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The paper addresses the problem of female exercise of parrhesia (freedom of speech) in
democratic life of Athens, where comedy was a kind of a “truth-telling tool” that was aimed at
revealing and influencing socio-political state of being. Ridiculous speeches and plots were employed
to advocate particular political policies. Aristophanes perfectly used his words portraying reality
in a funny way, sometimes using aioxpoloyia - shameful speech. In his comedies “Lysistrata”,
“Thesmophoriazusae” and “Ecclesiazusae” females are obsessed with the idea of making political
life of polis more peaceful and human-oriented. Female-centered comedies reveal socio-political
issues in various ways through showing how oixoc¢ and oA are or should be interrelated, fight
for democracy, gender equality in the frameworks of oppression and stereotyping, the first female
mass strike, communism etc. Being parrhesiastes is rather hard for women but they are capable
of overthrowing the androcentric government through a peaceful coup d’état, establishing total
gynecocracy. The process of breaking long-held silence is rather painful and is not free of emotions
at all, especially, in the world where females are opposed with Seivwon (hate speech), are brutally
silenced and threatened by males in order to suppress female-dominated political “dreams”.
Athenian democracy was defined very explicitly as a constitution (roAtteia) in which people enjoyed
Snuoxparia, lonyopia. (the equal right of speech), ioovopia (the equal participation of all citizens in
the exercise of power), and parrhesia. Males used parrhesia with ease compared to females, whose
rights were restricted only to religious rites. Comedies echo Athenian women’s voices who find
hard to speak fluently against men without expecting humiliation, danger, but general prosperity
and well-being of the polis is above emotions, anger, fear or shame: Praxagora: It's difficult; yet it

must be done, and the arm shown naked to the shoulder in order to vote (Aristopn. Eccl. 265-66).
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I am a woman, but I'm not a fool (Aristopn. Lys. 1124-1125)
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The image of women in Greco-Roman society was rather ambiguous. Ancient
world experienced both misogynistic and gynocentric approaches, Aristophanes’
comedies somehow balance this ambivalence, placing women right in the centre
of male-centered society, giving them ability of making political decisions. In his
comedies “Lysistrata”, “Thesmophoriazusae” and “Ecclesiazusae” females are obsessed
with the idea of making political life of polis more peaceful and human-oriented.
Female-centered comedies reveal socio-political issues in various ways through
showing how oikoc and méAwc are or should be interrelated, fight for democracy,
gender equality in the frameworks of oppression and stereotyping, the first female
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mass strike, communism etc. Aristophanes’ “truth-telling” skills are not always
explicit, the acts of decision- making in Aristophanes’ comedies carry true female
nature, that is not neglecting the emotional background. Ambivalence of women’s
role in ancient age is rather tangible if we consider their role in the life of polis.
Their rights were restricted to only being able to serve in religious rituals, such as
Thesmophoria, Skira and other various secret religious rites. Females were eligible
of becoming Apprjpopoc (bearer of secret things), but were excluded from political
life. However, after introduction of the Citizenship Law of Pericles it became clear
that citizenship would be given to children whose mother and father were both
Athenians. Thus, making women omnipotent part of the polis.

The first introduction of the word “parrhesia” in the classical world is connected
with the name of ancient Greek tragedian Euripides. According to Foucault
“parrhesia” [mappnoia] is ordinarily translated into English by "free speech" (in
French by "francparler’, and in German by "Freimiithigkeit"). "Parrhesiazomai"
or “parrhesiazesthai” is to use parrhesia, and the parrhesiastes is the one who uses
parrhesia, i.e., is the one who speaks the truth. There are three forms of the word:

<

the nominal form " parrhesia “; the verb form "parrhesiazomai" [TappnoiaCopad];
and there is also the word "parrhesiastes"[mappnotaotrc] The word appears in the
following six tragedies of Euripides: (1) Phoenician women; (2)Hippolytus; (3) The
Bacchae; (4) Electra; (5) Ion; (6) Orestes. Etymologically, "parrhesiazesthai" means
" to say everything --from " pan " [méw] (everything) and " rhema " [érjua] (that
which is said). The one who uses parrhesia, the parrhesiastes, is someone who says
everything he has in mind: he does not hide anything, but opens his heart and mind
completely to other people through his discourse (Foucault 1983).

“Parrhesia” was first used in the 5" century where it was thought to be used in the
context of democracy, as the exercise of free speech was fundamental in the process
of democracy building. In “Phoenician women” through Jocasta Euripides states that
it is a slave’s lot not to have freedom of speech (Eur. Phoen. 391-92). It is rather
ironical that Euripides puts the word “parrhesia” in mouths of Polyneices and Jocasta,
a would-be tyrant and a queen (Whitmarsh 2006, 278-279). Even a would-be tyrant
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Polyneices suffers from the lack of parrhesia. Here living without among any other
forms of comfort the worst thing is being deprived of freedom of speech. “Jocasta:
Well then, first I ask you what I long to have answered. What is it, to be deprived
of one's country? Is it a great evil? Polyneices: The greatest; harder to bear than tell.
Jocasta: What is it like? What annoys the exile? Polyneices: One thing most of all; he
cannot speak his mind (Eur. Phoen. 388-91)”.

