ht
was evidently thought to be nec;s;faqul'yh?o safegula;d jgamst a situation wher g

the money and then fail to fulfil his marntal duties. _

taklilot surprisi:Zgly, relatives sometimes quarrelled about who was entxtl;cfix to E];e 1}1122;18?5
an epikleros. These disputed claims were referred to the cour,ts, where,‘ if Aris pcava]ier
to be believed, juries might sometimes settle the woman'’s futu're ina very;l cavalier
fashion: ‘Ifa father dies and leaves his daughter to someone as an _ep:kleros, weil te he vl
to get stuffed even though it’s so solemnly _covered in seals. We give hber to w O?;kms s
us over by his entreaties’, says a juryman in The Wc?sps (583—6). At best, an ep Or;e ’
terms of the control which she had over her own_hfe, would have eeﬁ 1nfn‘xl>l W e
situation than any other Athenian girl whose marriage was arranged by her ;t er, o

would often have been the case that her husband was chosen by adoptlon'f / t its r\ith(;
she was at the mercy either of the inherita.nce system or of the law courts. ne r;'i]eow ho
so earnestly pursue these tangled inherltancelcgses in the courts genera yoman K=
recognition at all of the fact that they are deciding with whom a young w

spend the rest of her life.

Conclusions . _ ‘
1 n
While she herself in normal circumstances was excluded from direct inheritance, a

jan woman could potentially play a crucial role in re:inforcmg patrilineal suc-

f:\ets}:ie(?nz.1 Firstly, as an epiklljeros she could produce the son \'zvhlch her fat}izr hadllaclzﬁi..
Secondly, even when she did not possess the status of an {{plkleros, she cou sclilpp 3}(1 o‘r e
members of her family with adoptive sons. When a childless man adopte ar}ll ;L "
order to avoid the extinction of his oikos, he was in theory free to lchgose,anyom‘aT ;.: 1 ::hé
but in practice he generally adopted a close relgtiye, such as }}13 sister’s (sion.' use e
legitimate children which a woman bore even within another o;kf)s t:reate 2 a581t Wer: ,)
alternative supply of heirs for her natal oikos .should. the ne_ed arise (}us;z 191 g,t p- ?:ai-n

These factors help us to understand why it was in th.e interests of a m?llfl o rlmm
residual rights over a woman after she was married — the right to reclaim l‘),r;t the W](; an
and her dowry and to transfer them elsewhere shquld she become an epikleros, C(l)r 1: ou g
her existing marriage prove childless. Ideally, the 11pe of descent was mamta}n]es_t 1o aﬁ
the male, but if necessary this could also be achlfaved through the femat; Elcel. k}sr
woman could potentially be called upon to play this role, it was important that her 1nan
with her natal oikos should never be completely severed. In her social f'unctmdn a wolrlr} y
can therefore be seen to be liminal, in that she straddles the social boundary v\; :1(1:15
separates the oikos of her father from the oikos of her husbgnd. The aw;rcness oIl s
ambiguity in status could well have reinforced the mythological concept of a woma

boundary-crosser (see p. 19).
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The important part played by Athenian wives in the transference of property can now
be appreciated. Firstly, they could be employed to bridge a gap in the male line of
descent. Secondly, whether supplying heirs for their father’s or for their husband’s oikos,
they were responsible for conferring legitimacy, which was an essential qualification for
inheritance. Finally, after 451/0, when a law was introduced which made Athenian
parentage on both sides the qualification for citizenship (see pp. 120-1), they became
instruments in the transmission of citizen rights; and in Athens only citizens were
allowed to own land. The unease aroused by the uncertainty as to which oikos, father’s or
husband’s, was the object of a woman’s loyalty would have been augmented by the
anxiety generated by the utter liminality of her role in the inheritance system. Though
she stood at the core of the system, in terms of economic power she was marginal. As Just
(1989, p.102) has pointed out, if women had played no role at all in the transmission of
property, they might have been more free from the constraints and designs of men. As it
was, the essential nature of their contribution produced the need to control them.

