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Abstract

Hyper-Democracy: The Politics of Aristophanes

Zachary Case

My dissertation grapples with three significant areas of Classical scholarship: the politics of
Aristophanes, the meaning of democracy, and the nature of ancient theatre. In the first place, |
propose to re-conceptualize Aristophanes’ political agenda, which has often been conceived in
terms of the poet’s personal antagonism towards democracy or in terms of the impossibility of
pinning down any particular agenda in the first place. My dissertation, which rejects a
biographical approach whilst remaining committed to a version of intentionalism, argues that
Aristophanes advocates and theorizes — though only ever informally, implicitly, and
incidentally —a conception of democracy that is more democratic (i.e. inclusive and egalitarian)
than anything the Athenians themselves had ever practiced. That is what | call hyper-
democracy, whose critical vocabulary is provided by modern political theorists, especially (but
not limited to) Jacques Ranciére and Hannah Arendt. This conception is embodied in
Aristophanes’ plays, particularly in those which stage and empower disenfranchised citizens,
women, and slaves. What is at stake is also a new way of thinking about the theatre in classical
Athens, which has for a long time been regarded as a predominantly civic affair and dominated
by scholarship on tragedy. What my dissertation shows is not only that comic theatre is not
strictly civic, but that it can even be considered strictly non-civic when it comes to
Aristophanes’ plays, which work to disrupt any notion of a unified citizen-audience and to
denaturalise civic ideology. In support of this, | make the case for regarding the theatre as an
extra-institutional body, much closer to the agora than to the assembly and lawcourts, and one
which does not merely reflect but actively manifests political action on stage.

Like Aristophanes’ plays, my dissertation falls into two distinct, though not unrelated,
parts, with a kind of ‘parabasis’ falling in between. Part I, comprising episodes one (‘Laughing
Together... Not’) and two (‘Closure versus Anti-Closure...”) that respectively focus on the
first half of Frogs and the end of Wealth, explores the intended effect of comedy on the
audience. Laughter and closure are two issues that are central to what comedy is ‘about’; getting
to grips with them is implicit in any interpretation of comedy, and, as such, my attempt to do
so will lay the groundwork for the second half of my thesis. My central claim here is that if the

spectators expect to laugh and for the endings to achieve closure, that is not always what they



get. The effect of this is divisive and alienating, amounting to a kind of Brechtian
Verfremdungseffekt. With the audience members at times divided from each other and aware
of the division, the contingency of their identities can be exposed, and Aristophanes’ open,
expansive, and egalitarian conception of democracy can accordingly be crafted.

If Part | considers the disruptive moments in the affective relationship between the plays
and (members of) the audience, Part I1, comprising episodes three (‘Citizens”), four (‘“Women’)
and five (‘Slaves’), considers the disruptive moments within Aristophanes’ comic worlds, with
close readings of Acharnians, Lysistrata, Assemblywomen and Frogs. We move, in other
words, from Brechtian ‘defamiliarization’ to Ranciérian dissensus —a move Ranciére himself
makes when addressing the thorny issue of the political efficacy of art, discussed in my
‘parabasis’ (‘From Defamiliarization to Dissensus’). These disruptive moments constitute
democratic empowerment, as disenfranchised characters including Dicaeopolis, Lysistrata,
Praxagora, and Xanthias make claims to the political by entering the ‘space of appearance’
(Arendt) and embodying the logic of dissensus (Ranciere). The fact that the plays under
consideration end by shutting down the egalitarian and emancipatory possibilities that they
raise does not prove Aristophanes’ conservatism. Rather, the patterns of the plays reflect the
perpetually shifting nature of hyper-democracy: a form that, as Sheldon Wolin writes, is
‘doomed to succeed only temporarily.’

At the same time as | engage with modern political theory, | remain committed to
historicism. | show that the plays under discussion, which cover Aristophanes’ career and the
three main groupings of polis society, were staged around watershed moments in Athenian
history, in particular the two oligarchic revolutions of the late fifth century. These can be seen
to inform the development of Aristophanes’ political thought. In my ‘exodos’, | re-interpret a
much-debated testimony stating that Frogs was reperformed, using it to bolster my case for
Aristophanes’ commitment to what | call hyper-democracy (‘Reperforming Frogs and

Aristophanes’ ‘Commitment’’).
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PROLOGUE

Aristophanes and Politics, Again

They say too that when Dionysius the tyrant of Syracuse asked to learn about the
Athenian political system (v Abnvaiov moluteiav), Plato sent him the work of
Aristophanes (trv Apioto@dvovg noinoiv), and advised him to study his plays and learn

about their political system (a0t@v ToALTelQLY).

What did Dionysius learn? We are not told in the anecdote from the principal ancient Life of
Aristophanes (Ar. test. 1.43-5), whose testimonial value lies less in its historical accuracy than
in its expression of an intrinsic relationship between the work of Aristophanes and the Athenian
political system.! The nature of that relationship, which has tended to focus on Aristophanes’
political outlook and the effect of his plays on contemporary society, is still being fiercely
debated.? In fact, it has always been debated as long as Classics has been a discipline,
particularly among scholarship since late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain, a
time when the meaning and value of democracy was being contested.® My thesis, written in the
wake of the Brexit referendum and two fraught US presidential elections, a time when the
meaning and value of democracy is once more being contested, intervenes in this critical
tradition. I argue that Aristophanes’ plays embody a conception of democracy that is more
democratic — inclusive and egalitarian — than anything the Athenians themselves had practised
in their own political system. That is what I call hyper-democracy.

My argument may sound counter-intuitive at first. Overwhelmingly among those who
have attempted to locate Aristophanes’ political position, Aristophanes has been seen as one of
the prime antagonists of democracy, or at least of the so-called ‘radical’ democracy of the late
fifth century following the death of Pericles. This view is not too difficult to construct if we

1 On the ancient critical tradition in this regard, see Olson 2010: 37-45.

2 The most recent political reading of Aristophanes is the eclectic collection of essays in Foley and Rosen 2020,
who state in their introduction that getting to grips with Aristophanes’ politics in some form is inescapable,
since questions of politics ‘pervade all of the plays’ (1). See also the surveys in Carey 1994; Van Steen 2007;
Olson 2010; Bertelli 2013.

3 Walsh 2009, tracking the range of views from Gillies 1786 up to Murray 1933, and showing how those views
‘laid the groundwork for modern discussions’ (58). See also Gomme 1938: 97-102, surveying the various
scholarly attempts to pinpoint Aristophanes’ political outlook in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, before rejecting that interpretive move altogether. For an overview of the parallel debates among non-
Anglophone (mostly German) scholarship, beginning with the account of Muller-Stiibing 1873, see Kraus 1985:
25-30 and Spielvogel 2003: 3-6.



take at face value certain features of his comedies: an elitist bias in Aristophanes’ choice of
political targets; criticism levelled at democratic institutions such as the lawcourts and
democratic tendencies such as popular litigiousness; the offering of advice that might be taken
as proof of conservative leanings, most notoriously in the parabasis of Frogs to re-enfranchise
the oligarchs and to instate noble leaders (Ra. 687-92, 734-7).# On this account, the debate has
largely been about how far Aristophanes’ political conservatism extends, the poet being tagged
with varying degrees of hostility to democracy®: outright oligarch,® closet or crypto-oligarch,’
moderate Cimonian,® a tag sometimes anachronistically framed in terms of aligning with the
‘right” over the ‘left.”® The idea that Aristophanes was personally a radical democrat has been
aired by Keith Sidwell, it is worth mentioning, though his attempt to uncover a hidden political
agenda on such terms is based on an esoteric and fanciful intertextual reading of Aristophanes’
plays and the comic fragments.*°

However, scholars have since fired back against the leading view that posits
Aristophanes’ personal antagonism towards democracy. Seeing Aristophanes’ politics
predominantly through the lens of personal abuse — which is not solely and exclusively targeted
at demagogues or the poor in any case — lends to a rather blinkered view of what may be better
regarded as the comic poet’s oppositionism and opportunism.** Even the extreme satire of
Cleon in Knights is not compelling evidence for Aristophanes’ opposition to Cleon, let alone
to democracy as a system.'? Equally, criticisms of democracy’s failings do not necessitate
Aristophanes’ ideological opposition to democracy per say — in fact, criticisms are invariably
aimed at those who abuse the system, such as jurors who are only in it for the pay — while no
alternative system of government is ever positively proposed in Aristophanes’ plays, a fact
accepted even by scholars who see Aristophanes as a broadly conservative figure.?

At the same time, any concrete political ‘advice’ that Aristophanes claims to give in the

parabasis is not only rather scant, this poet usually being more interested in promoting himself

4 Esp. Ste Croix 1996. On the dominance of this view of Aristophanes’ politics among modern scholarship, see
Pritchard 2012: 18 with references; though it is a view which has been around for a long time: see Walsh 2009:
esp. 67-70.

5 Cf. Walsh 2009, discussing the older scholarship: ‘Those who have offered their opinions on his politics have
maintained the relatively consistent view that he was an Athenian conservative, but substantive differences
emerge in how ‘conservative’ is defined’ (68).

8 Rosenbloom 2002: passim.

" Sommerstein 2009f: 212; Olson 2012: 78 (not quite disavowed in either case).

8 Ste. Croix 1996: 63.

9 Sommerstein 1996b: 335; Storey 2011: 316-7; Henderson 2020: 51-2.

10 Sidwell 2009, with Lefkowitz 2010.

11 Dover 1972: 33-6; Heath 1987: 21-41; Pritchard 2012; Ruffell 2020a: 75-7, 2020b: 125-7.

12 Rosen 1988: 59-82; Hall 2018, 2019; Oshorne 2020.

13 Henderson 1990: 310; Sommerstein 2014: 297.



or bashing his rivals.! It is also, with the possible exception of Frogs, typically unspecific and
uncontroversial or parodic and self-contradictory — even within the self-same parabasis, as in
that of Acharnians, where the chorus rather nebulously boast that Aristophanes ‘says he will
teach you many good things’ (pnoiv &’ dudc moAla dda&ew aydd’, Ach. 656), and, in a play
generally promoting peace, proclaim that the Athenians ‘will more likely win the war by taking
him on as an adviser’ (1 ToAép® TOAD Vikioew TodTov EvpPoviov Exovtag, Ach. 651).° This
IS not even to mention that for Aristophanes to be seen as writing plays that support a minority
group of elites against the interests of the démos seems likely to have been inherently self-
defeating in the theatrical context.’® The idea that unearthing Aristophanes’ political outlook
exposes flagrantly, or even covertly, anti-democratic views is by now outdated.!’

Taking a straightforwardly biographical approach to understanding the politics of
Aristophanes seems at first sight to make perfect sense. This is especially because the fantasy
of reconstructing Aristophanes’ ‘voice’ through his plays, above all in the parabasis, is a
tantalising one, as Ralph Rosen explains: ‘If we think we are listening to the poet’s voice, and
if that voice is loud and polemical, it is no wonder that we would want to understand the politics
as emanating from a real person and that they were meant to be taken at face value.’*® However,
the shortcomings of that approach are self-evident. We simply do not have enough independent
information about Aristophanes (how he voted in the assembly or what his relationship was
with Cleon, for instance), though even if we did that may not help us much when it comes to
understanding his plays; while much of what we do know comes from his own comedies with
their penchant for irony, exaggeration, and distortion.*® Naturally enough, pinning down the
political position of a master comic poet and satirist is extremely tricky, a truism that applies
to all comic satirists, even those about whom we know much more, such as Jonathan Swift or
Jon Stewart.?® How, exactly, can we tell when Aristophanes is expressing his own political

views, or even whether he ever speaks ‘seriously’ about politics through his plays at all?

14 Biles 2002; Ruffell 2002; Bakola 2008.

15 Heath 1987: 18-21; Rosen 2010: 275-7, 2015a: 248-9, 2020: 19-20; Nelson 2014: 112-3. | discuss the Frogs
exception in episode five and in my ‘exodos.’

16 Henderson 1990. None of the ways around this are convincing, for example positing an actual audience
composed mainly of elites (qua Sommerstein 1997) or a target audience composed of literati (qua Wright 2012).
17 For the most recent attempt to untether Aristophanes from the tag of political conservative, see Miller 2019.
18 Rosen 2020: 10. Cf. Rosen 2010: ‘This sense that there lurks somewhere beneath the surface of the plays an
authentic authorial voice, and the implicit assumption that Aristophanes is attempting to establish some sort of
personalized relationship with the audience, make it easy to understand why critics have been so eager to see a
“real” Aristophanes behind the autobiographical intimations that pepper his plays’ (229).

19 Rosen 2010: 229-41, 2020.

20 Rosen 2012.



Scholars rejecting the biographical approach have thus argued that Aristophanes’ plays
actively frustrate and resist any form of explicit political commitment on the part of the poet.?
According to one reading, Aristophanes makes comedy solely to entertain,?? or (the more
sophisticated version) constructs an image of the comic poet as a morally indignant political
reformer to meet the demands of comic satire, to tantalise the interpreter, and to distinguish
himself from his rivals.?® According to another, Aristophanes writes plays that are vehicles for
expressing and exploring ideological tensions in Athenian society, without ever disclosing a
clear-cut political agenda.?* In the light of all this, it might reasonably be concluded that
interpretive efforts to locate Aristophanes’ politics end up revealing more about the
interpreters” own political inclinations than those of Aristophanes himself.?> Perhaps it would
be more fruitful to ditch politics altogether and focus on comic form?®; or, better, to focus on
the ‘autonomy’ of comic form to get to grips with politics, an Adornoian strategy recently
applied to tragedy.?” The Author, after all, is ‘dead.”?®

Just as Dionysus revived Aeschylus in Aristophanes’ Frogs — even though, as
Aeschylus boasts, his plays have not ‘died with him’ (Ra. 868), since they were still being
reperformed after his death (thus strictly making his revival redundant)® — I will attempt to
revive Aristophanes and authorial intent, but not in the positivist, wooden, and biographical
manner of previous scholars. My version of intentionalism is not about reducing Aristophanes’
plays to a manifesto advocating practical or pragmatic policies that may or may not be heeded
by a démos often characterised in Aristophanes’ plays as fickle (Ach. 630, 632; Eq. 624-82;
Vesp. 919-21; Eccl. 193-6, 797-8, 812-29). Nor is it reliant on dubious nuggets of external
evidence. One such nugget, often cited by scholars, is the comment of the ‘Old Oligarch’ that
(every?) Old comedy fundamentally involves ridiculing powerful individuals instead of the
power-holding démos at large (Ath. Pol. 2.18), a terse and polemical — and, with a play such as

Knights in mind, surely misinformed — claim that has informed an influential reading of the

2L Cartledge 2020: 273-4 catalogues the three most common interpretive routes into (or away from) questions of
politics, in terms of what might be called scepticism, positivism, and an attempt to wriggle between those
polarities. Cartledge’s case for the ‘cunningly and committedly uber-political Aristophanes’ (278) is the one I
will be making, but in a rather different way.