As it has been mentioned above parrhesia is closely linked with freedom of speech,
but could women utter what they wanted to, do they have and will they have absolute
parrhesia in future? This is the question that can be seen from other different angles,
but the fact is that in comedy everything is possible. Comedy was a kind of a “truth-
telling tool” that was aimed at changing societies. Ridiculous speeches and plots were
employed to advocate particular political policies. Aristophanes perfectly used this
possibility portraying the reality in a funny way, sometimes using aioypoAoyia -
shameful speech.

The comedy “Lysistrata” illustrates proto-feminist ideals. Women strive for
freedom of speech where they are opposed with Seivwon, hate-speech, they are
brutally silenced and threatened violation: “Men: Be quiet, or I'll bash you out of
any years to come.... Men: What vengeance can you take if with my fists your face
I beat?...... Men: ..... Woman is the most shameless beast of all the beasts that be.....
Men: Cleaner, you dirty slut? (Aristopn. Lys. 365-67-70-80). Parrhesia is not and
should not be gender-sensitive. Women demand for equality under one and the same
sky, they ask for the right of parrhesia for the general well-being of the polis, for
peaceful and healthy relationships, like men, they are public contributors: “Woman:
It should not prejudice my voice that I'm not born a man, If I say something
advantageous to the present situation. For I'm taxed too, and as a toll provide men
for the nation (Aristopn. Lys. 348-49)”. In the process of female marginalization from
the public life of Athens, parrhesia proves to be the only source of survival and peace
(Cartledge 2009: 13-20).

Females demanded to be acknowledged as contributors of Athenian democracy.
They are breaking silence in expectation of peace. Their policy of peace-making is
rather comical. Among ways employed in the process is refusal of sexual relationship
with males. As chorus states, it does not matter whether savior is a man or a woman,
peace should be attained through promoting “good feeling in the state by word and
deed” (Aristopn. Lys. 1043).

In Aristophanes’ comedies women are striving to unite female-led oikoc
(household) and male-led méAic under one “dream”- of living in peace. Moreover,
when the fact of gender segregation is so tangibly laid onto the surface through
separation of male/female spaces in oixoc. The ground floor of a typical Athenian’s

house was so called av8pov, the place where only males could dwell and enjoy their
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free time being involved in entertaining activities. While the upper floor yvvaukeiov
is counterpart of male quarters, it belonged to only women, who were considered
to dedicate their lives to the activities connected to the household (Nadareishvili,
2008,95-105).

Parrhesia was a guideline for democracy as well as an ethical and personal attitude
characteristic of the good citizen (Roisman 2004: 105-110). Athenian democracy
was defined very explicitly as a constitution (moAireiar) in which people enjoyed
Snuoxpario, (onyopia (the equal right of speech), icovouia (the equal participation
of all citizens in the exercise of power), and parrhesia. Parrhesia, which is a requisite
for public speech, takes place between citizens as individuals, and also between
citizens construed as an assembly. Moreover, the agora is the place where parrhesia
appears..... The portrayal of a sovereign by most Greek historians considers the way
he behaves towards his advisors--as if such behavior were an index of his ability to
hear the parrhesiastes (Foucault 1983). Women deserve being citizens, eligible of
being advisor parrhesiastes. The shares they do for public make them free: I'm a free
woman, . (Aristopn. Lys. 380) And so it's obvious I should Give you advice that I
think good, The very best I can (Aristopn. Lys. 655-57). In “Thesmophoriazusae”
women put emphasis on the fact that they belong to the Athenian community: “Are
we not here female city-dwellers (astai) for whom it is permitted to speak having
parrhesia? And because I have uttered what I thought right in favor of Euripides,
must I de depilated in order to give justice on your behalf? (Aristopn. Thesm. 540-
543) (Saxonhouse 2006: 136-137). Women demand the right to speak openly and
to be considered trustworthy citizens, worth of attention. They had to raise voice
against men, to make peace. The process of proving female confidence had great,
public reasons, the reason of attaining liberty, not to lose “the cloak of liberty”
(Aristopn. Lys. 1156). The process of silence breaking has its deep roots: “Our lips
we kept tied, though aching with silence, though well all the while in our silence we
knew how wretchedly everything still was progressing by listening dumbly the day
long to you (Aristopn. Lys. 137-40).”

