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The Role of Women in Lysistrata  

Aristophanes uses Lysistrata, the main character of his play Lysistrata, to 

challenge the typical role of women in Athenian society. Though a fictional 

character, Lysistrata does represent the status of women in that day- they couldn’t 

be citizens of Athens. Yet despite her lack of any “official” political voice, 

Aristophanes has her guide the city of Athens toward a long sought end to their 

long fought war with the Peloponnesians by the end of the play.  

The play opens with Lysistrata standing in front of the Propylaea, the 

gateway to the central religious and governmental building of Athens- the 

Acropolis. The temple was also used as the treasury, but I will speak more on that 

later. The Acropolis served a monument to the goddess Athena, who protected the 

city of Athens and for whom the Athenians were named. Therefore, even before a 

word of the play has been spoken, the Greek audience would have recognized 

Lysistrata, standing alone onstage, and equated her with the goddess who 

protected their city.  

Lysistrata is soon met by her neighbor, Calonice, and complains to her 

because more women have not shown up to their meeting. She wonders to 

Calonice why she is the only one who objects to being referred to by the men of 

Athens as “slippery rogues” (Aristophanes, 289). Calonice replies, that the women 

of their class “have husbands to be patted and put in good tempers: servants to be 

poked out: children washed or soothed with [lullabies] or fed with mouthfuls of 

pap” (Aristophanes, 289).  
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This was a typical role for an Athenian woman at that time. As Garland 

writes in The Daily Life of the Ancient Greeks, “it was the mistress of the house 

who was in charge of the domestic arrangements and who was held accountable if 

anything went amiss” (Garland, 53). A woman’s role in Ancient Athens was to be 

a good wife, and (though having servants of her own) serve the master of the 

house. Lysistrata, once again stands out from her female peers because she does 

not have any of these duties to perform within the play. Though there is mention 

of a husband, he is neither seen nor heard throughout the entire play. 

Aristophanes uses her defiance of the Magistrate when he attempts to arrest 

her, in order to critique on the status of women during that time. In explaining why 

she has enough of the status quo, Lysistrata tells the Magistrate that  

…I did nothing but sit in the house, feeling dreary, and sigh/ 

While ever arrived some fresh tale of decisions more foolish by 

far and presaging disaster./ Then I would say to him, O my dear 

husband, why still do they rush on destruction the faster?/ At 

which he would look at me sideways, exclaiming, Keep for your 

web and your shuttle your care, / Or for some hours hence your 

cheeks will be sore and hot; leave this alone, war is Man’s sole 

affair!” (Aristophanes, 304-5).  

As the dialogue between Lysistrata and the Magistrate continues, 

Aristophanes appears to be sympathetic toward the plight of Athenian women- 

giving them more credit than Athenian society in general. And by using the one 

realm of knowledge an Athenian was permitted to master, weaving, he suggests 

that a woman is capable of handling a lot more. He has Lysistrata use a wife’s 

duty to know the intricacies of the web and the shuttle to metaphorically represent 

a woman’s ability to master the affairs of state. As she explains to the Magistrate 
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how the women plan to bring peace to Athens, Lysistrata explains that the women 

will  

…wash dirty wool so’s to cleanse it, so with a pitless zeal we will 

scrub/ Through the whole city for all greasy fellows: burrs too, the 

parasites, off we will rub…As for disjointed and far colonies,/ Them 

you must never from this time imagine as scattered about just like 

lost hanks of wool./ Each portion we’ll take and wind in to this 

center, inward to Athens each loyalty pull… Aristophanes, 307). 

Through Lysistrata’s words to the Magistrate, Aristophanes is criticizing 

the politicians of Athens for both being corrupt and for not appreciating the 

sacrifices their allies have made while fighting alongside them against Sparta for 

the past 20 years. Keeping in mind its function as the treasury, Lysistrata is 

justifying the seizure of the Acropolis for economic reasons as well. And in light 

of the fact that Athens had undergone a series of defeats around the time of this 

production, it seems clear that Aristophanes believed that the economy and politics 

of the Athenian government might have been woefully mismanaged.  