22 Gomme 1938; Halliwell 1984a, 2004; Reckford 1987; Heath 1987; Bierl 2002; Olson 2010: 59-69; Holzberg
2010.

23 Rosen 1988: 59-82, 2007: 3-42, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2020; Goldhill 1991; Bakola 2008.

24 Konstan 1995; Pelling 2000: 123-40; Ober 2002: 122-55; Platter 2007; Zumbrunnen 2012; Halliwell 2020.
2 Van Steen 2007: 121-2; Walsh 2009: 70; Hall 2018: 354.

% Silk 2000.

27 Wohl 2015; Telo 2021. Cf. Gurd 2017: 45.

28 Barthes 1977.

2 Dover 1993: 23.



genre as providing ‘vicarious pleasure in the triumph of the insignificant over the great” and
acting as a ‘safety valve for unofficial discontent before it became politically or socially
disruptive.”®® There is, it has been asserted, no objective ‘external control, evidence
independent of our reading of the plays that would help us to calibrate our estimation of their
tone or mood.”%!

My version of intentionalism, by contrast, is still grounded in the comic plays in their
original contexts, though in places typically overlooked by scholars. Paradoxically, perhaps, it
is when the poet’s ‘voice’ filters through in the parabasis, with all its irony and indeterminacy,
that the nature of Aristophanes’ intention is most clouded and intractable. Instead, it is precisely
when Aristophanes is not talking about Athenian politics that his intention becomes discernible,
above all in formal strategies, staging decisions, and plot dynamics. These are features of
comedy that extend across Aristophanes’ oeuvre, something that cannot be said of
Aristophanes’ comic persona(e), which only emerge(s) from the early plays with their quasi-
autobiographical parabaseis.*

We can put this in the terms espoused by Quentin Skinner and the ‘Cambridge School’
of intellectual history, building on J. L. Austin’s work on performative ‘speech acts.’*®
Aristophanes’ ‘utterances,’ scripted in plays written and staged in unique historical contexts,
carry ‘illocutionary’ force, the ‘uptake’ of which amounts to understanding the poet’s intention
or point: ‘what he may have been intending to do in writing what he wrote’ (e.g. 1988b: 75).3
This approach, in which the author is not extraneous to the text, allows us both to take into
account the context of the plays without reifying it as a determining key to their meaning, and
to acknowledge a designing authorial intent without claiming to read the author’s mind or to
understand the author’s motives for writing. It also helps us to be wary of comedy’s deliberate
‘oblique strategies,” those in which what Aristophanes said does not match what he ‘may be
said to have meant by saying what he said.”*® This includes, among many things, meta-
commentary on what is funny (see episode one) or the promotion of seemingly anti-democratic

political goals (see exodos).

30 Henderson 1998: 26. Cf. Henderson 1990, 1993, 1997; Spielvogel 2003.

31 Heath 1987: 8. Cf. Goldhill 1991: 201; Heath 1997: 248; Silk 2000: 309; Sidwell 2009: 3-5.

32 On the early parabaseis as forms of autobiography, see Hubbard 1991; Sidwell 2009; Telo 2014. Sidwell

2009: 6-7 notes that the only choruses in the parabaseis of Acharnians, Knights, Clouds, Wasps, and Peace

claim to be representing the poet’s own views, a fact which leads him to single out Clouds, the play with the
most autobiographical parabasis of the lot, in order to unearth Aristophanes’ political agenda.

3 Austin 1962.

3 Skinner 1988a, 1988b, 1988d.

% Skinner 1988a: 50.



Moreover, this approach prompts us to get away from trying to determine the actual
effect of the plays on the original audiences, their ‘perlocutionary’ force in Skinner’s terms.
That is something which has occupied many scholars of Aristophanic comedy, even though the
evidence points in contradictory directions. This is exemplified by the purported (non-
)influence of Aristophanes’ plays on Cleon versus Socrates: the demos were said to have
elected as general the former despite his abuse in Knights, which included the direct wish for
the politician’s destruction (Eq. 973-6), much to the chagrin of the poet (Nu. 581-7), at the
same time as they were said to have executed the latter because of his portrayal in Clouds (Plat.
Apol. 18b-c, 19¢).%® My focus is on ‘illocution’ (intended effect) not just because ‘perlocution’
(actual effect) is ultimately irreducible and speculative. It is also because Aristophanes is
keenly aware that he cannot control how people will actually respond to his plays, not least
when it came to the first Clouds, a professed masterpiece that ended up as a flop (Nu. 518-26;
Vesp. 1016-7, 1043-8). On the flip side, Aristophanes actively advertises that intentionality is
central to meaning, a point drawn out in the contest between Aeschylus and Euripides in Frogs,
where it has been argued that the sense of each poet’s ‘good’ or ‘bad’ intention in writing
tragedy feeds directly into their respective valuation.*’

Presuming authorial intent is to some extent inevitable for the literary critic as well.%®
Roland Barthes himself could not kill off authors and replace them with readers in ‘The Death
of the Author,” for he still had to maintain that there exists a ‘writer’ or ‘scriptor,” one whose
‘only power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with the others’ and one who has access to
‘this immense dictionary from which he draws a writing that can know no halt.”*® Openly
acknowledging the author is not a way to constrain possibilities of meaning for its own sake,

something scholarship on comedy has rightly been accused of doing.*® Nor is it to deny that

36 On this and other evidence for and against comedy’s efficacy, at least on a simplistic model of cause and
effect, see e.g. Olson 2010: 44-5; Ruffell 2020b: 124-5.

37 Rosen 2008: esp. 147-53. The same implicit recognition of Euripides’ bad intentions is at issue in Women at
the Thesmophoria, where the women accuse him — and not any other tragic poet — of personally slandering them
(esp. Thes. 181-2).

38 At the most elemental level, Sartre 1967 argues that no writer can fail to disclose a particular intention in the
very act of writing, for ‘if a writer has chosen to remain silent on any aspect whatever of the world, or... to pass
over it in silence, one has to ask him a third question: “Why have you spoken of this rather than that, and — since
you speak to order to bring about change — why do you want to change this rather than that?” (15).

39 Barthes 1977: 146-7. For a reading of that essay as a ‘defence of traditional authorship and of respect for
biography,” a ‘satiric tour de force’ which was in fact signed and copyrighted by the author himself, see Carlier
2000. Among other things, Carlier notes how at one point Barthes explicitly accepts authorial intent, when he
announces that ‘Proust himself ... was visibly concerned with the task of inexorably blurring ... the relation
between the writer and his characters’ (Barthes 1977: 144, discussed by Carlier 2000: 389-90). At any rate, does
Barthes’ odd claim that the author is ‘a modern figure, a product of our society” (1977: 142-3) allow authors to
have existed in antiquity?

40 Telo 2018. Cf. Barthes 1977: “To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a
final signified, to close the writing’ (147).



there are many different ways people may respond to comic plays, something sometimes
prioritised at the expense of Aristophanes’ designing intent (the possibility of different
responses is, in fact, something I think Aristophanes recognises and capitalises on, as we will
see).*! Rather, acknowledging the inevitability of intentionalism, especially when it comes to
a genre such as Old comedy that is so infused by authorial voices and characters, is one way to
read Aristophanes’ plays responsibly and meaningfully in their original contexts.

For the present purposes, this will allow us to reclaim Aristophanes as a poet who, far
from being one of democracy’s greatest critics, might be its greatest surviving advocate and
theorist, granted the well-known absence of any fully-fledged pro-democratic theory or
singular foundation of democratic ideology.** My version of intentionalism is capacious and
discontinuous enough to allow Aristophanes apparently at times to contradict himself when it
comes to the specifics of Athenian political affairs, for instance in commending the
(democratic) enfranchisement of slaves but advocating the (aristocratic) re-enfranchisement of
oligarchs in the epirrhema of the parabasis of Frogs (Ra. 686-705), or promoting peace
throughout Acharnians, Peace, and Lysistrata, but war in Birds (Av. 186, 640, 813-16, 1360-
9). Yet it is consistent and committed enough for Aristophanes to project a model of what
democracy means through embodied characters, particularly the marginalised and excluded,
acting on the theatrical stage — Aristophanes’ Politics, if you will. What Aristophanes advocates
and theorizes, even if only ever informally, implicitly, and incidentally, is what | call hyper-

democracy.

Hyper-Democracy

Democracy does not mean one single thing in classical Athens, let alone across ancient Greece
or in the modern world.*® Theoretically speaking, it has always meant different things to
different people: for instance, rule by ignoramuses for Plato or by the poor for Aristotle and

1 Hesk 2000; Varakis-Martin 2019. Cf. Rosen 2010, describing Aristophanes’ plays as didactic only in terms of
‘an indirect didacticism that allows the audience to draw its own lessons from the play’ (279).

42 A point famously made by Jones 1953, developed extensively by Ober 1996b, 2002: passim, esp. 32-3. The
existence of certain pro-democratic theorists, purportedly contained amongst the prose writings of Protagoras,
Democritus, and Thucydides, is posited by Farrar 1988. For a survey of informal expressions of democratic
theory, not including the plays of Aristophanes, see Cartledge 2016: 91-104.

43 Cartledge 2016: 49-227, identifying four distinct stages of democracy at Athens: 508/7 to 462/1, 462/1 to 404,
403 to 336, 336 to 322.



the ‘Old Oligarch’*; or, in modern political theory, government by ‘agonal,” ‘liberal,” or
‘deliberative’ impulses.*® The word demokratia itself, in existence probably since at least the
mid-fifth century (though not attested until the 420s),% is not only polysemous but even
contradictory.*’ 1t does not only embed a historical tension between a nominal ideal and an
actual reality, famously captured by Thucydides’ assessment of Athens under Pericles as a
democracy ‘in name’ (Aoym pev... épyo 8¢, Thuc. 2.65.9; cf. Plat. Men. 238¢-d).* It also
encodes an etymological tension between its constituent parts (fjpog and kpdtog), pointing to
what political theorists have called ‘the paradox of democracy,” as Mario Telo explains: ‘This
phrase expresses the unresolvable contradiction between democracy as a dynamic, almost
anarchic, principle of constant openness to the other and democracy as a form of government,
which as such entails unifying people through constraint, conformity, and the incorporation of
the outside within the inside.’*® The word démos itself is semantically indeterminate as well,
since it could mean the entire citizen body (which in Athens after 451/0 meant only freeborn
adults with two Athenian parents), or the poor majority thereof; though it could not mean
anything close to majority of the population of Athens, which included the women, children,
metics, slaves, and foreigners expressly excluded from participation in public decision-
making.>°

None of this is to say that democracy meaning ‘rule by the people’ — as opposed to rule
by a single person (monarchy) or by a few people (oligarchy) — is incoherent or unintelligible.
Rather, it is to say that democracy can be understood as an idea(l) that is neither contained by
a monolithic political philosophy nor by a rigid set of principles underpinning an institutional
framework. It is to regard democracy as something ‘inherently formless’ or ‘polymorphous,”®*
something that comes into being ‘without waiting’ for a coherent foundational principle or
theoretical justification.> It is to conceptualize democracy in the sense of Jacques Derrida’s

‘democracy to come’ (‘démocratie a venir’) (2005: 9; cf. 28-41, 78-94):

44 Plat. Rep. 494a; Arist. Pol. 1279b8-9, 1290a30-b20, 1317b40-41; Ps.-Xen. Ath. Pol. 1.2-4.

45 Zumbrunnen 2012: 1, with references.

46 Cartledge 2016: 74, 92-3, 220.

47 Lauriola 2017 discusses how this is reflected by the use of the word and its cognates within Aristophanes’
plays.

48 Mossé 2013.

49 Telo 2020a: 216, with reference to Derrida 2005 and Brown 2009.

50 Atack 2019. Cf. Brown 2009, remarking that ‘there is an excluded inside in all democracies, whether slaves,
natives, women, the poor, subordinated races or religions, or (today) illegals and aliens, sans papiers’ (131).
51 Wolin 2018b: 92.

52 Ranciére 1999: 62.



‘In the end, if we try to return to the origin, we do not yet know what democracy will
have meant nor what democracy is. For democracy does not present itself; it has not yet
presented itself, but that will come. In the meantime let’s not stop using a word whose

heritage is undeniable even if its meaning is still obscured, obfuscated, reserved.’

A different appreciation of the relationship between Aristophanes and politics would follow
from a less constricting conception of democracy than the one often invoked by scholars,
especially by those reading Greek drama predominantly in terms of its engagement with
citizens and civic ideology (see below). This is a conception that certain modern political
theorists can help us reconstruct in the necessary ‘gap’ left by the absence of any definitive
definition of democracy — ‘a meaning in waiting’>® — and one that we can simultaneously
extract from Aristophanes’ plays themselves. It is Jacques Ranciére and Hannah Arendt who
may provide a distinctly useful critical vocabulary for understanding what democracy means
for Aristophanes; though that meaning is not at odds with ancient views of democracy as
represented negatively by the ‘Old Oligarch,” Plato, and Aristotle in particular. Both Ranciere
and Arendt, after all, turn explicitly to the Greeks — and to Greek theatre — to make their
respective cases.