It was in the interests of the Athenian state that the individual oikos should be
maintained as a viable economic unit, both because this ensured a continuing supply of
soldiers and sailors, and because the economic self-sufficiency of the oikos was an
important factor in keeping at bay the civil strife which increasingly racked so many
other Greek states in the Classical period. It was against the background of this overall
political stability that Athenian democracy was maintained and strengthened in the fifth
century. Thus there was a merging of women’s private and public roles: as contributors
to the survival of the individual oikos they were central not Just to the well-being of their
families but also to the vitality of the democratic state. This idea is expressed quite simply
by the female chorus in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata when it states, ‘T have a share in public
service. For I contribute men’ (651). Women’s liminality can therefore be seen to
encompass a political dimension. Though democracy needed them, they were excluded
from its institutions; and though, after 451/0, they were given a role in the transmission
of citizens’ rights, they themselves did not enjoy full citizenship.

MARRIAGE

It is difficult to know whether many women remained unmarried in Classical Athens.
There are very few references in literature to individual spinsters, but this could be
explained by the Athenian male’s lack of interest in non-reproducing females. Spinster-
hood was viewed by men as a disastrous fate. According to the orator Lysias, for example,
one of the evil consequences of the reign of terror instituted by the Thirty Tyrants at the
end of the Peloponnesian War was that women had been robbed of potential husbands
(12.21). In Aristophanes’ Lysistrata (493), the heroine who is trying to put a stop to war
expresses the sorrow she feels for ‘maidens growing old in the bridal chambers’.!5 An
unmarried woman would have been financially dependent on her male next-of-kin, and
one whose relatives were poor might have faced destitution or have been driven into
prostitution (Demosthenes 59.113). Although there was some work available to women
in Athens, it was probably scarce and certainly unremunerative (see p. I45).

Most Athenian girls were probably married for the first time between the ages of
fourteen and eighteen. Evidence is limited, but where it exists jt indicates that the
younger end of the age range may have been favoured: for example, the new bride in a
treatise by Xenophon is aged fourteen (OQeconomicus 7.5); and the sister of the orator
Demosthenes was to be married at fifteen (Demosthenes 27.4 and 29.43). Most men on
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the other hand probably married at about the age of thirty- The reésonls{ S"ﬁz:, :Jlg::\?:;]iz
ince i 1 most Gree

marriage are notat all clear. Since 10 normal c1rcurpstances ' .

keen tg limit the size of their families (see P- 107), it seems unlikely that the motive was

i i i i ed to
the maximising of breeding potential. Perhaps 11 general it was the percelved ne

i 1 1 came
control women that was responsible for the practice. The belief that women be

1 ;tal virginity and the fact that the
1d and un overnable at puberty the stress on premarit _ fa

gilrl’ s father %Nho would have been OVer thirty when she was born) rmght die i? ?he r;ea;
future, may all bave made early marriage appear desirable. A husband might also'pre er

young wife whom he could educate to run the household n the way that he wished (see

Xenophon, Oeconomics 7-475)- The disparity in the ages of husband and wife would

: o ad
have helped to foster the notion of the intellectual inferiornty of the female, and WO
] 1 ' ds women.
have reinforced patnarchal attitudes toware . _ -
A woman was legally incapable of arranging her 0\3\;11 mamag;, an:;:;1 tl:x;l 1:35 ;I:;E \:35
] 1 ly any evidence toshow tha
normally fell to her guardian. There s scarce ! :
allowedyany say in the matter.'® When, for example, 2 speakgr fm ha 1aws§1t d(I;a;::sai. 3—}3)5;
i 1bi friend of his deceased father, aske
is describing how Menecles, 2 close i : s
brother for the hand of their sisteT, he remarks: ‘Knowing ti}at our father W’OI‘JJ:?;Z .
given her to no-one with greater pleasure, W€ gave her to .thn' in ma;nagc; L ghé
when Menecles decided that in view of their chﬂdlessness}}lns Wllffe ou%drilto i Ogiagree e
i ¢ insist that she herse would have
chance to remarry, her brothers did at 1e'as ! - o
the divorce; but again there 18110 suggestion that she played any part in choosing hern
husband. _ _
There was, however, a good chance that the bride would ;_1t least }}ave had somiz s;\::;;ﬂ
contact with her new husband. In Classical Athens, close-kin mMamg.ges w;,rxi :n ﬁrzt
j ikleros system. arriages D€
common, even when not dictated by the epiRiera : - e nd
i icularly favoured;!? but marnages etween
cousins appear to have been partict but : B
i i 1 d and siblings with the same &
nieces, second cOUSINS: cousins Once remove san L
different mother are also known. This tendency to look f;r parfnixi:s v;ltl‘rl:ml it‘};e nij;e}rfd ’
1 iti Jty towards ODE S nsfolk.
family probably sprang from 2 traditional loya e i
i d her dowry, he would prefer thatitw
favour to confer in the form ofa daughter an: :
someone to whom he was closely selated, and whose character and material Tesources
would be well known to hin. ‘ . ‘