The strike organized by Lysistrata is the female mass strike which is targeted at
making political cooperation with males. Their intention is not to insult men but to
bring them to sanity: “Athenians, it's not our intention, to sow political dissension,
by giving any scandal mention; but on the contrary to promote good feeling in the
state by word and deed. We've had enough calamities of late (Aristopn. Lys. 1043-
48).” Having experienced all the difficulties, threats of violation, silencing, almost all
kinds of oppression from men, females stand together using parrhesia to overcome
fears. Here parrhesia is a kind of verbal activity where the speaker has a specific
relation to truth through frankness, a certain relationship to his own life through
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danger, a certain type of relation to himself or other people through criticism (self-
criticism or criticism of other people), and a specific relation to moral law through
freedom and duty. More precisely, parrhesia is a verbal activity in which a speaker
expresses his personal relationship to truth, and risks his life because he recognizes
truth-telling as a duty to improve or help other people (as well as himself). In
parrhesia, the speaker uses his freedom and chooses frankness instead of persuasion,
truth instead of falsehood or silence, the risk of death instead of life and security,
criticism instead of flattery, and moral duty instead of self-interest and moral apathy
(Foucault 1983).

Women who exercise parrhesia cannot be emotion-free. Their frank speaking is
associated with fearless speech. Having analyzed and felt all the anticipated dangers,
women experience a wide range of emotions while dwelling on the solutions to the
problem. They are afraid of several aspects in this comedy: a. women are afraid of
losing their male mates in the war; b. they fear of lonely life; c. females are frightened
that their husbands will dislike them for their aged looks and will marry the younger
ones; besides fears they experience anger, resentment, some heart-felt emotions:
a. Women are totally neglected, their words are considered to be nonsense and
worthless. “I am a woman, but I'm not a fool, and what of natural intelligence I own
has been filled out with the remembered precepts, my father and the city-elders
taught me (Aristopn. Lys. 1124-1125); b. women are addressed with hate speech,
men get at their freaky and unpredictable mood; c. Women find it heart-breaking
that men can abandon them without thinking twice, calling them “witless fools”
(Aristopn. Lys. 261) . Despite their emotional riot, women do not lose sense; they
are only concerned with anticipated positive outcomes of the polis prosperity. The
“witless fools” attain masculine features and silence males through disguising them
in female clothes. Here, Proboulos’ is kept silent just like any Athenian girl (Taaffe,
1993,48-73).

Parrhesia as a risky act of female resistance is also integral part of Aristophanes’
another important comedy “Ecclesiazusae”, it is also referred to as “The
Assemblywomen”, “The Congresswomen” or “ The Women in Parliament”. This is the
story where: “A group of women dressed as men overthrow the government through
a peaceful coup d’etat (Taaffe 1993) “. Here women led by Praxagora stand together
against androcentric society, females consider themselves to be marginalized by men.
Praxagora unites all in communism. Praxagora: Let none contradict nor interrupt
me until I have explained my plan. I want all to have a share of everything and all
property to be in common; there will no longer be either rich or poor; no longer shall
we see one man harvesting vast tracts of land, while another has not ground enough
to be buried in, nor one man surround himself with a whole army of slaves, while
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another has not a single attendant; I intend that there shall only be one and the same
condition of life for all (Aristopn. Eccl. 590-94).

Women obtain total gynaeococracy ( female-dominated politics). Even though
they still cannot exercise parrhesia with absolute freedom, they have to be disguised:
It is meet the women sit apart and hidden from the eyes of the men (Aristoph. Eccl.
25). In the fight of equality in the complex social strata of Athens, women carefully
try to become political influencers in the name of peace and prosperity: Even if you
sleep outdoors there will be no more danger, for all will have the means of living.
Besides, if anyone wanted to steal your cloak, you would give it to him yourself.
Why not? You will only have to go to the common store and be given a better one
(Aristopn. Eccl. 670-72).

The fear of being identified makes them disguise in males clothes, get suntanned
and let hair grow all over in a manly way. Woman are in danger of being violently
silenced by man because they intend to exercise parrhesia, they creep out of homes
secretly: Ah! I see a light approaching; let us draw somewhat aside, for fear it should
be a man (Aristopn. Eccl. 26-27).

It is hard to speak fluently against men without expecting danger, but the
prosperity of state is more important than emotions, anger, fear or shame. Parrhesia
is closely related to emotions as one of its major meaning is frankness and being frank
can never be emotion free. Telling truth is impossible without having antisocial and
even aggressive impact on others.: Praxagora: It's difficult; yet it must be done, and
the arm shown naked to the shoulder in order to vote (Aristopn. Eccl. 265-66).

Being parrhesiastes has always been rather hard for women both in ancient and
the contemporary life, but the truth is that unity of female power has proved to be

efficient in many ways, moreover when it is led by the power of truth.
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