For Ranciere, democracy is less a system of government than an atelic, anarchical, and
egalitarian set of relations which manifest themselves in sensory experience. Ranciére’s
premise is that perception underpins political arrangements, since they are ultimately based on
who and what is, or is not, seen and heard: ‘What really deserves the name of politics is the
cluster of perceptions and practices that shape this common world.”* Aristotle’s foundational
division between human ‘speech’ (Adyoc) and animal ‘voice’ (pwvn) at the start of his Politics
(1253a9-17), a division which comes to be perceived as self-evident, however arbitrary,
provides the ultimate justification for rule and legitimation of inequality in the name of what
Ranciére calls consensus.® The resulting order of things is defined as the ‘police’ (‘la police’
/ ‘I’ordre policier’), the name given to what is conventionally regarded as politics defined by

Aristotle’s exclusionary legacy. It refers to ‘an order of the visible and the sayable that sees

%3 Derrida 2005: 8.

54 Ranciére 2010c: 152. This is why aesthetics (aistheésis) is a form of politics, and works of art themselves
instantiations of the political, as Ranciére 2013 explicates: ‘[Aesthetics] is a delimitation of spaces and times, of
the visible and the invisible, of speech and noise, that simultaneously determines the place and the stakes of
politics as a form of experience. Politics revolves around what is seen and what can be said about it, around who
has the ability to see and the talent to speak, around the properties of spaces and the possibilities of time” (8).

%5 Ranciére 1999: 22-3.



that a particular activity is visible and another is not, that this speech is understood as discourse
and another as noise.”>®

Politics, by contrast, is a form of disorder in which those sensible hierarchies are
shattered. The process that achieves this is what Ranciére calls dissensus, that which ‘breaks
with the sensory self-evidence of the “natural” order that destines specific individuals and
groups to occupy positions of rule or of being ruled.”® Politics — by which Ranciére strictly
means democracy — is nothing but the momentary instantiation of dissensus; it is ‘not the
enactment of the principle, the law, or the self of a community... politics has no arkhe, it is
anarchical.”®® For Ranciére, the paradigmatic historical moment of Western politics is the
empowerment of what became known in Athens as the démos, a term which did not designate
the population or any particular subset thereof, but was rather an empty appellation that
included equally all those different people who did not previously count, ‘the count of those
unaccounted for’ (‘le compte des incomptés’).%® The only qualification legitimating the demos
to govern — with a major caveat being the extreme restrictions placed on Athenian citizenship,
of course — is, paradoxically, the absence of any qualification, not birth or wealth as in archaic
Greece (or wisdom for Plato, or virtue for Aristotle, or divine sanction for later Christians, or,
or, or...) (2009b: 276-7):

‘Democracy means this astounding principle: those who rule do it on the grounds that
there is no reason why some persons should rule over the others, except the fact that
there is no reason. This is the anarchical principle of democracy, which is the

disjunctive junction of power and demos.’

To the extent that there is anything that might positively justify rule, it is the principle of
equality, ‘a universal that must be supposed, verified, and demonstrated,”® a principle already

held by ancient sources to be the central feature of Athenian democracy along with freedom

% Ranciére 1999: 28-9.

5" Ranciére 2010b: 147.

%8 Ranciére 1992: 59. Cf. 2009b: 277, 2010a: 61, 2013: 95. On democracy as an anarchical form, see also,
among others, Butler 2015, describing the ‘“anarchist” interval or permanent principle of revolution that resides
within democratic orders’ (163); and Wolin 2018b, regarding democratic politics as ‘revolutionary and
excessive, irregular and spasmodic’ and whose ‘eruptive character’ ancient political theorists attempted to
suppress (91).

% Ranciere 1999: 1-19, 2010a: 27-44. By contrast, in the ‘police’ order there is strictly speaking no démos, since
everyone has a defined place: ‘the essence of the police lies in a partition of the sensible that is characterized by
the absence of void and supplement’ (Rancicre 2010a: 44). For a convincing historical perspective on the
empowerment of the demos during the ‘ Athenian Revolution’ of 508/7, see Ober 1996a.

80 Ranciére 1992: 60.
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(while older words for democracy contained the iso- root).®* And the only thing that guarantees
equality, according to Ranciére, is the capacity of anyone to speak and be understood by
anyone, ‘the equality of any speaking being with any other speaking being.’®> Democratic
politics, on this account, is not encapsulated by or contained within any formal institutions or
a constitution, even ones that (only ever) supposedly verify equality (“...all men are created
equal...” in America’s Declaration of Independence that neglects women and slaves, for
example). Rather, politics manifests itself momentarily, informally, and disruptively, as
Hallward writes of Ranciére’s central tenet: ‘Before it is a matter of representative institutions,
legal procedures, or militant organizations, politics is ... the contingent dramatization of a
disruptive equality, the unauthorized and impromptu improvisation of a democratic voice.’®
If equality is at core of Ranciére’s value-system, freedom is at the core of Arendt’s —
both values together being at the core of democracy according to the ancient sources, as noted
above.®* Although in many regards opposed to Ranciére with his argument for the
manifestation of politics through dispute and disruption, Arendt turns to the classical Athenian
polis — at least in her romanticised reading of it in the Human Condition®® — as the paradigmatic
space of ‘action’ in the public sphere, the sphere of uniquely human plurality and freedom.®
The polis, as Arendt conceives it, is a ‘space of appearance’ where any individual could be
‘seen and heard’ in the presence of others.®’ It is not a fixed physical or geographical location,
but rather ‘the organization of people as it arises out of acting and speaking together’ (2018:

198-9):

‘It is the space of appearance in the widest sense of the word, namely, the space where
| appear to others as others to me, where men exist not merely like other living or

inanimate things but make their appearance explicitly.’

Arendt hereby follows an idealised version of Aristotle’s distinction between ‘political life’

(bios) or ‘living well’ (t0 eu zen) and ‘bare life’ (zoé) or ‘existing’ (to zén) — a biopolitical

61 Hdt. 5.78; Thuc. 2.37.1-3; Eur. Supp. 352-3, 404-8, 429-41; Plat. Rep. 557h-58a, 562¢-63b; Arist. Pol.
1291b34-7, 1310a28-33, 1317a40-b17, 1318a2-10; Dem. 10.4; Isoc 7.20. For discussion of ancient notions of
equality and freedom, see the essays in Ober and Hendrick 1996.

52 Ranciére 1992: 59, 1999: 30.

83 Hallward 2009: 142.

54 See above n.61. For systematic comparisons of Arendt with Ranciére, see Halpern 2011; Dikeg 2013.

8 On the tension in Arendt’s writings between her idealisation of Greece versus Rome, particularly in The
Human Condition versus On Revolution respectively, see Taminaux 2000.

% Arendt 2018: 7-8, 175-247.

87 Arendt 2018: 50-8.
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distinction developed (and ingeniously collapsed) by Giorgio Agamben in his extraordinary
analysis of the underpinnings of totalitarianism.%® For Arendt, bios is equated with the political,
public sphere of ‘action,” while zoé is equated with the anti-political, private spheres of ‘labour’
(that of biological necessity) and, to a lesser extent, ‘work’ (that of artificial utility).%® If there
is a bounded historical space that encapsulated ‘action’ for Arendt, it is not the general Athenian
polis with its formal institutions, but rather the specific extra-institutional space of the Athenian
agora.’”® The agora, to develop Arendt, may well be the truest ‘space of appearance,’ in the
sense that there could women as well as men, slave as well as free, freely disclose themselves
in public — that is, act as fully-fledged political agents.

What most closely ties Ranciére’s and Arendt’s political thought together, not to
mention their engagements with Greek drama (see below), is, Richard Halpern notes, ‘a shared
conception of politics as a process of disclosure, appearance, or manifestation — as a field in
which something is rendered publicly visible.”’* What also fundamentally unites them, Halpern
adds, is ‘their shared insistence on the autonomy and dignity of the political — their refusal to
subordinate it to either socioeconomic infrastructures or metaphysical ideals.”’? We can see
both ideas unfolding in Aristophanes’ plays, where politics is an end that is achieved through
characters stepping up and speaking out in the face of their consignment to mute invisibility.
For Aristophanes dramatizes the empowerment of those who have no claim to political power
— those who are unseen and unheard, even dehumanized — but who become seen and heard as
full human beings in the presence of others. My reading will not merely say that Aristophanic
comedy gives prominence to the downtrodden and temporarily restores popular sovereignty
(that would not work, in any case, with a play like Assemblywomen, where the women do not
give power back to the men at the end). Instead, my reading will show that Aristophanic
comedy, with real people performing before the senses and with bodies as well as words,
propagates a distinctive model of democracy that includes the excluded. As a result,

Aristophanic comedy does not merely represent politics, in the sense of a second-order

8 Agamben 1998: esp. 1-8.

% Arendt 2018: 7, 79-174.

0 Arendt 1990: 81; 2006: 115; 2018: 160.

" Halpern 2011: 564. Cf. Wolin 2018b, discussing the emergence of democracy from the reforms of Solon
onwards: ‘The great achievement of self-government was to transform politics in sight and speech; power was
made visible; decision-making was opened so that citizens could see its workings; ordinary men personified
power, spoke to it unservilely, and held themselves answerable’ (87).

2 Halpern 2011: 571.
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reflection of something that happens elsewhere. It actively does politics: what the spectators
are watching is a form of democracy in action.”

More specifically, the frameworks of “political’ dissensus versus ‘police’ consensus, as
well as ‘action’ versus ‘labour’/‘work,” can be seen to underpin Aristophanes’ comic plots.”
At one level, Aristophanes stages movements from a ‘police’ order to a ‘political’ disorder, or
from the spheres of ‘labour’ and ‘work’ and to the sphere of ‘action.” We will see this with
Dicaeopolis in Acharnians speaking out as an ‘unqualified’ beggar in the face of those who
attempt to shut him up (episode three); with Lysistrata and Praxagora in Lysistrata and
Assemblywomen respectively demonstrating that there is no reason for women, qua embodied,
speaking beings, to be excluded from the political sphere in the first place (episode four);
Xanthias in Frogs doing the same with regard to slaves (episode five).

In all these cases, however, the trajectory is not so straightforward, since the second
halves of the plays or their endings seem to undermine the hyper-democratic energies of the
first halves: Dicaeopolis sets up his own exclusionary and strictly economic agora; Lysistrata
and the women return home, while Praxagora’s gynecocratic regime abolishes the public
sphere altogether; Xanthias disappears from the action, before the ostensibly aristocratic
Aeschylus is resurrected. This anti-political trajectory is crystallised in Birds, a play which
involves a hero fleeing the litigious politics of Athens at the start (Av. 40-1), to establish his
own exclusionary order of things as manifested in Cloud-cuckoo-land, where he ends up
becoming tyrant (Av. 1708). I will not focus on that play, however, because it has been treated
substantially in a recent article by Telo, who tracks the plot’s dynamics in terms of Peisetairos’
stifling consensus against the episodic moments of emancipatory dissensus.” Crucially, these
anti-political gestures, even the ones sustained throughout Birds, are not proof of Aristophanes’
inherent conservatism or the ultimate suspension of comedy’s ‘licence’ to be transgressive. For
Aristophanes’ plays become problematic, even dystopian, precisely when they are most
conservative; that is, when triumphs of democratic empowerment turn undemocratic. These
often scandalous reversals manifest how, in Derrida’s analysis, democracy is compromised by

its proclivity to self-destruction, its inherent ‘autoimmunity’’%; or how, in Sheldon Wolin’s

8 Cf. Wohl 2015: ‘Tragedy is not just a mimesis of a political praxis; through its mimeésis — its aesthetic
formation and transformation of reality — it is itself a political praxis’ (138).

4 For readings of certain plays using Ranciére, see Zumbrunnen 2012: 21-40 (Peace and Lysistrata), 60-80
(Wasps and Birds); Telo 2020a (Birds). Arendt remains unused when it comes to critical analysis of
Aristophanes, as far as | am aware.

> Telo 2020a.

76 Derrida 2005: esp. 35-9, 74.
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analysis, democracy is necessarily ‘fugitive,” meaning something which ‘seems destined to be
a moment rather than a form’ and ‘doomed to succeed only temporarily.’’’

It is no coincidence that Ranciere and Arendt themselves turn to (Greek) drama as a
template for the enactment of politics and conceive of the enactment of politics in theatrical
terms.’® The former asserts that politics ‘is always about creating a stage... [it] always takes the
form, more or less, of the establishment of a theatre,””® while the latter declares the theatre to
be the ‘political art par excellence’” where alone is ‘the political sphere of human life transposed
into art.’® Yet neither takes Aristophanes into account — a fact which may not be so surprising,
since comedy is regularly omitted when political theorists use Greek drama.®! Aristophanic
comedy, however, offers a distinctly fitting paradigm for Ranciére and Arendt in particular,
not least with its anti-mimetic and episodic form that might befit Rancicre’s ‘aesthetic regime’
of democracy,®? and with its staging of characters who might provide a more constructive (or
less destructive) model than their tragic counterparts for Arendt’s notion of ‘action’ in the
polis.® Above all, Aristophanic comedy may be useful for these thinkers and vice versa,
because it can accommodate expanded visions of the political, that which Ranciére expresses
by his notion of ‘the count of those unaccounted for’ and Arendt by her notion of ‘plurality,’

by denaturalising the civic altogether.

Non-Civic Drama

What is at stake in my thesis is not just a re-conceptualization of Aristophanes’ politics, nor an

idea of what democracy means that is radically different — though not at all unimaginably so —

" Wolin 2018c, quoted at 108 and 112.

