
Beware Women Gathering: Gender and Public Voice in Aristophanes
The women of Lysistrata achieve as a unified body what individual women cannot: a public voice.  In Aristophanes’ representation the women act with a group mentality, resulting in the ability to upset the traditional balance of power between the genders.  Several studies of women’s voices in drama have looked at the ability of the women to affect public discourse through the limited means available to them (Blok 2001, Foley 2001).  Taaffe (1993, 20) argues that the women of Lysistrata achieve political power by becoming super-feminine, using their sexuality to persuade men to accept their proposals.  McClure (1999, 205) examines how women’s speech in Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae disrupts social order, arguing that fifth century Athenian drama gave women a voice in order to show its destructive nature.  I continue this approach by evaluating how women’s unification in Lysistrata allows them to affect public discourse in ways that they were not able to achieve when fragmented.

In Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae, and Ecclesiazusae, women achieve power over the public discourse by sacrificing individual needs for the group’s needs.  Using Lysistrata as a case study, I examine how, by unification, women overcome two traditional means used by men to suppress their public voice: isolation and physical threats.  When the men of Lysistrata have involved Athens and Sparta in an endless war, the threat posed to women’s daily lives inspires women to combine forces to fix the problem, in spite of a society that traditionally limits the opportunities for women to assemble.  Using supporting evidence from Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae, I demonstrate how in Lysistrata Aristophanes works with existing social institutions to offer his female characters believable ways to escape the physical restrictions placed upon women’s mobility: each woman exploits a social leniency that allows women to go outdoors for approved private gatherings, when in fact each is planning to join up with a much larger group.  Each faces significant physical and social risks in allying with the other women, but their unification allows them to become physically equal to men and so enter public discourse.  A conversation between Lysistrata and the Magistrate (Lys. 506-38) shows that men are used to having superior strength, a tool that they conventionally use to suppress women’s voices, but the depletion of the number of men and the subsequent rallying of the women enables the women to take this prerogative away from men.  Finally, through actions rather than words the women are able to affect military policy, achieving together the public voice that they had been denied individually.  The play allows Aristophanes to investigate an anxiety – whether his own or not – about what women in large groups may be capable of accomplishing.  The fear of female empowerment is explored through the relatively safe discourse of fantasy: although the women succeed at their endeavors, the audience understands that the means by which they accomplish this goal – unification – lies in the realm of fantasy, not reality.
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