If the extended family did not yield a suitable candidate, th’en a woman m}gh;\;z
offered to a close friend of her father, as in the case of Menecles wife. ?3ut mz{;:r.lgg -
men who were anconnected with the family also occurr;d: ax\;d soTleEmF}eﬁea h Izoum (;yf

_to-be prior to théir etrothal.
not even have set €Yes on her husband-to-t : _ :
wealth available on both sides would certainly have been an jmportant consideration

eation
when these unions were arranged, atleast among the upper classes. Whether the cr
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the loyal guardians of our households’ (Demosthenes 59.122), his objectis to distinguish
between the various types of sexual relationship which an Athenian male might enter
into: but at the same time he gives voice to a strictly utilitarian view of the purpose of
marriage, one with which he would presumably have expected his audience to sympa-
thise. ‘Love and marriage’ is a scenario which is largely absent from the imaginative
literature of the Classical period. Yet, in the early Hellenistic Age, the comic playwright
Menander wrote plays in which young men fell in love and were anxious to marry the
objects of their affection. This was undoubtedly new as a theme, and its appearance in
the theatre is indicative of the growing acceptability of privatised aspirations. Itis, on the
other hand, hard to believe that the experience itself was an entirely novel one.
However, the fact that Menander’s plots focus on the removal of the seemingly
insuperable social obstacles standing in the way of wedded bliss suggests that love and
marriage may not have been viewed as natural partners. Whether in the Classical Age
this had led to a great deal of frustration it is impossible to say: there is certainly no
indication of this in the sources for the period.

The legal definition of marriage in Athens is unclear, but it seems likely, as Patterson
(1991, p. 60) has argued, that it should ‘be understood not as a simple legal event butas a
composite process’, involving a number of actions or events. One of these was certainly
the procedure known as engue, which is often translated as betrothal. It consisted of a
private verbal contract made between the bride’s kyrios and the groom (or the groom’s
kyrios, if the groom himself was not yet of age). Proof of engue was vital if the legitimacy
of one’s children was ever called into question, so that it was advisable to perform it in
front of witnesses. The agreement was probably sealed by the traditional formula, ‘T hand
over this woman to you for the ploughing of legitimate children’ (Menander, frag. 720,
Kock), a phrase which seems to echo one used when agricultural land was leased, but
which also makes use of a common metaphorical association between women and the
earth.1® Normally the dowry would have been transferred at the engue, and its monetary
value agreed upon. In most cases the cohabitation of the couple probably commenced
shortly afterwards, but in some situations there might be a considerable interval:
Demosthenes’ sister, for example, was betrothed at the age of five when her father was
on his deathbed (Demosthenes 28.15). Engue was not apparently a legally binding
contract, since the groom could withdraw at any point prior to cohabitation, on
condition that the dowry was repaid.

Apart from engue, the wedding celebration (gamos), cohabitation (sunoikein), and the
production of children may all have been regarded as indicators of the existence of a
marriage. None of the sources provides us with a complete description of the garmos, the
set of rituals which accompanied the handing over (ekdosis, literally, ‘giving out’) of the
bride to the groom: the account which follows has been pieced together from various
visual and literary texts.

At some point prior to the ceremony, a sacrifice was performed by the bride’s father,
and it may have been at this stage in the proceedings that the bride cut off her hair, and
removed and consecrated to a goddess such as Artemis or Athena the girdle which she
had worn since puberty. Both these actions were symbolic of her imminent transfer to a
new status. She was then given a ritual bath in water that had been drawn from a sacred
spring and carried in a special vessel known as a loutrophoros: if a girl died unmarried, one
of these pots was often buried with her, and was sometimes represented on her
tombstone. The public part of the ceremony began with a wedding feast in the house of
the bride’s father. At nightfall, the partially veiled bride, the groom and the groom’s best
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friend were carried to the couple’s future home in a nuptial chariot drawn by mules
zcc:)():f)mpamed by a torchlit procession of friends and relatives singing nuptial hymns (Fig.