8 Halpern 2011 discusses in detail both thinkers’ engagement with Greek drama (meaning tragedy). See also
Hallward 2009 and Euben 2000 on the importance of the theatre to the political thought of Ranciére and Arendt,
respectively.

7 Quoted in Hallward 2009: 142.

8 Arendt 2018: 188. Cf. Arendt 1961: 154.

8 For example, while the German Idealist tradition of seeing tragedy as the ultimate embodiment of human
freedom is entrenched, it is surely comedy — where characters are genuinely free to change the world as they
like — that offers the more appropriate model, something Hegel himself admitted as Marx recognised: ‘Hegel
once observed that comedy is in act superior to tragedy and humorous reasoning superior to grandiloguent
reasoning’ (Marx 1862: 248). Something similar could be said about the work of modern feminists such as
Butler and Honig on, for instance, the politics of protest and refusal, even though both have written extensively
on Greek tragedy (Butler 2000; Honig 2013, 2021); yet their work, as we will see in episode four, applies
extremely well to Aristophanes ‘women plays’ (something already noted of Butler by Atack forthcoming: 3-4).
8 Telo 2020a: 217, 237-8.

8 Halpern 2011: 549-50.
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from mostly antagonistic surviving ancient ideas. What is at stake is also a whole new way of
thinking about the politics of the theatre in Classical Athens.

The idea that comic theatre and democracy go hand-in-hand is hardly a new one. The
introduction of comedy to the Great Dionysia in 487/6 (when, for the first time, archons were
appointed by lot and not by election) and to the Lenea in the 440s (after the reforms of Ephialtes
and Pericles precipitating the ‘radical’ phase of Athenian democracy) — as opposed to the
earlier introduction of tragedy during the tyranny of Peisistratus around 534 — attests to its
intrinsic relationship with an already democratic polis.3* Be that as it may — the aetiology of
Old comedy and the development of the genre by its different practitioners are not my interests
here®® — the nature of the comic theatre’s relationship with democracy has typically been
discussed in terms of Athenian citizens, meaning after 451/0 free adult males born from two
Athenian parents (see introduction to episode three). This includes discussions of the
representation of women on stage and of the presence of women in the audience, the former
almost always framed in terms of what it says about men and focusing predominantly on
tragedy, the latter usually presuming the unimportance if not absence of female spectators (see
introduction to episode four). It also includes engagements with comic slaves, typically
regarded as the quintessential ‘other’ of Greek culture (see introduction to episode five). This
view of the theatre’s politics has come to be epitomised by the influential collection of essays
in the 1990 volume Nothing to Do with Dionysus?, whose once radical repositioning of drama
as inextricably bound up with its Athenian, civic context, and whose focus on the politics of
tragedy as a stand-in for the politics of the theatre, now represents the scholarly orthodoxy.&

That civic and tragic oriented view, however, has begun to come under increasing
pressure. Instead of regarding the plays as vectors for reflecting, propagating as well as
contesting civic ideology, it has been argued that the notion of civic ideology may be a
restrictive form of positivism and determinism in the first place.®” Similarly, instead of viewing

ancient theatre through a civic and Athenian prism, it has been demonstrated that the ancient

84 On comedy as a fully-fledged democratic institution, see Ruffell 2020b: 119-20, with further references. Note
that Aristotle testifies to the democratic affiliations of even earlier comedy, according to which the Megarians
regarded themselves the inventors of comedy ‘when their city was a democracy’ (dnuokpartiog yevouévng, Poet.
1448a31-2).

8 On the early history of Old comedy, see e.g. Csapo 2015, and on the history of the word kouwdia in Classical
Athens, see e.g. Silk 2020. For comprehensive studies of other comic poets, notably Eupolis and Cratinus, see
e.g., respectively, Storey 2003 and Bakola 2010.

8 Winkler and Zeitlin 1990. On that volume’s lasting legacy, see Rader and Collins I1 2013, who deny that it is
even possible to move on: ‘In one way or another, we might say, we are all the children (and grandchildren) of
Winkler and Zeitlin... our “new” approaches to Greek drama cannot ever really break with the critical traditions
of the past but they can employ those traditions in radical and innovative ways’ (1, 3).

87 Halpern 2011: 572; Wohl 2015: 4; Telo 2021: 8-9.
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spectators in the theatre of Dionysus were not a homogenous conglomeration of citizens,® and
that the theatre festivals of the Great Dionysia and Lenaea hardly represented the totality of
Greek theatre culture in and beyond Athens.®® Furthermore, it has been contended that
democracy itself should be conceived of as a more capacious form than used to be allowed,
particularly if we take into account non-citizens’ agency beyond public decision-making bodies
and focus on extra-institutional spaces such as the agora, a quintessential ‘free space’ in Kostas
Vlassopoulos’ phrase.®® These are arguments that will be discussed and developed over the
course of this thesis.

Following from this, the model of hyper-democracy we will encounter in Aristophanes’
plays is not strictly civic — or, better, strictly non-civic. What Aristophanes demonstrates is that
civic ideology, ‘the authoritative self-definition of the Athenian citizen,’®* is mere fiction in
the first place. At the heart of Aristophanes’ political agenda is the way in which he exposes
the non-essentialism of identity by reducing political actors to nothing more than speaking and
embodied beings, beings that are passionate as well as vulnerable, and therefore contends that
there is nothing in nature to constitute an ‘authoritative self-definition’ that sets citizens apart
from and above non-citizens (episodes three, four, and five). Robin Osborne has argued that it
is Athenian artists who tend to undermine the categorical status distinctions that preoccupy
Athenian writers, as reflected in the ‘gap between verbal prescription and visual enactment’ in
their respective dealings with the body.%? Yet Aristophanes, employing a form which puts
bodies on stage, might well be considered one writer who undermines those very distinctions,
by creating imaginative and disruptive worlds, which, to adopt Ranciére’s analysis of the
ultimate political force of art, ‘help sketch new configurations of what can be seen, what can
be said and what can be thought and, consequently, a new landscape of the possible.”®

More than that, Aristophanes primes his audience to embrace these political counter-
worlds, or what Page DuBois has labelled ‘heterotopias inside’ in discussing the ontological
openness embodied by the swarming chorus of wasps in Aristophanes’ eponymous play.** He

does so by deploying strategies of defamiliarization, in the sense coined by Shklovsky and

8 Roselli 2011. Aristophanes’ plays are, in fact, one source which testifies to an eclectic audience in the theatre
of Dionysus itself, composed of different groups of citizens (e.g. Pax 50-3, 295-8, 543-9) as well as non-citizens
(e.g. Ach. 503-8, Lys. 1050): see Roselli 2011: 113-5, 154-6, 176-86.

8 Csapo and Wilson 2015, 2020.

% Vlassopoulos 2007; Oshorne 2011; Gottesman 2014; Kennedy 2014; Wijma 2014; Sobak 2015; Blok 2017;
Kasimis 2018.

%L Croally 1994: 44.

92 Osborne 2011: 216-30, quoted at 228.

% Ranciére 2009a: 103.

% DuBois 2020: 155. On heterotopias, see Foucault 1986.
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developed by Brecht,® that serve to inhibit the spectators from coming together as a collective
in the theatre and thus to shatter the notion of a monolithic citizen audience altogether. Two
particular defamiliarizing strategies stand out for their central place in the experience of comic
theatre: the resistance to shared laughter by constant reflections upon what should or should
not count as being funny (episode one), and the structuring of plots to resist closure by the
regular deployment of anti-closural devices (episode two). While it may appear common sense
to say that Aristophanic comedy is primarily about generating shared laughter and about
satisfying communal desires with a closed comic fantasy, at the very least in order to win the
comic competition, it will turn out that, as far as Aristophanes’ political agenda is concerned,
the opposite is the case. If Aristophanes can at times divide the audience members from each
other and make them aware of this division by their differing laughing responses and by their
alienation from the comic fantasy, he can then expose the contingency of their identities and
verify that the theatrical, hence political, community is only ever precarious and temporary,
always liable to fragmentation and reconstitution.*

To be clear, Aristophanes’ non-cCivic conception of democracy, hyper-democracy, is
not presented in the manner of a manifesto or in the form of Theory.®” Rather, it is constituted
by emancipatory moments scattered throughout Aristophanes’ plays. These are moments of
disruption that ‘re-distribute the sensible’ in Ranciére’s characteristic phrase, moments of
democratic politics that, as Ranciére acknowledges, ‘actually happens very little or rarely.”% It

is these disruptive moments that are at the core of my argument about Aristophanes’ politics.

Disruptive Moments

Aristophanes’ plays have long been recognised as being formally disruptive: defying generic

and theatrical conventions,®® breaking fictional and spatial frames,'® privileging nonsense over

% Shklovsky 1965; Brecht 1964.

% Cf. Latour 2005: 27-42, asserting that ‘the central intuition of sociology should be that at any given moment
actors are made to fit in a group — often in more than one’ (28).

9 For an attempt to explore the “political theory of Aristophanes’ — though loosely engaging with ancient
political philosophy alone and focusing in a large part on Clouds — see the diverse collection of essays in Mhire
and Frost 2014.

% Ranciére 1999: 17.

% Silk 2000: 357-69, 415-7; 2013: 37-9.

100 Whitmarsh 2013: 11-14.
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sense,* dethroning sites of literary authority,™“ and transgressing the limits of comic
‘licence.”*%® They are also politically disruptive, in the sense that they undermine the idea that
Athens’ always exclusionary, and increasingly institutionalised, democracy was genuinely
democratic. My thesis brings together these two sides of comic disruption, the formal and the
political, which Ranciere signifies by the word dissensus.

Like Aristophanes’ plays, my thesis falls into two distinct, though not unrelated, parts,
with a bridge — a ‘parabasis’ — falling in between. Part I, comprising episodes one (‘Laughing
Together... Not’) and two (‘Closure and Anti-Closure...”), focuses on two of the main affective
and formal aspects of comedy, namely laughter and closure, without understanding which we
cannot construct a comprehensive account of Aristophanes’ political agenda. For these are two
issues that are central to what comedy is ‘about’; getting to grips with them is implicit in any
interpretation of comedy, and, as such, my attempt to do so will lay the groundwork for
subsequent episodes. Laughter and closure are also archetypal forms of disruption and
resolution respectively. Laughter, described in Homer as ‘unquenchable’ (doBeotog yéhwg, e.g.
Il. 1.599; Od. 20.346) and said by Plato to be a force producing psychic instability (Rep. 388e),
disrupts the normal functioning of the body and the stable self. Indeed, Freud devoted an entire
study to jokes and the unconscious, in which he observed that the moment of laughter itself is
resistant to epistemology, for ‘we do not know what we are laughing at.”*%* Closure resolves
the plot that otherwise threatens to continue indefinitely, enlisting certain genre-specific
features that mark The End; hence Byron could quip, ‘All tragedies are finish’d by a death, /
All comedies are ended by a marriage’ (Don Juan, 3.9).1% In the case of Aristophanes’
comedies, however, it is non-laughter and anti-closure that can be most tellingly disruptive. If
the spectators expect to laugh and for the endings to achieve closure, that is not always what
they get — and often, in fact, quite the opposite.

If Part | considers disruptive moments in the affective relationship between the plays
and (members of) the audience, amounting to a kind of Brechtian ‘distancing-effect’
(‘Verfremdungseffekt’), Part 11, comprising episodes three (‘Citizens’), four (‘Women”) and
five (‘Slaves’), considers the disruptive moments within Aristophanes’ comic worlds. We

move, in other words, from defamiliarization to dissensus. This is a move Ranciére himself

101 Kidd 2014: passim.

102 platter 2007: passim.

103 Goldhill 1991: 176-88.

104 Freud 1960: 102; cf. 94, 132, 154.

105 On closure in classical texts, with the notable exception of comedy, see Roberts et al. 1997.
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makes when addressing the thorny issue of the political efficacy of art,'% as we will see in my
‘parabasis’ (‘From Defamiliarization to Dissensus’). These moments constitute democratic
empowerment, since they entail characters who enter the ‘space of appearance’ and embody
the logic of dissensus.

If Part I casts the net wide across Aristophanes’ extant corpus, though with special focus
on (non-)laughter in the early parabaseis as well as the first half of Frogs and (anti-)closure at
the end of Wealth, Part 1l reads four plays closely: Acharnians, Lysistrata, Assemblywomen,
and Frogs.1%” These plays, which cover Aristophanes’ career and the three main groupings of
polis society (Athenian men, women, slaves), were staged around watershed — disruptive —
moments in Athenian history: Acharnians (425), during the initial phase of the Peloponnesian
War following the outbreak of the plague; Lysistrata (411), in the aftermath of the Sicilian
Expedition and shortly before the first oligarchic coup; Assemblywomen (391), at a time when
a moderated form of democracy had been instituted after the democratic counter-revolution of
403; Frogs (405), following Athens’ victory at Arginousae, after which a decree to enfranchise
the slaves who rowed at the battle was passed, and preceding Athens’ defeat at Aegospotami,
after which the decree of Patrocleides was passed to re-enfranchise the oligarchs who had lost
their civic rights during the first oligarchic coup.'®® Frogs, moreover, was apparently
reperformed on the grounds of its parabasis according to two much-discussed testimonia (Ar.
test. 1.35-9; Hyp. 1.39-40), which I will re-interpret in my ‘exodos’ (‘Reperforming Frogs and
Aristophanes’ ‘Commitment’’) to suggest that the Athenians themselves may have honoured
Aristophanes for his very commitment to democracy — though our understanding of the politics
of Aristophanes will not rely on such a reading.

