What is the perceived position of an Athenian woman of your class?


In the following piece I will be assessing the perceived position of an Athenian woman of lower middle class. I will be discussing the different roles of women as a daughter, a wife and the provider of children. It will be evident that citizen women, even those of middle or higher class, were seen and treated as inferior to men in classical antiquity.

In Classical Athens, women were inferior to men “politically and legally”[footnoteRef:1]. This means that no matter their rank in society, women were always inferior to men of the same rank. For example, a male citizen is superior to a female citizen; a male slave is superior to a female one, and so on. [1:  Pomeroy, S.B. (1994) Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves:Women in Classical Antiquity. p.59 ] 


As a citizen, women were higher than those in Athens who were not, such as slaves or metics[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  Pomeroy, S.B. (1994) Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves:Women in Classical Antiquity. p.59 ] 

The daughters of Athenian men were citizens but did not have the same rights as that of a man. While a woman could have an inheritance, this only occurred when there was no surviving male heir and she became the ‘epiklēros’, meaning she would be required to marry her closest paternal relative and provide an heir[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Pomeroy, S.B. (1994) Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves:Women in Classical Antiquity. p.62 ] 


Women, as well as children, were expected to obey the man (kyrios) as they were his dependents in the oikos[footnoteRef:4]. This reinforces their position of inferiority to males in society. The expected subservience of young girls is also shown by Xenophon, saying they were to “question as little as possible”[footnoteRef:5]. [4:   MacDowell, D.M. (1978) The Law in Classical Athens. ]  [5:  Xenophon, Oeconomicus 7.5.] 


Women citizens in general, and especially those of the middle and upper classes were expected to married and have a dowry provided by her father or male next of kin[footnoteRef:6]. Pomeroy said that “a girl was ideally first married at the age of fourteen”[footnoteRef:7].  [6:  Harrison, A.R.W. (1998) The Law of Athens. 2nd Ed. p.45]  [7:  Pomeroy, S.B. (1994) Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves:Women in Classical Antiquity. P.72] 


Women were expected to bear children for their husband and for the oikos, but they were seen not as a mother or parent but as the “nurse”, as stated by Aeschylus in Eumenides[footnoteRef:8]. This shows that women weren’t even seen as equals when it came to their children.  [8:  Aesch. Eum, 658-66.  ] 


To conclude, women in classical Athens were treated as second to men. A citizen woman of middle or higher class in some cases had less freedom than lower class women as they were totally controlled by their father or husband, having no say in how to live their lives.
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