At their destination the bride was greeted by her mother-in-law i
torches, a_lnd was formally conducted to the heyarth, the focal point’c:? }}llirv:lf\;a}rlgyrgleg
Meanwhile, bride and groom were showered with nuts and dried fruits, emblems of
fertility and prosperity, and a boy crowned with a wreath of thorns and aco;'ns circulated
among the guests distributing bread from a basket shaped like a winnowing fan. The
presence of this child, who had to have both parents still living, signified that the raper
end of the couple’s union was the birth of children; but at the same time the acorllj]s fhe
bread a.nd the words that he spoke — ‘I escaped the bad, I found the better’ — ere
symbol‘zc of a prehistoric transition from a raw to a domesticated diet, and were
suggestive of t.h.E dual role played by agriculture and marriage in the pr(,)gress from
savagery to civilisation (see p. 42). The climax of the proceedings came when the bride
was led by the groom towards the bridal chamber, while a wedding hymn was sung b
the guests. It may have been at this point that she removed her veil with a ritual gesturey
On th'e following day, which was called the epaulia, gifts were presented to the coui}le b :
the bride’s father and other relatives; they were carried in procession to the house ang
included many items — a wool-basket, pots, furniture, jewellery, fine garments co’mbs
g:z_lf"fume —which alluded either to the domestic role or to the sexual identity of ’the neva;

ife.

'These ceremonies emphasised the fundamental nature of the transition in which the
bride was mvol‘ved. One obvious motif was that of alienation: by being veiled, the bride
was converted into a non-person in her old home so that she could be reborn —
woman in ti?e new one. There were also suggestions of a theme of abduction: at the start
of the wedding procession the bride was lifted on to the chariot by the groom" and as she
was led towards her new home, and again when she was conducted around t’he hearth
the groom held her by the wrist, a gesture indicating control and possession ]enkin;
(1983, pp- 1 39-40), citing the work of several anthropologists, argues that t};e mock
ab_ducuon represenFed aritualisation of the family’s resistance to the idea of giving up the
});:g}“ ar_ld of the Ibriclise’S own feecllinhgs of grief caused by the separation and her imminent

virginity. It also expressed the passiv i in thi ‘
S 3; ik OE:V = dﬁstinY-p2 g sive status of the bride, who in this transfer was

Seve.ral w-riters have noted that many of the rituals performed at weddings — such as
the punﬁc‘atzon and adornment of the bride, the cutting of the hair, and the procession
accompanied by song — were paralleled by ones that took place both at funerals and at
sacrifices.?! The equation between marriage and death is also to be found in literature. It
stands at the core of the story of the rape of Persephone, and is frequently encounterec{ in
tragedy: ‘when, for example, Antigone goes to her grave, her lament includes the
?xclamatlon ‘I shall be married to the lord of Acheron (river of the Underworld)’, and
Qh tomb_, o_h bridal-chamber’ (Sophocles Antigone 816, 891). The identification c:f the
bride as victim, or corpse, underlined not just the critical nature of the transformation
but also the themes of loss, sorrow and helplessness. Although in the course of the
ceremony the bride was pronounced ‘blessed’ by the assembled company, the occasion
was hardly viewed, in ritual terms, as ‘the happiest day of her life’. Nor, in ;11 likelihood
would she have experienced it as such. The idea of rebirth and renewa],,whjch wasa vitai

element in sacrifice, was present also in a marriage, but the bride herself may not have
been particularly conscious of it.