We will see in due course how the specific context of each play can be taken to inform
its meaning, but it is worth saying for now that Aristophanes’ interests seem to develop over
time, at least according to what we see from his extant plays and fragments. His early plays
show a marked interest in citizens and the civic, even if only to contest what that category
might mean; thus, every extant play up to Birds (414) has a citizen hero (though it is hard to be
certain about this from the early fragmentary plays). From Lysistrata onwards, it is women
who seem to preoccupy him (here we can be more certain that the fragmentary ‘women plays,’

namely Lemnian Women, Phoenician Women, Danaids, Women at the Thesmophoria Il, and

106 Esp. Ranciére 2009a.

107 Of course, constraints of space mean that I could not consider in detail other relevant plays in this thesis. |
acknowledge that, for example, consideration of Knights and Wasps would develop my reading of
disenfranchised citizens, Women at the Thesmophoria of women, and Wealth of slaves.

108 For the dates of plays, including fragmentary or lost ones, see Sommerstein 1980: 3-5.
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Women Claiming Tent-Sites, postdate 411); while in Frogs, Aristophanes puts slaves in the
spotlight, something that is also true of Wealth (388), where it is the slave Karion who steals
the show, even as the play’s protagonist Chremylus is an ordinary citizen akin to the heroes of
the early plays. I will suggest that the two oligarchic revolutions, the first of which (411)
heralded the possibility of moderating democracy that was realised with lasting consequences
after the second (404/3), can be considered especially formative in the development of
Aristophanes’ political thought. For the more the Athenian polis risked becoming ‘police,’ the
more drastically did Aristophanes unleash the forces of dissensus on the comic stage.

This trajectory can also help us account for Aristophanes’ extant fourth-century plays,
Assemblywomen and Wealth, which have sometimes been regarded as products of Middle
rather than Old comedy and thus as rather different to the fifth-century plays, appearing
formally restrained as well as politically egalitarian or else ironical of egalitarianism.'® Those
plays, whose formal differences may be overstated, only extend the emancipatory possibilities
of hyper-democracy, the seed of which is already germinating in Acharnians. I will come to
that play and others in Part 1I. Let me begin Part I, however, with something that we cannot
fail to consider when it comes to comedy of any stripe: with laughter.

199 For opposing views, see e.g. Sommerstein 1984 (positing a biographical change of Aristophanes’ allegiance
from critic to supporter of the poor) contra Flashar 1967 (suggesting a newfound interest in irony which
undermines the egalitarian projects of those plays). For balanced appraisals of any apparent formal or political
shift in Aristophanes’ fourth-century plays, justifiably putting more emphasis on continuity than change, see
Arnott 2010: 290-4; Ruffell 2014: 214-6.
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EPISODE ONE

Laughing Together... Not:

The politics of comedy is bound up with the politics of laughter. For what is comedy without
laughter? While no comic play is reducible to making people laugh, nor is raising a laugh the
sole raison d’étre for comic poets claiming among other things to be didactic, laughter is
typically regarded as a, if not the, genre-defining response to comedy.!1? It is certainly the case
that comic performances are designed to be punctuated by laughter, and that there is no comic
audience that comes to the theatre without the hope, or expectation, of laughing.*!

And yet, when it comes to Aristophanes’ brand of comedy at least, laughter is only half
the picture, as the chorus of initiates in the parodos of Frogs programmatically proclaim (389-
90): ‘May I say on the one hand much that is funny (roAAa pev yéhowa), on the other much that
is serious (moAAa 6¢ omovdain).” Seriousness is a feature of all Greek poetry from Homer
onwards, since poets, tragic poets above all in the fifth century, were regarded as teachers.!!2
Aristophanes sometimes assumes the role of civic educator himself in his plays (Ach. 633-5,
655-8; Ra. 686-7), also appropriating tragedy’s prestige in doing so, as signified above all by
the coinage tpuy®dia as an alternative for kopwdia (Ach. 500; cf. Vesp. 650-1).11 Indeed, the
only thing Aeschylus and Euripides agree upon in the agon of Frogs (1009-10) is that poets —
tragic poets are not specified — should be admired for their ‘skill’ (de&otntog) as well as their
‘good counsel’ (vovBeoiag), and because they ‘make people better in the cities’ (611 fehtiovg
1€ Moo eV / TOVG AvOp®OTOVG €V TaiC TOAEGLY).

Comic seriousness, of course, is a notoriously slippery category, far from an oxymoron
but often inextricable from comic humour.!* As scholars have often recognised, the
didacticism claimed by Aeschylus and Euripides during the Frogs agon is to no small degree

being parodied, neither poet giving particularly good advice at any point nor being able to

110 Halliwell 2014; Rosen 2015b; Lech 2020. Halliwell 2014: 189-90 notes that t6 yélotov and koupdia are
often used synonymously among ancient writers.

111 Noted by e.g. Taplin 1986: 172-3; Slater 1999: 353-4; Revermann 2006a: 34; Halliwell 2014: 190; Rosen
2015h: 455-6; Lech 2020: 137-9.

112 Croally 1994: 17-47.

113 Taplin 1983.

114 5ilk 2000: 301-49 discusses the issue in detail, though evading the political implications by arguing for
comedy’s aesthetic seriousness.
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defend convincingly their respective claims to have made people better.*'® Even so, it is telling
that Aristophanes explicitly insists on a distinction (uév... 6¢) between the ‘funny’ and the
‘serious’ in the Frogs parodos. The majority of my thesis addresses the ‘serious’ part of
Aristophanic comedy, specifically its political seriousness in conceptualizing what democracy
means; though | move away from the usual places that scholars have gone to address that issue,
not least the parabasis with its (sometimes) didactic and paraenetic pretensions. For now,
however, 1 will stick to the ‘funny’ part of comedy — or, rather, the relationship between the
not funny and the funny.

Indeed, Aristophanes’ plays, one might reasonably say from reading today at least, are
not exactly a laugh a minute. We might say that this is because all humour is culturally relative,
especially humour designed for an original performance; or because there are plenty of
‘serious’ bits that are easily distinguishable from the ‘funny’ bits. Yet neither explanation is
quite sufficient: humour can still be retrospectively, painstakingly, dissected!®; while it is
notoriously, frustratingly difficult to distinguish the ‘funny’ from the ‘serious’ on any
account.!'” But what if there were a different explanation? What if — and this is the argument
of this episode — Aristophanes sometimes makes comedy without laughter, by design?

Given that spectators inevitably belong to different ‘interpretive communities,’**8 it is
bound to be the case (even assuming a relatively unified ancient audience), that some jokes fail
in performance and that not everyone in the audience laughs communally at the same things.°
The effect of a ‘fissured audience,” with some people laughing and others not, has already been
recognized as a distinct possibility in (Euripidean) tragedy by Simon Goldhill, who has shown
how disruptive jokes can be in a genre which does not contain many.'?° Yet if laughing poses
a problem for the tragic audience who do not expect to laugh (and yet some people do), it might
also be said to pose a problem for the comic audience who do expect to laugh (and yet some

people do not). Those who do not laugh while others are in fits of laughter cannot fail to notice

115 See e.g. Heath 1987: 20-1; Heiden 1991: 99-106; Rosen 2004: 314-20; Pucci 2007: 114-7; Halliwell 2012:
122-32, 141-7.

116 See e.g. Ruffell 2011: 54-111. Applying the metaphor of dissection to Aristophanic humour, see Swallow
2020: 1-2.

117 See e.g. Kidd 2014: 1-3.

118 Fish 1976.

119 Cf. Beard 2014: 58-9; Rosen 2015h: 456, 461. See also Kidd 2014, observing that ‘those same verbal
elements that are often marshalled as “comic techniques” (repetition, punning, rambling speech) often can
produce very negative reactions as well — irritation, annoyance, disgust’ (121), and thus admitting that there is
‘no reason why one should not leave open the possibility of Aristophanic failure’ (141).

120 Goldhill 2006: 92-9. As Goldhill writes of responses to incongruous flashes of humour, such as Menelaus’
joke about Helen’s weight in Euripides’ Trojan Women (1050): ‘Each member of the audience becomes self-
aware of him or herself as an audience member and as different to other audience members’ (98).
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that they are not ‘in’ on the joke; they may for this reason pretend to ‘get’ it, as Dionysus
himself seems to do at one point during the agon in Frogs (Ra. 1169).*2 Conversely, those
who do burst out laughing while others deem laughter inappropriate cannot help but stand out;
that is something which the chorus of Clouds complain about in reference to the Athenians’
improper laughing during fasts for Memnon or Sarpedon (Nu. 621-3). After all, as Mary Beard
writes, the ‘history of laughing is... about those who don’t (or won’t) get the joke as well as
about those who do.’'?

It goes without saying that it is impossible to pinpoint precisely if or at what the
different members of the audience in the theatre of Dionysus laughed, or did not laugh, two
and half thousand years ago, there being no consensus on why human beings laugh in the first
place.1? Yet there are plenty of cases where we might reasonably imagine certain members of
the audience of Aristophanes’ plays who ‘don’t (or won’t) get the joke.” These might include
‘politically incorrect’ jokes about starving Megarians (Ach. 738) (a bad case of Megarian
joking?) and Melian famine (Av. 186) (delivered after Athens’ destruction of Melos at around
the same time as Euripides’ hard-hitting Trojan Women),'2* or those jokes possibly contained
in Aristophanes’ Babylonians, a play which apparently was not found too funny by Cleon, who
is said to have taken legal action against the poet for making fun of the polis (Ach. 377-82 with
¥ ad loc., 501-3, 630-1).1% They might also include jokes that fail on a linguistic level, such as
the bad puns and obscure references that Plutarch found rather distasteful in Aristophanes’
plays by comparison with Menander’s (Mor. 712a, 853a-54d).1%

However, rather than hypothesising about audience laughter (or not) from a more or
less ad hoc perspective, what will be much more useful for the present analysis is the language
Aristophanes explicitly uses to describe, reflect on, and produce — as well as stifle — laughter.
We will see this particularly at issue in some of Aristophanes’ early parabaseis as well as in

the first half of Frogs, where what is funny or not, or rather what is described as being funny

121 Dover 1993: 29, 34.

122 Beard 2014: 15. Cf. Rosen 2015b: “So it is no wonder that the history of comic genres becomes also a history
of anxiety about misfires and misunderstandings. For a type of art that so often portrays itself as ephemeral and
frivolous, it is striking just how often the laughter of comedy seems on the verge of going awry, and how high
the stakes can be when it does’ (468).

123 There are myriad explanations, with the main philosophical theories coming under the banners of
‘superiority,” ‘relief” and ‘incongruity’ (see e.g. Eagleton 2019), not to mention the various scientific accounts
(see e.g. Hauser et al. 1997).

124 On the distaste for so-called Megarian humour, see Vesp. 57, with Biles and Olson 2015: ad loc. On the
allusion to Melos, see Av. 186, with Dunbar 1995: ad loc.

125 On the putative dispute between Cleon and Avristophanes, see Pelling 2000: 132-3, 145-50, with further
references.

126 On the epitome of Plutarch’s Comparison of Aristophanes and Menander, see below n.143.
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or not, is a matter up for dispute. This is not to say, of course, that Aristophanes’ plays are
designedly unfunny all the time. Rather, it is to say that the internal dynamics of laughter draws
out a tension between laughter as collusive and cohesive, and laughter as disruptive and
divisive.'?” Aristophanes sometimes scripts characters laughing at solitary outsiders, as with
Dicaeopolis’ derision of Lamachus in Acharnians (Ach. 1081, 1107, 1126, 1197) and
Trygacus’ of the Arms Dealer in Peace (Pax 1245), examples which might be said to function

299

as a ‘kind of “social glue”” bringing the audience together as a community of laughers.!?® Set
against this, Aristophanes sometimes deconstructs that community by drawing attention to the
audience’s laughter, or not, at awkward, self-conscious, and disruptive moments within those
self-same plots. It is these moments that bear defamiliarizing potential that forms an important

part of Aristophanes’ political agenda (as I will explain in greater detail in my ‘parabasis’).

Avristophanes often tries to police what the audience should or should not be laughing at.*?°
This comes above all in the parabasis, which might itself be considered an inherently agelastic
formal feature of comedy, interrupting the comedic action of the plot and often claiming to
introduce avowedly serious content.'®® What we get above all from the programmatic
parabaseis of Clouds and Peace is a highly polemical conception of Aristophanes’ brand of
comedy as dripping with sophistication with an audience to match, the polar opposite of his
rivals’ and their audiences’ vulgarity (esp. Nu. 534-44; Pax 748-50).1%! In Aristophanes’
evaluative terms, he is sophos and dexios,'* his rivals are phortikoi, bomolochoi, poneroi,
agoraioi.r*® As the chorus of Clouds declare, childish and uncouth humour (toic maudiowg iv’ 1

vélwe, 539; movnpa okoduuata, 542) is allegedly banished, setting the standard for comic

127 On this tension and others associated with laughter throughout Greek culture, see Halliwell 1991b, 2008.

128 The quote is from Ruffell 2011: 226, citing Provine 2000: 36-53. On the isolation of deviant individuals in
comedy to reinforce collective identity, see Stark 1995; Asper 2005; Ruffell 2011: 275-84.

129 Aristophanes may not be so unique among Old comic poets in this regard, though the evidence is limited: see
e.g. Eupolis fr. 172 (punishing a character for delivering a bad joke) and Cratinus fr. 360 (sarcastically praising
the crowd’s wisdom for its untimely laughing response).

130 That is not to say that the parabasis cannot be funny as well, of course: for its humorous elements, see
Hubbard 1991: 1-15; Major 2005. That there is an inevitable tension between the funny and the not funny in
Aristophanes’ plays is, in fact, exactly what I am trying to pinpoint.

131 On Aristophanes’ aesthetic self-evaluations, see Hubbard 1991: 28-33; Bremer 1993; Dover 1993: 24-37;
Bakola 2008: 4-10; Sommerstein 2009d; Telo 2016.

132 Aristophanes as 8g£10¢ (Ach. 629; Nu. 548; Vesp. 65), matched sometimes by his audience (Eq. 228, 233; Nu.
521, 527, 897; Vesp. 1059; Ra. 1114). Aristophanes as co@dg (Nu. 520, 522, 547; Vesp. 66; Pax 798), matched
sometimes by his audience (Nu. 526, 535, 575; Vesp. 1049; Ra. 676, 1118; Eccl. 1155).