After the exchange between Lysistrata and the magistrate, there is also 

another “tax” the chorus of women sing of- “a toll to provide men for the nation” 

(Aristophanes, 310). The women believe that they have a right to revolt against the 

men of Athens, because they are the ones who have allowed their male children to 

fight and die. 

The chorus of men respond to this, as all of the men in the play respond to a 

woman’s argument in the play, by dismissing them as spineless and completely 

ruled by their sexual desires. I should mention that the Athenians accepted there 

was some truth to this opinion, for “women were considered to be particularly 
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susceptible to what we would call hysteria, a word which is derived from the 

Greek for ‘womb’ (Garland, 110). 

Aristophanes’ focus on sex, which is openly discussed and desired by both 

the men and women throughout his play, is not accidental. In part, this is because 

the Athenian society in the age of Aristophanes was more open about sexuality 

than ours appears today, but also because the realm of sexuality was the only one 

that women had any element of control. 

 Lysistrata first greets the women of the neighboring city-states by 

commenting on their various body parts. Myrrhine is referred to as having a very 

large behind. Lampito, from Sparta, is described as an attractive tomboy with 

wonderful breasts. Apparently, they are so wonderful that Lysistrata cannot resist 

fondling them, much to the delight of the young Spartan woman. The young 

Boeotian woman who meets them is immediately met with compliments on how 

well she styles her pubic hair. In viewing each other through these erogenous 

zones, Lysistrata and the other women see themselves as sexual objects- 

reinforcing their role of servitude to men within Athenian society. 

 However, Lysistrata’s realization of their sexual objectification is also the 

key to their sexual power- and that power is what Lysistrata convinces the women 

to use in order to secure the peace between warring alliances. 

Lysistrata’s religious observance echoes the religious roots of the festival 

itself- and comes in various forms throughout the play. As I previously mentioned, 

the entire action takes place at the sacred temple of Athens- the Acropolis, which 
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reinforces Lysistrata’s sense of morality throughout the play. Furthermore, when 

Lysistrata has the women promise to honor their sex strike, rather than swearing 

on a shield, she performs the sacrificial oath using a bowl of wine. It is important 

for the reader to remember that the festival for which this play was written and 

performed was done to honor Dionysus- the god of wine.  

Along with being the god of wine, Dionysus was also a god of fertility- that 

is to say, sex. The engorged phalluses that the men display as a result of the 

women’s sex strike, as Dearden points out in The Stage of Aristophanes,  further 

echoes the Dionysian roots of the play (Dearden, 111). His frank usage of sexual 

imagery is in harmony as well with the open display of erect phalluses, and both 

wine and sex are merged within the sacred oath that Lysistrata makes Calonice 

recite before drinking. Lysistrata makes Calonice swear on behalf of all women of 

Greece that they will not “wriggle with her toes stretched out at the roof/ Nor 

crouch like carven lions with arse in air (Arisophanes, 295).” 

 Finally, Aristophanes argues in Lysistrata that the Greek religion should be 

looked toward as a way to unify its people. Lysistrata clearly has no love for 

neither the Spartan nor the Athenian soldier in saying, 

First I reproach you both sides equally/ That when at Pylae and 

Olympia,/At Pytho and the many other shrines/ That I could name, 

you sprinkle from one cup/ The altars common to all Hellenes, yet/ 

You wrack Hellenic cities, bloody Hellas/ With deaths of her own 

sons… (Aristophanes, 323) 

Aristophanes is asking the audience of the play to remember that though each city-

state may have a particular guardian (or favored god) to watch over them, every 
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city-state shares the same pantheon of gods that they all commonly worship. 

Through Lysistrata’s words to the warring parties, their religious connection over 

geography and time that can overcome the circumstances that have kept them 

fighting for so long. 

 Lysistrata’s struggle to bring Greece together that demonstrates why she is 

among the heroes of Ancient Greek theater. Aristophanes uses her character within 

his play to both present the possibility for a stronger role for women in Athenian 

society as well as a stronger Athenian society reunited with her former allies and 

create a unified Greece once again. 
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