123

=




WOMEN IN ANCIENT GREECE

A marriage did not bring about any change in the legal or political status of the}:n-lide:
she merely passed from the control of one male to that of another. Nonetheless,

mlicaﬂif, socially and emotionally, this was the most important transition which she

would ever undergo. She was passing from childhood into adulthood, from \lfllrg}imhtz
into wifehood, and from the oikos in which she had grown up to the o}r:e inw f{c esce
was to spend the rest of her life. The occasion may also have involved her transferen
from one community to another, if, as Osborne (1985) has suggestedf t.here well;e as rna:z
marriages between couples from different demes (local commgqnws} zlils there .\;vgce
between those belonging to the same deme. It would not be surprising 1f the exlpéen o
were a traumatic one, especially since it preceded the loss of her virginity tf(? ano ir frrn o
who may have been almost a complete stranger to her. Sophocles, in a fragment fro
one of his plays, has probably captured her feelings very well:

It is my belief that young women in their fathers” homes lead the sweetest };\;iso c:; ;rlll—.
For ignorance always keeps children secure and happy. But whenlxéve reac woman-
hood and gain some understanding, we are thFust out and so av-v?f s
ancestral gods and our parents. Some go to live with strangers, son}}e wit o; a%m 1é
some go to joyless homes, some to unfriendly ones. Andall Fhese tdmgs, 951:,_. o g
night has yoked us to our husbands, we are obliged to praise, and consi pPPY

outcome. (frag. 524, Nauck)

CONCUBINES

The variety and hierarchical nature of the sexual relationships avallgble t(; andAthE(r)}izg
man are revealed by the maxim about courtesans, cqncubmes and wives a ree; 3(/1 ci e
(pp- 121-2). In Classical Athens, the term concubine (or pallake) \c;vas agp ie : :en tg
woman living with a man on a more or less permanent basis who had not (;elrclege P
him by the process of engue. Among the upper classes, thfl:l prictxce ornen }‘)V O%]d
concubine appears to have been relatively common. Normally t esebwo en woul
have been slaves or foreigners, but it seems that some (?f them were free-‘ ormnm 1; r;
who had been handed over to their partners in a semi-formal manner: evenht tci)se r:gts
who give their women as concubines first come to some agreement abouli w ad Ez =
the concubines are to enjoy’ (Isaeus 3.39). Most probably, the women c;.v g ende = }fere
this position were ones whose families were poor and could not :1ff0cr1 a howry;lnners’
was some recognition of their status in 1aw, since they came under t Clrﬂ]i) ters
guardianship, and were included in the list of women with whom 1t was illeg:
to have sex (see p. 125). .
an{()}tilflre;?; concubines v(verepset up in separate establishments, bl\Jt in sgm; cases htliez
may have lived alongside a man’s legitimate wife as part of a menage a rml:f s u1}T11iEh th}gs
has pointed out (1983, p. 63), there are a number of fifth-century trage 16]5 in w13 .
situation occurs, and these may well have had a contemporary relevance. ; cacrlx be zal esz
imagined that the antagonism attributed to th_e ferna.le characters 1pfvo. veS n;} these
arrangements would also have arisen in real life. I‘)eianelra, the wife 1n‘t }?Eer e
Women of Trachis, expresses her feelings in this way: ‘But share the house x;n = , i
share the husband —/ It’s more than any woman can do...Tknow,/1 see how 1— 81)5.22
one with youthful beauty/ Ripening to its prime, the other falling a\.»vayh(_545h ];,een
The status of the children who were born as a result of .these relationships :sclls ’
much discussed. Tt seems likely that in the Classical period they were barred from
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inheriting their father’s estate, and could only receive what was referred to as an
‘illegitimate portion’. In normal circumstances they may also, as illegitimates, have been
excluded from citizenship. There is some evidence to suggest that during the temporary
emergency of the Peloponnesian War a law was passed which gave citizen rights to the
children of concubines. But this does not prove, as some have maintained, that during
this time bigamy was legalised in Athens. Unions with concubines could have acquired a
more formal status without being recognised as marriages.2>

ADULTERY

The Greek word which is normally translated as adultery is moicheia, a term which in fact
had a much wider meaning. It signified unauthorised sex with any Athenian woman
who came under the guardianship of another Athenian citizen, and who was not
working as a prostitute. Moicheia was a punishable offence, and this meant that it was
illegal for a man to have sex with another Athenian’s wife, widowed mother, unmarried
daughter or sister or with his concubine. Where relations with Athenian women were
concerned, he was therefore limited to his own wife or concubine, or to prostitutes,

Any citizen who caught a man in the act of having sex with a woman under his
guardianship had the right to kill him on the spot. Alternatively, he could accept
financial compensation from him, holding him prisoner until he could provide sureties
for the sum agreed upon; or he could subject him to various bodily humiliations,
including, it seems, what Aristophanes refers to as ‘radishment’ — that s, having a large
radish stuffed up his anus.?* If the guardian had not succeeded in catching the couple in
flagrante, or if he had decided not to take matters into his own hands, he could prosecute
the man either for seduction or for rape. The maximum penalty for both offences was
probably death, but a fine might be imposed as an alternative.