133 poptikdc / poptog (NU. 524; Vesp. 66; Pax 748; Lys. 1218; PI. 796); Boporoyog / Bopordysvpo (Pax 748;
Ra. 358); movnpog (Nu. 542); dyopaiog (Pax 750; fr. 488).
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propriety that is regularly trumpeted — and just as regularly ignored (see below).*** The given
reason why the original Clouds failed to win the first prize was precisely because the original
audience, unlike the current one, simply did not ‘get’ his hyper-sophisticated jokes (Nu. 518-
26; Vesp. 1016-7, 1043-8); that is also why Aristophanes explains in the prologue of his
comeback play Wasps that it will be no more dexios that the spectators, but still more sophos
than lowbrow buffoonery (Vesp. 56-7, 64-6). Even so, as it is affirmed in the parabaseis of the
re-written Clouds as well as Wasps, not even the failure of the first Clouds could stop him
finding favour with a sub-group of sophoi at the very least (Vesp. 1049-50; Nu. 525-36).

As a result, the ‘Aristophanic’ — read: sophisticated — audience constructed from these
passages ought to know when to laugh and what to laugh at, so much so that at the end of the
parabasis of Clouds, the chorus tendentiously instruct the spectators not to enjoy Aristophanes’
plays if they ‘laugh at’ (yehd) those of his inferior rivals and to prove their intellect by

delighting in Aristophanes’ creations (559-61):

BoTIC OVV TOVTOIGL YEAG, TOIG &LOTG T} YOUPETE-
fiv 8" épol kol toioty Epoic evepaivnod’ svpruacty,

elc Tag dpoag TaG £TéPag €0 PPOVELV SOKNOETE.

The case of Clouds, of course, hardly implies any deliberate failure to achieve a unified
laughing response in the audience. Quite the opposite, since Aristophanes gives the impression
of caring deeply about the failure of his humour in the play which he considered his magnum
opus (though, of course, that was hardly his fault).** What is telling, however, is that when
Aristophanes revisits his original failure in the play’s re-written parabasis and elsewhere, he
makes the audience’s sense of humour a Big Deal. Given that Aristophanes, as everyone
knows, blatantly does not banish vulgar gags but employs the very same comic techniques as
his rivals (has Aristophanes never seen an Aristophanes play?), including throughout the re-

written Clouds itself,*® it is almost impossible to know exactly what the appropriate laughing

134 Cf. Wright 2013: “When Aristophanes goes out of his way to tell us that he is doing something, it is usually a
signal that he is really doing something else entirely’ (214).

135 On Aristophanes’ self-canonizing discourse resulting from this failure, see Teld 2016: esp. 1-10.

13 Among many examples, consider Aristophanes’ claim that his comedy does not ‘rush forth bearing torches
nor shout “ow ow (io¥ 100)”” (Nu. 543) in the middle of a play which begins with the exclamation io0 i00 (Nu.
1) and ends with the comic hero bearing a torch to burn down the Thinkery as a pupil screams io0 100 (Nu.
1493-4). On Aristophanes’ well-known double standards and his self-consciousness about them, see e.g. Murray
1987; Edwards 1991; Hesk 2000; Platter 2007: 84-107.
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response is, even if — or precisely because — the poet creates a ‘taxonomy of laughter.”**’ If we
ought not laugh at (say) Cratinus’ bad jokes, ought we laugh at Aristophanes’?

The possibility of distinctive responses to comedic material is particularly flagged
during the symposium reported by Xanthias at the end of Wasps, where there is an internal
audience to Philocleon’s ‘clowning around’ (kop@doroyy®dv, 1318) and his ‘jesting boorishly’
(oxdmTov dypoikmg, 1320), including his derisive laughter at people (kateyéla, 1305). While
most of the symposiasts wildly applaud as the watch on, one of the guests, Thouphrastus,
instead purses his lips, a response that projects his intellectual superiority (Vesp. 1314-15):

o010~ avekpdtnoav, TANY ye OovepdcTov HOVoOL-

o0tog 8¢ Stepvidanvey, mg o1 deErdg.

On the one hand, the sophisticated but frigid Thouphrastus may be a model for his scowling at
lowbrow buffoonery and sticking true to the ‘ Aristophanic’ principle of haughty sophistication,
not least because he is described using the same adjective (6e&16c) that often is used of
Aristophanes’ self-projection as well as the projection of his ideal audience.'*® On the other,
he may be an anti-model for his being a total killjoy, Thouphrastus’ pursed lips almost
prefiguring (his near namesake) Theophrastus’ ‘Obnoxious Man’ hissing (cvpittewv) at actors
whom others enjoy watching (Char. 11.3), as Philocleon’s riotous conduct is hardly out of
place in a sympotic, let alone comic, setting.'®® These positions are, | suggest, pointedly
incompatible, and particularly so for a play that had advertised itself as a real crowd-pleaser.'4°
To laugh or not to laugh?

Laughter may not be directly at issue in the case of Thouphrastus, though it is in many
others. The verb gelao and noun gelos, used in some of the examples already mentioned (Vesp.
57, 1305; Nu. 539, 559), put a spotlight on the audience’s laughing response. These are not

Aristophanes’ only pointed uses of gelastic vocabulary, meaning any Greek word relating to

137 Rosen 2015b: 459-61, distinguishing ‘the unworthy laughter of the common crowds’ from ‘the
discriminating laughter of the sophisticated spectator.’

138 Qee e.g. Telod 2016, writing that ‘the staging of Philocleon’s return from the symposium in a sense gives the
last laugh to the silent Thuphrastus (and, behind him, Aristophanes)’ (95-6).

139 See e.g. Silk 2000, suggesting that the main victims of exclusion in Aristophanes’ plays are ‘the “agelasts™...
who are bent on reining back the expansive spirits in their pursuit of possibility’ (406).

140 Cf. Wright 2013: “The posture which Aristophanes adopts in Wasps is deliberately crowd-pleasing. That is,
he claims to be going out of his way to appeal to a much broader section of the audience than he did with the
esoteric Clouds. At the same time, though, he also aims to reinforce our sense of a distinctively Aristophanic
comic ‘brand’ which is infinitely preferable to other brands in terms of seriousness and sophistication. Are these
two aims compatible? Perhaps not — (209).
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the range of acts of laughing (what we in English might consider chuckling, chortling,
guffawing, and so forth). In the ‘gelastically saturated world’ of Old comedy there is a
significant amount of such vocabulary.}*! While Alan Sommerstein has categorized gelastic
vocabulary in Aristophanes’ plays according to whether it denotes ‘hostile,” ‘provoked,” or

142 what has been noticed much less is how the presence of the vocabulary

‘victimless’ laughter,
of laughter might impinge on — contest as well as confirm — the laughter of the audience. Any
old joke can fail, of course, but gelastic vocabulary gives us an empirical basis from the text
for positing a joke’s success or failure. There being no objective measurement of humour (not
unless you’ve heard Monty Python’s funniest joke in the world and survived its killer
potency!), what constitutes the laughable (to geloion) — especially what is said to constitute to
geloion — is a necessarily contested category.*® It is not merely that Aristophanic comedy, like
all comedy, inevitably produces a spectrum of responses from absence to fits of laughter. It is
rather that Aristophanes sometimes draws attention to the nature of the laughing response —

and thus to the inevitably different responses.

What follows will not cover every usage of gelastic vocabulary in Aristophanes’ surviving
corpus. Rather, I will focus on some of its most loaded occurrences, above all in the first half
of Frogs, where the issue of gelastic propriety is addressed more extensively and self-
consciously than anywhere else in Aristophanes’ extant plays. If, aesthetically speaking, the
second half of the play is about good and bad poetry at the tragic level (and implicitly at the
comic level) and the responses tragedy ought to provoke, the first half is about comedy and
laughter. Indeed, Dionysus’ catabasis is full of the kind of glorious, uproarious clowning
frowned upon in the parabatic and prologic portions of Clouds, Wasps and Peace considered

earlier; while the agon between Aeschylus and Euripides incorporates the more ‘approved’

141 The quote is from Halliwell 2008: 245. Sommerstein 2009¢ catalogues the 85 cases, or 96 separate
occurrences, of laughter words in Aristophanes’ extant plays. Cf. Borowski 2015: 135-6, counting 91 cases
including the Aristophanic fragments.

142 Sommerstein 2009c.

143 Consider, for example, Plutarch’s polemic evaluation of Aristophanes’ comic techniques as crude compared
with Menander’s refinement (Mor. 853a-54d), an assessment which only reflects his own self-constructed
elitism: see Hunter 2009: 78-89; or Aristotle’s fudgy attempt to define and regulate the sense of humour proper
to the middle character in the face of laughter’s disruptive force (EN 1128a3-b12): see Goldhill 1995a: 14-20,
2006: 83-5, 2017: 482-91. Aristophanes’ wish in Plato’s Symposium (189b5-7) to say things that are ‘funny’ (0%
TL U1 yehoio €inw) but not ‘ridiculous’ (aAld pun kotoyéhaota) may even be regarded as mocking that kind of
(elitist) effort to categorise laughter — as if the line between the ‘funny’ and ‘ridiculous’ was so clear-cut.
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elements of highbrow humour — exactly the false contrast that Aristophanes programmatically
sets up between himself and his rivals, we will remember. Frogs merits extensive analysis not
only because it contains quite a lot of charged gelastic vocabulary, but also because it is
arguably the play most expressly devoted to issues of political inclusion and exclusion,
especially in the context of the recent broadening of the citizen body with the enfranchisement
of slaves after Arginousae (see episode five). The play’s aim to make the audience aware of
itself as a body composed of people laughing differently from each other is bound up with its
deconstruction of the monolithic notion of civic identity altogether.

The beginning of Frogs (1-20) is a frequently analysed scene, containing the most
sustained play on jokes and laughter in the extant Aristophanic corpus.'** It contains a barrage
of gelastic vocabulary, which draws attention to the audience’s laughing response by describing
what should not raise a laugh in the ‘sophisticated’ spectator, all for the very purpose of raising

a laugh. The play opens with remarkable tongue-in-cheek (1-2):

Eino 1 1@V inddtov, ® déomota,

89’ oic el yel@dov ol Bedpevor;

Xanthias® assumption that spectators are so predictable that there are certain comic set-pieces
that always get the audience laughing is immediately contested, when Dionysus rejects all of
Xanthias’ proposals (‘anything except...’, 2-3, 5, 7-8) for being too vulgar (3, 8, 11) — even
ones advertised by Xanthias as being ‘witty’ (doteiov) and ‘pretty funny’ (mévv yéloiov).
Dionysus is being quite the agelast here, doing his best to stifle the comic energy of the opening
and thereby enacting the kind of pompous snobbery of Lord Chesterfield’s admonition to his
son that ‘it is low buffoonery, or silly accidents, that always excite laughter; and that is what
people of sense and breeding should show themselves above’ (my emphasis, picking up on dei
from the opening couplet of Frogs).}*® For Dionysus, the self-proclaimed sophisticated
spectator here, the overriding effect of such apparently tried and tested buffoonery is said to be
nausea (11) and boredom (16-18), not laughter.

This is all very ironic, of course, since the comic duo of Xanthias and Dionysus are still
performing a version of the condemned baggage carrying routine, said to be a hackneyed gag

typical of Aristophanes’ rivals Phrynichus, Lykis, and Ameipsias (12-15) — all successful,

144 See e.g. Hesk 2000: 232-6; Silk 2000: 26-33; Slater 2002:; 183-5; Ruffell 2011: 370-2; Griffith 2013: 107-8;
Halliwell 2014: 191-2; Wright 2012: 92-3; Rosen 2015b: 459-60; Lech 2020: 145-6.
145 Quoted by Stewart 1994: 30.

29



prize-winning comic poets, of course.'*® Dionysus even seems to admit that such routines are
more sophisticated than he makes out, since they are said to cost Dionysus a year of his
immortal life at the same time as they are called ‘clever tricks’ (copiopdtwv, 17) — sophismata
being the stuff that actually might appeal to a sophisticated spectator, exactly as the word is
used on its two other appearances in the play, where it is translated by Jeffrey Henderson as
‘intellectualisms’ and ‘intellectualities’ (872, 1104). It has even been argued, not so
preposterously I think, that Aristophanes himself is recognisably playing Xanthias, partly on
the grounds that the slave here embodies the spirit of Old comedy.'*” If that is the case, then
Xanthias’ complaint at the end of the gag is particularly ironic (19-20), since he complains that
he cannot say anything ‘funny’ (yéLlotov) in the very same breath as he is (re-)using the ‘I'm
being squashed’ (OAiBouar) joke, said to be guaranteed to raise a laugh but banned by Dionysus
at line 5. More than that, Aristophanes himself already appears to have banked on a version of
the OAipopar joke when he tried to milk the audience for an easy laugh in an alleged legal
confrontation with Cleon (ckoppdriov sinoté T Olifduevoc EkPald, Vesp. 1289).148 So it is a
funny joke, after all...