Aman who killed a seducer on the spot ran a great risk, since he mightsubsequently be
prosecuted for homicide by the man’s family. This is the background to a speech by
Lysias (1: On the murder of Eratosthenes) written for an Athenian named Euphiletus who,
having killed a young man whom he had allegedly caught in his wife’s bed, was later
prosecuted by the man’s relatives. It seems likely that by the Classical period very few
men were willing to take the chance that Euphiletus did, and that instead they had
recourse to compensation or the courts.

The penalties inflicted on the woman involved in a love affair were less severe than
those which the man suffered, but they might nonetheless have a devastating effect on
her life. A law which allowed a man who caught his daughter or sister in flagrante to sell
her into slavery (see p. 70) had probably by now fallen into disuse. But the husband ofan
adulterous wife was legally bound to divorce her, on pain of the suspension of his citizen
rights, and she was henceforth barred from participation in all the religious activities of
the state, which meant that she was cut off from the one form of public involvement
available to women in Athens. Any man who met herata public religious rite could tear
off her clothes and beat her, although he must stop short of killing her: ‘the lawgiver
seeks to disgrace such a woman and make her life intolerable’ (Aeschines 1.18 3).

One revealing aspect of these regulations lies in the fact that any Athenian citizen, and
not just the woman’s guardian, could prosecute a seducer or a rapist. The offences, in
other words, were treated as public ones, a good indication that the protection of the
integrity of the oikos was considered to be in the interests of the community as a whole.
Any male child which a marred Athenian woman gave birth to would eventually
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receive the benefits not just of inheritance, but also of Athenian citizenship. A woman'’s
chastity was therefore the concern not just of herself and her family, but also of'the state.

It is in this context that the moral outrage aroused in particular by the crime of
seduction has to be viewed. Lysias (1.33) tells us that ‘the lawgiver prescribes death for
adultery ... because the man who gains his end by persuasion in this way corrupts the
mind as well as the body of the woman . . . and gains access to all a man’s possessions and
casts doubts on his children’s parentage’. The activities of the seducer were seen to be
more dangerous than those of the rapist, firstly because he won the wife’s confidence and
could steal the household goods which she protected; and secondly because a seduced
woman was more likely than a raped one to pass off the adulterer’s child as her husband’s.
If she was detected, the parentage of all her children would be in doubt, and claims both
to inheritance and to citizenship would be thrown into confusion. Euphiletus, itis worth
noting, is careful to make the point that his wife’s alleged affair with Eratosthenes had
only begun after the birth of their son (Lysias 1.6-8). It goes without saying that the
sufferings of a raped woman were legally of no concern. But on the level of personal
morality a rape may have been viewed with more disgust, and a playwright like
Euripides could be sensitive to the wrongs which the woman had suffered even when
her attacker was the god Apollo (Ion 941—4).

Whatever the rationale behind them, the effect of the Athenian regulations on
adultery was to give official sanction to double standards of sexual morality. An Athenian
man was certainly not free to make love wherever he might, but there was no legal or
apparently moral bar on sexual relations with concubines, prostitutes, slaves or resident
aliens. An Athenian woman, on the other hand, was in theory confined for the whole of
her life to relations with a husband. It is impossible to know how often women were
involved in illicit love affairs, but it seems unlikely that they were very common, if only
because women had so few opportunities for meeting men outside the family circle. In
the only detailed account which we have of an (alleged) adulterous relationship, the wife
of Euphiletus is said to have been seen for the first time by her future lover Eratosthenes
at the funeral of Euphiletus’s mother, which suggests that a religious ritual was one of the
rare occasions when a woman might encounter other men. The circumstances, as we
can readily imagine, were not particularly conducive to seduction. Eratosthenes is said to
have approached the wife indirectly, using as a go-between the household’s slave girl,
whom he met on her way to market. Eventually he began coming to the house when the
husband was away at his country estate (Lysias 1.8-20).