Dionysus does deploy more notionally sophisticated humour in the form of a parody of
sophistic language game in the next part of the prologue (21-34), attempting to bamboozle
Xanthias atop a donkey on the grounds that one cannot carry and be carried at the same time —
his idea of what is funny. Yet this surely falls rather flat in the face of Xanthias’ bawdy and
explosive wit, not least when Xanthias delivers the dialogue’s most potent punchline, as he
cheekily admits defeat to Dionysus’ pedantry in order to allow him to slip in his second
laughter-guaranteeing joke of the performance, the ‘I’'m being squished’ (miéCopat) one this
time (ovx 018>+ 6 §” dpog ovtooi méletan, 30; banned at line 3). Comic genius, that. It is easy
to imagine the slave coming across as a likeable character who bears much of the comic energy,
rather funnier than his pretentious, foppish bore of a master, who simply does not ‘get’ Old

comic humour.'*® This, in fact, is not the only comedic duo in Aristophanes with the slave

146 Griffith 2013: 107.

147 Heiden 1994. Specifically, Heiden sees Xanthias’ protests, ‘but not a word about me’ (mepi dpod & 00deig
Aoyoc, 87, 107, 115), and the reference to other baggage-carrying comic poets (12-15) as being funnier if taken
as metatheatrical jokes about Aristophanes, the glaringly present absence from the discussions about poetry in
Frogs: see further Heiden 1991. In any case, we may see Xanthias as prefiguring the trope of the slave as an
author figure that becomes crystallised in the servus callidus figure of Roman comedy; hence Xanthias may in a
sense ‘be’ Aristophanes, particularly if he symbolises Old comic energy, even if Aristophanes is not playing
Xanthias. Aristophanes himself, for what it is worth, was held to be a slave according to some ancient sources
(Ar. test. 2a/b.9-10).

148 On this confrontation, see Biles and Olson 2015: ad 1284-91.

149 Heiden 1991 even sees Dionysus here as representing a ‘distinctly anti-comic spirit’ (97) and someone with
‘a powerful aversion to the poetic medium of Aristophanes’ (98 with n.9).
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playing it comical and the master playing it straight.*>°

While commentators have praised
Dionysus’ putative display of superior intellect against a ‘slow-witted slave’ as being ‘worthy
of Plato’s Euthydemus and Dionysodorus,’*®! they are giving credit where surely it is not due.
As a matter of fact, it is often the case in Aristophanes that pretentious quibbling is the butt,
not the source, of the joke, as it is at the end of this play, where it is precisely this kind of
quibbling, that which involves ‘pretentious conversation and hairsplitting twaddle’ (£mi
ogpvoioty Adyolot / kai okapipnopoiotl Afpav, 1496-7, trans. Henderson), that is said to mark
a ‘man who’s lost his mind’ (rapagpovodvrog avopods, 1499, trans. Henderson).

Dionysus, in any case, hardly proves himself to be of such sophisticated taste as the
play goes on (to put it mildly). In fact, he already hints at his predilection for the vulgar and
scatological by praeteritio, since he explicitly tells Xanthias not to use the OAifopon and
mélopan jokes (3-5), nor to say the one where ‘you shift your baggage and say you need to
shit” (petofordopevoc Tavagopov dti xelnridc, 8).1°2 Dionysus has an odd knack for jokes he
claims he does not like; not to mention that he does not merely talk about not talking about
shitting, but actually goes on to shit himself on stage, not once but twice (308, 479-91). When
the god explicitly talks about what he does find funny later on in the play, his sense of humour
turns out to be hardly so refined as well (541-8, discussed below). This is the case even in the
second half of the play, where he is sometimes seen as being more ‘grown up’ (so to speak),’>®
above all in his hysterical response to an anecdote about a fart-propelled runner at the
Panathenaea (émagpnuavony ... yekdv, 1089-90).

The multiple levels of bluff and double bluff, of nudge-nudge and wink-wink, of
highbrow and lowbrow and everything in between make any diagnosis of what we are
‘supposed’ to find funny in Aristophanes’ plays, above all in the opening of Frogs, difficult to
pin down. Indeed, Aristophanes regularly stages characters who reflect on their own jokes and
routines in contradictory ways, beyond what we have encountered so far in various prologues
and parabaseis. On the one hand, there are some who commend the kind of humour that is
typically condemned as vulgar and ‘un-Aristophanic’ (even if explicit gelastic vocabulary is
not used in every instance): for instance, the two slaves at the start of Knights remarking on

their ‘pleasure’ (1dv) in a crude masturbation joke (Eq. 26-7), Strepsiades in Clouds stating

150 See Walin 2009 on the unnamed slave with Trygaeus in Peace 819-1126, and Hall 2020b on Karion with
Chremylus in Wealth.

151 The quotations are respectively from Dover 1993: ad 25 and Sommerstein 1996a: ad 25-32. Cf. Compton-
Engle 2015: 105.

152 See Teld 2020b, on the masochistic ‘pleasure-in-pain’ of laughter here and elsewhere.

153 This is particularly the case in ‘initiatory’ readings of the play: see below n.625.
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that he ‘enjoyed’ (fjonv) hearing about Socrates being shat on with his mouth wide open (Nu.
172-4), and the maiden in Assemblywomen suggesting that an allegedly distasteful song might
still be found ‘somewhat pleasant and comic’ (tepmvov Tt kol kKopwdkov) (Eccl. 887-9). On
the other, there are some who stick closer to the ‘Aristophanic’ principle: for example, the
Athenian delegate in Lysistrata showing reluctance to gratify the audience’s predilection for a
supposedly ‘lowbrow’ (poptikdv) routine (Lys. 1218-21) and Plutus in Wealth refusing
altogether to make the spectators feel ‘compelled to laugh’ (dvaykalew yehav) by doing the
‘vulgar’ (poptov) thing of throwing them treats (PIl. 796-9; a strategy in fact used at Pax 961-
2). The genius of Aristophanes may well be he is able to accommodate laughter on so many
different levels, with the possibilities for eliciting laughter being indeterminable or (better)
overdetermined (more on this point below).

There is, however, more to say about the Frogs prologue in particular. This is a
prologue which, distinctly unlike other comic prologues featuring slaves, reveals nothing about
the plot; that only formally begins with Dionysus’ arrival at Heracles’ house to ask for
directions to Hades in the following scene. As such, at one level at least, it is functionally
designed to elicit laughter, part of a broader comic strategy of ‘warming up’ the audience that
is so often and so effectively deployed in Aristophanes’ plays. Dionysus, after all, emphatically
agrees that Xanthias should say something funny in the first place (vij tov AT’ 6 Tt BovAet ye,
3; vi| Ala / Bapp@dv ve, 6-7). And yet — here is the critical point —what is described as laughable
in this comic opening is flagged as a contested issue (literally) ad nauseam. A play that begins
by raising a laugh also raises the issue of what an audience should be laughing at. How funny
is the stuff that is said to make an audience always laugh?

The issue of the appropriateness of laughter resurfaces immediately in the subsequent
door-knocking scene, another hackneyed routine in comedy,*>* as Heracles laughs out loud as
soon as he sees Dionysus dressed up as himself. This is, in fact, an overreaction as Heracles

repeats how he cannot stop himself from laughing (42-8):

Hp. obtot pa v Aquntpa dOvoapon pn yerav:

KoiTol SAKve ¥’ ERavTOV: AAL" OUMG YEAD.

At & doupdvie, Tpdcede- Séopar yép ti cov.

Hp. 4AL’ oy 016 T° i’ dmocoBijcot tov yédwy, [45]

Op®V AeOVTHV €M1 KPOKMT) KEYUEVNV.

154 Brown 2008.
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Tig 6 voig; ti K60opvog kai poémarov EuvnAbétny;

7oL YNG ATEINUELS;

Does Heracles’ irrepressible laughter, like that of the imperial guards from the ‘Biggus Dickus’
scene in Monty Python’s Life of Brian, trigger further laughter in the audience?*>® Or does it
awkwardly stifle it? It is, as Kidd has observed, perhaps surprisingly rare for laughter to be
scripted and acted out in Aristophanes’ plays, something which might be explained on the
grounds of comic technique: ‘that in order to elicit audience laughter, laughing is precisely the
one thing that an actor ought not do.’**® Heracles’ guffaw at a god in an incongruously silly
costume, after all, hardly meets the ‘Aristophanic’ standards of gelastic propriety paraded by
Dionysus in the prologue and elsewhere in Aristophanes’ plays. Who else laughed so hard at
their first sight of Dionysus on stage? Notably, gelastic vocabulary describing Heracles’
response is superfluous.®®” Heracles could have laughed in performance without saying —
stressing — that he was laughing. His laugh, then, is a ‘cue’ that the audience may or may not
heed. It is a form of performative speech-act, in Austin’s sense,’®® though ‘illocutionary’ and
‘perlocutionary”’ forces do not necessarily correspond if the spectators are not all laughing.
Frogs contains other such potentially failed speech-acts beyond the first two scenes,
when characters assert that they are making a joke without any guarantee that the audience will
respond with laughter. That is a possibility when the chorus in the parodos explain that the
shabbiness of their costume was partly done ‘for a laugh’ (£xti yélwti, 404), a joke which trades
on the chorus’ character as initiates in appropriately shabby clothing, as well as on the ill-
funded practice of choregia amidst the financial difficulties of Athens in 405.1%° Yet it need
not be flagged as such for the joke to be made. Just after the chorus famously pray to utter a
mixture of the ‘funny’ (yélow) and the ‘serious’ (omovdaian) (389-90), they offer something
that is perhaps a little too serious to be funny, by reminding the spectators of Athens’ impending
defeat in the Peloponnesian War and its harsh economic consequences. Aristophanes may

never quite exploit the Athenians’ oikfuo kaia in the manner of Phrynichus’ disaster play The

155 As suggested by e.g. Taplin 1996: 190; Ruffell 2011: 226.

156 Kidd 2011: 457-8. Kidd counts only thirteen occurrences of laughter, four of which seem to involve an
interjection of the sound of laughter (aifoBoi: Pax 1066; ind: Ach. 1206, Vesp. 1335, Pax 195) (457 with n.57).
Cf. Lech 2020: 140-41, 154-5.

157 Ridiculous costumes or funny appearances are not unusually highlighted by gelastic vocabulary (Av. 92-106,
801-8; Lys. 742-59, 1020-4; Thes. 226, 942; Eccl. 121-7; fr. 898), though the focus on Heracles’ laughing
response to Dionysus’ appearance is unique.

158 Austin 1962.

159 Dover 1993: ad 56-7, 62-3.
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Capture of Miletus as reported by Herodotus (Hdt. 6.21.2), but this is not the only moment in
comedy where the joke might well be ‘too soon.”*6°

The most sustained example of the possibility of a divergence between what a character
predicts and how the audience might react occurs shortly thereafter. With Xanthias in the role
of Heracles, he is spotted by a slave-girl who invites him inside Pluto’s palace. This leads
Dionysus, having taken up the role of his slave, to exclaim that he was just kidding about the
costume exchange and to demand to swap back. Xanthias concedes, prompting Dionysus to
imagine how ‘funny’ (yeloiov) it would have been to have let his slave play on as master,
revealing a sense of humour that is exceptionally obscene — even by Old comic standards (541-

8):

0¥ yap &v yeloiov 1, &

EavBiog peEv 00dA0g BV €v
oTpopocty Miinoiolg
GVOTETPOUUEVOG, KOVAV Op-
motpid’, elt’ fmoev auid’, é-

YO 0& TPOG TodTOV PAETOV
To0pePiviov *dpartduny, ov- [545]
10¢ 0’ GT’ OV KaTOG TAVoDPYog
glde, KT’ &K Thig Yvédov

nv& matd&ag povcékoye

10D %0pod ToVG TPochiovg;

‘Wouldn’t it be hilarious...?” “Not really” is one easily imaginable response to Dionysus’
masturbatory and masochistic joke. The fact that this is presented not only in the form of a
guestion without an answer in the script, but also with the addition of metatheatrical signals
(BAémwv, T0D xopod Tovg Tpocbiovc) directly implicates the audience in its assessment. The
word yeloiov here, moreover, might be said to share the same semantic doubleness that the

English word ‘funny’ can contain in the sense of ‘funny ha-ha’ and ‘funny strange.’*®* Reading

160 Cf. e.g. Lys. 588-90, where the Proboulos cuts off of Lysistrata before she can mention deaths during the
Sicilian Expedition, as if to show an awareness that comedy usually does not ‘go there.” For other instances
where Aristophanes risks triggering collective trauma, see Sfyroeras 2020.

161 Morreal 1987: 188. The Cambridge Greek Lexicon offers a similar distinction for yéhotog: 1) amusing,
funny; 2) ridiculous, absurd. Other examples of this ambiguity in Aristophanes’ plays might include Dicaeopolis
sharing his private peace with the newlywed couple (Ach. 1058-60), or Karion boasting about farting in
Asclepius’ presence (PI. 697-9).
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‘strange’ rather than ‘hilarious’ here would certainly provoke a different response, particularly
in a play where the master and the slave turn out to be entirely indistinguishable. One of the
political ‘messages’ we could easily draw from the Frogs — as we will develop in episode five
—is that it is not strange, even if it may be hilarious, for a slave to play the role of master (and
vice versa), which here means to be free to enjoy sex, to not have to carry a chamber pot, and
to be able to inflict violence without fear of retaliation.'? In any case, the joke will rebound on
the joke-maker, as we will also see later: it may not be so funny anymore when Dionysus
himself is violently abused like a slave in the upcoming torture scene.

The interrogative form of Dionysus’ joke may be unique in Aristophanes’ plays for its
direct implication of the audience, but there are other cases where characters question what is
so funny (Ach. 1126; Eq. 161; Pax 1066; Vesp. 1406; PI. 880). Usually, however, the question
comes not from the joke-maker seeking to beg a positive response as in the example cited
above, but from the butt of the joke in frustration at being ridiculed. The example in Peace is
particularly revealing in this regard. There, the question ‘why are you laughing?’ (i yeldc)
follows Trygaeus’ distinctive scripted laugh (aifoipoi) in response to Hierocles’ oracle-

mongering, or convoluted nonsense (1063-6):

Ie. @ péreor Bvntol kai vimiol, —
Tp. €1g KEQOANV Gol.
Ie. oitveg dppadinct Oedv voov ovk diovteg
ocuvOnkog temoined’ dvdpeg yapomoict mbnKolg, —
Tp. aifoifoi.

Ie. i yehig; 1%

Tp. §o0nVv yapomoict TONKo1G.