Some of Aristophanes’ female characters, however, refer to women’s extramarital
affairs as though they were a regular occurrence. In Women in the Assembly, for example,
Praxinoa when extolling the traditional values of women says: ‘They bake cakes, as
they've always done. They annoy their husbands, as they’ve always done. They hide
lovers in the house, as they’ve always done’ (223—5). These allusions seem to stem froma
male fantasy about the female sexual appetite, and can be located within an ideology
which pictured women as wild, instinctive and in need of male control. But they
inevitably create a doubt as to whether Athenian women in reality always maintained the
rigid chastity which Athenian sexual mores sought to impose. Speakers in the law courts
who refer to the modesty and dignity of Athenian women (see, for example, p. 135) are
not necessarily any more reliable than a comic fantasist as witnesses for real-life behav-
iour of citizen wives. At the end of the day, only Athenian women knew which of these
two discourses was closer to the truth; and not only do they not speak to modern readers,
but they were of course unlikely to speak to their husbands about such matters.”>
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Divorce
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Hestia don’t rob me of the husband to whom you have married me; the favour that I
ask of you is just and humane. If you refuse it, you will be enforcing your will and 1

shall try to bear my fate properly and avoid disgrace.
(GLP 185-7)%

The provisions of the law relating to the children of divorced parents are obscure, but in
most circumstances they probably remained with the father. Remarriage for a divorced
wife (or a widow) who was not past child-bearing age appears to have been quite normal,
for divorce did not apparently carry any stigma.

POLITICAL STATUS

Athenian women were not considered to be politai —a word which is normally translated
as ‘citizens’, but which more specifically signifies citizens with full political rights, who
were always male. Instead, the word astai was applied to women, and this can be taken as
referring to their possession of civil rights. We are often forced, for lack of a correspond-
ing term in our own language, to translate astai as ‘citizens’; but it must be borne in mind
that for Athenjan women ‘citizenship’ meant ornily that they had a share in the religious,
legal and economic order of the Athenian community.

No Greek state ever enfranchised women. In Athens, they could not attend or vote at
meetings of the Assembly, sit on juries, or serve as Council members, magistrates or
generals. Their exclusion from the political arena extended even to public speech:
although collectively women were often made the basis of emotional appeals in
law-court orations, there was a great reluctance to mention respectable upper-class
females by name, even in speeches where their activities were of considerable relevance.
Instead, they were specified in terms of their relationship with a male — they were

generally someone’s wife, daughter, sister or mother.2® A similar taboo is reflected in the

famous pronouncement with which Thucydides (2.46) rounds off the funeral speech

attributed to Pericles: ‘the greatest glory of a woman is to be least talked about among

men, whether in praise or blame’.

There are some indications in law-court orations that women might exercise an
influence over the public decision-making of their menfolk. For example, at the end of
the speech against Neaera, the speaker imagines what will happen if the jurymen acquit
her and are later questioned about the case by their female relatives: ‘And the women,
when they have heard your account, will say, “Well, what did you do?” And you will
say, “We acquitted her”. At this point the most virtuous of women will be angry at you
... (Demosthenes s9.111). But references such as this amount to little more than
emotional reminders of men’s duties as protectors of women. In Aristophanes’ Lysistrata
(518—20), the heroine comments forcefully on her total lack of influence over her
husband in political matters: ‘And if I so much as said, “Darling, why are you carrying on
with this silly policy?”” he would glare at me and say, “Back to your weaving, woman, or
you'll have a headache for a month.””’?? A husband named Critobulus tells Socrates that
there are few people to whom he talks less than he does to his wife (Xenophon,

Oeconomicus 3.11).

But if some women did manage to exert pressure on their husbands, this should
probably not be interpreted as ‘power behind the throne’, because, as Just has said (1989,
p. 22), in a democracy ‘there were no thrones from behind which women couldrule .. . .".
In Classical Athens, power had been officially transferred from the individual to the
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collective.
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