While characters who raise a question in similar situations typically do not get an answer,
Trygaeus here explains — and perhaps, as the old adage goes, Kills — the joke: ‘I was amused
by “fierce-eyed monkeys™’ (joOnv yaponoict mBnkoig). There is certainly incongruity at work,
as Sommerstein explains in his commentary: ‘The poetic adjective kharopos “fierce eyed” is

usually applied to such animals as lions (Hes. Thg. 321) or dogs (h. Hom. Herm. 194), and

162 Cf. Griffith 2013: 210-11.

163 Note that Olson 1998 ad loc. assigns this to a slave and describes Trygaeus’ exclamation as a ‘spontaneous
cry of joy’ rather than a laugh. Even though it is hardly uncommon for unwanted interlopers to ask why comic
heroes are laughing at them, for my purposes the identity of the speaker and the nature of Trygaeus’ interjection
are less important than the fact that the question ti yelig is asked at all.
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Trygaeus finds its use to describe monkeys laughably incongruous.’'%* The extent to which this
is actually laughably incongruous, however, is surely disputable. After all, yoporoict miOnKoig
does not strike me as a joke with enough punch to make anyone laugh out loud, not least given
Freud’s observation that jokes predicated on their outrageous or transgressive content are much
more likely to produce hearty laughter than those predicated on their linguistic form.*®® That it
is particularly weird for Trygaeus to be laughing out loud may even be signalled by the use of
the interjection aifoiBoi, which represents a unique, and uniquely weird, scripted belly-laugh
in Aristophanes.'®® Why, indeed, is Trygaeus laughing — or why at least is he laughing so hard?
Even in a more communally-oriented play like Peace, which has been described as a
‘drammaturgia della partecipazione,’'®’ and even in a scene involving sacrifice to foster a sense
of community,%® gelastic vocabulary can prompt division. For the spectators become hyper-
aware of themselves as different from one another if some laugh and others do not, as Goldhill
points out: ‘It is always easier to laugh in an audience when everyone laughs. When only one
person or a small group of people laugh in a theatre audience, it provokes a small crisis of
sociability.”'® The divisive potential of laughter thus lends itself to Brechtian ‘Verfremdung,’

the political implications of which we will return to later on.

What we have seen so far is that Aristophanes sometimes encodes resistance to communal
laughter. He does this in general by setting up an image of what comedy should be and what
spectators should laugh at, but never quite living up to those standards; and in particular by
employing gelastic vocabulary to make the spectators aware of the various possibilities for and
enactment of their own and each other’s laughter. It might, however, at this point be contested
that Aristophanes is less interested in resisting communal laughter, than in accommodating the

taste of everybody in the audience. Martin Revermann has argued that Aristophanic comedy is

164 Sommerstein 2005: 184 n.1065. We might add that the substitution of ‘monkeys’ for ‘Spartans’ constitutes
another such incongruity grounded upon the oracle monger’s (unwitting) clash of register: see Halliwell 2008:
301 n.94 with references to the perception apes as ‘comically quasi-human’ in antiquity.

185 Freud 1960: 96.

186 That exclamation, though clearly expressing laughter as the response makes clear (ti ygAdc), is also not
necessarily an obvious expression to convey its sound. Indeed, laughter is scripted in Greek as & & & & or a yo
among later Greek lexicographers and grammarians as well as in magical papyri, and typically as hahahae in
Roman comedy: see Kidd 2011: 447-53. For a scientific perspective on the sound of laughter — not aiboiboi! —
see Provine 2000: 55-74.

167 Cassio 1985: 37.

168 Sfyroeras 2004.

169 Goldhill 2017: 485.
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extraordinarily apt at managing the possibility of different levels of what he terms ‘theatrical
competence’ through a ‘double act of being appealing to all — a sine qua non for success at the
competitive dramatic festivals — while inviting layered responses and creating strata of
connoisseurship.’’’® To miss the relatively obscure parodies of Euripides’ Telephus in
Thesmophoriazusae, to take one of his examples, need not render those parts of the play
dramatically ineffective; there is plenty else by way of more obvious paratragedy to chew on.'"
There is, by extension, ‘something for everyone’ to laugh at in Aristophanes’ plays as well.1"?

However, this argument for ‘layered inclusion’ betrays a messier possibility,
particularly when it comes to laughter. 1 For in Aristophanes’ plays, the spectators’ sense of
humour is always a markedly contested issue. We might even go so far as to say that
Aristophanes writes plays that exactly do not fit the sense of humour of everyone. There is one
explicit image of a divided audience at the end of Assemblywomen, in which the chorus split
the judges (pév... 6¢) by ordering that they vote for the play either according to their

sophistication or according to their sense of humour (1155-6):

TOIG GOPOTG LEV TV COPAV PEUVNLLEVOLG KPIvELy EUE

101G YEAMOL 0 MOEWG 01 TO YeAdV Kpivew Eué:

Being sophisticated is not balanced by having a sense of humour but, counter-intuitively, it
comes at its expense; you either remember the clever bits or you laugh sweetly at the jokes. At
the same time as Aristophanes is trying to win the judges’ vote, he is openly priming different
responses framed in terms of laughter or sophistication.}’*

That Aristophanic comedy does not typically project a model of collective laughter in
the theatre might be confirmed if we look at the responses of comic choruses, an internal
audience who hardly ever laugh. Unlike tragic choruses, who regularly proclaim their feelings
in terms that conceivably map onto the feelings of the entire audience (for example, expressing
pity and fear),!”® comic choruses typically do not express laughter (the only time they do so
themselves is at Pax 335-6, though there it is one among several verbs denoting collective,

though premature, joy). Aristophanes’ comic choruses are, in fact, only rarely representatives

170 Revermann 2006b: 103.

171 Revermann 2006b: 115-17.

172 Cf. e.g. Hesk 2000: 247, 261; Platter 2007: 57-60; Griffith 2013: 41-2, 108-10; Wright 2013: 220.
173 The quote is from Revermann 2006b: 101.

174 Cf. Wilson 2007: 283, discussing the alienating force of the entire passage (Eccl. 1154-62).

175 See e.g. Taplin 1986: 173, 1996: 194; Lada 1993: 108; Easterling 1997: 163-5.
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of a communal, civic body in the first place, more often being non-Athenian, non-male, and
non-human; and even when they do represent Athenian men (as in Acharnians, Knights, and
Wasps), they are narrow and antagonistic subgroups of them. They are, moreover, more
regularly internally divided (Acharnians, Lysistrata) and eclectic (Babylonians, Peace, Birds,
Frogs) than their tragic counterparts. If the active and engaged comic chorus are a model of
response for the audience who are allowed and encouraged to interrupt the play by their
laughter, as has been suggested,’’® they are not a model for a unified laughing response.

Needless to say, for Aristophanes the point is evidently not to divide the audience by
their (non-)laughter all the time. It is often held that ‘the telos of comedy is the shared pleasure
and the shared laughter it brings,”*’” something which may be a pragmatic goal for a comic
poet aiming to win a comic competition: ‘one audience, one taste, and therefore one (naturally
victorious) poet.’1’® However, even if we accept that Aristophanes did ultimately seek to unite
the audience, if nothing else but to give him the best chance of winning the comic
competition,'” a consistently high quality of jokes bringing everyone to fits of laughter may
not even be so important in that regard. Consider once more the passages from Assemblywomen
(Eccl. 1155-6), where laughter is only one reason to vote for Aristophanes as opposed to his
sophistication, or the parodos of Frogs (Ra. 389-90), where the chorus pray to utter much that
is funny as well as much that is serious. As a matter of fact, if we take Aristophanes at his own
word, it is hardly clear that ‘the most important thing in any performance of Aristophanes is,
and always has been, to make people laugh.’*8 When advertising comedy’s value in various
parabaseis and elsewhere, Aristophanes’ main selling point comes from his self-righteous
position as an aesthetic reformer (e.g. Pax 739-64) or civic educator (e.g. Ach. 633-64), rather
than joke-maker — a form of self-praise that seems to distinguish Aristophanes from his comic
rivals, it has been argued.’®! Generating laughter among the spectators is self-evidently
important to all comic poets, no doubt, but its importance for Aristophanes may lie more in its
discomforting absence among some than in its rip-roaring presence among all.

There are, of course, plenty of other moments that | have not discussed where laughter

is flagged as a contestable issue. Perhaps most alienating for the audience are cases where

176 Taplin 1986: 173.

17 The quote is from Sommerstein 2009¢: 114. For a smattering of similar sentiments, see e.g. Hubbard 1991:
14; Taplin 1996: 190; Slater 1999: 361; Silk 2000: 406-7; Revermann 2006a 16, 161; Ruffell 2008: 49; Hall
2014: 316.

178 Slater 1999: 361.

179 Although this view, which appears to be the case from several passages (e.g. Pax 765-74; Av. 445-6; Eccl.
1155-62), has been contested by Wright 2012,

180 Swallow 2020: 9.

181 Bakola 2008.
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laughter is linked to acts of aggression and shame, already discussed in extensive detail by
Stephen Halliwell.*®? In Wasps and Clouds in particular, Philocleon and Strepsiades violently
and illegally beat up their opponents — also citizens — at the same time as they ‘laugh derisively’
(cotayehdic) at them to their humiliation (Vesp. 1406; Nu. 1238).183 Yet it is not self-evident
that the audience is meant to laugh ‘with’ these comic heroes, even as — or especially because
— they invite the audience to do so by employing gelastic vocabulary. There may be a certain
amount of sympathy felt for their innocent opponents (as there is for other victims of comic
violence including slaves, as | will argue in episode five), the result of which may be the
blocking of laughter altogether.'® As matter of fact, it has been argued that it is characters in
supporting roles, in particular slaves, who are the real comic stars to be laughed ‘with’*®%; and
that it is the often obnoxious, idiotic, and impotent citizen men who are the butts of jokes to be
laughed ‘at.’*® This includes, for instance, Philocleon himself, who gets a taste of his own
medicine when the flute girl aggressively derides his impotence (kdyyoavel tovte péya, Vesp.
1349). How funny is the behaviour of Aristophanes’ unruly protagonists?

What is particularly interesting about these examples of gelastic vocabulary — and this
is where | will move the discussion on — is that they come towards the end of the plays. Here
is where the audience, being thoroughly ‘warmed up’ by this point, may be more predisposed
to laugh heartily and vicariously at the antics of incorrigible protagonists like Strepsiades and
Philocleon. Yet it is also where those old men’s rampant transgressions threaten to go out of
control, to the point where ‘das Lachen eher im Hals stecken bleibt,’'8” as Hellmut Flashar
writes of Strepsiades’ sudden, moralising, and violent decision to burn the Thinkery — perhaps
the kind of non-laughing spectatorial response modelled by Thouphrastus that we encountered
above (Vesp. 1314-5).188 Yet it is not just laughter that is at stake in those endings, but the very
nature of the comic fantasy and the spectators’ engagement with it as a whole. In other words,

what is at stake is comic closure.

182 Halliwell 2008: 206-14, 243-63.

183 Cf. Ach. 1081, 1107, 1126; Pax 1245; Av. 1407; PI. 880.

184 On the incompatibility of sympathy and laughter, see e.g. Bergson 1921: 4-5, 196-8; Silk 2000: 387.

185 See above n.150.

186 Ruffell 2013.

187 Flashar 1994: 68.

188 Sjlk 2000: 350-435 regards the endings of Clouds and Wasps as fundamentally opposed in spirit, the former
effectively displacing the kind of humour which the latter epitomises.

39



EPISODE TWO

Closure and Anti-Closure ...

The politics of comedy is also bound up with the politics of comic form.*®® This includes, above
all, the formal structure of Aristophanes’ plays, something which has always received plenty
of attention in its own right.!® And yet, even though it is the end that typically bears a
significant interpretive load on any given text,'%! there has historically been less interest in the
endings of Aristophanic comedy — sometimes held even to be detached from the rest of the plot
— until recently, with Marta Di Bari’s Scene finali di Aristofane, being the most comprehensive
study.®? Increasingly, scholars have looked to the end, particularly of the early plays, where
they have unearthed a certain tension: between the triumph of the comic hero and utopian
project as well as comic poet on the one hand, and the increasingly troubling behaviour of the
comic hero as well as the impracticability of translating utopian impulses into concrete reality
on the other.!®® Nevertheless, even if the recent trend is to regard Aristophanes’ endings ‘non
come soluzione, ma come problema,’!% there has been much less interest in making sense of
them in terms of closure.!®® This is clear in the light of comedy’s omission from the seminal
collection of essays on closure in many of the main ancient genres,* and by comparison with
extensive interest in tragic closure.'®’

By closure, I mean that which concerns the ‘functions of an ending: to justify the
cessation of narrative and to complete the meaning of what has gone before.’'®® The

foundational studies of Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1968) and Frank Kermode (1967),

189 The phrase ‘the politics of form’ comes from Wohl 2015, focusing on Euripidean tragedy.

190 See the extensive summary in Di Bari 2013: 9-31.

191 See e.g. Dunn 1996: It is the end, after all, that defines the whole both prospectively and retrospectively.
Looking forward from the beginning of a work, the expectation of a certain end or a certain kind of end gives
the reader or viewer the basic framework, the map and compass as it were, with which to navigate the work, and
looking backward, a recognition of how this end has or has not been reached makes clearer the nature of this
particular journey’ (7).

192 Dj Bari 2013, focusing on the finales of Knights, Clouds, and Women at the Thesmophoria. Cf. Napolitano
2015b; Pirotta 2016: 34-5.

193 Wilson 2007; Loscalzo 2010: 231-71; Napolitano 2014, 2015a; Pirotta 2016.

19 Napolitano 2015a: 84.

195 Wilson 2007 is an important exception.

19 Roberts et al. 1997.

197 Pucci 1977; Roberts 1987, 1988; 1993; Segal 1996; Dunn 1996; Goldhill 2012; Wohl 2015; Telo 2021.

198 Miller 1981: xi n.2. Cf. De Jong 2014: ‘While the end simply is the concluding section of a

narrative, closure is the degree to which narratees come to see that end as satisfyingly final, answering any
remaining questions and resolving any tensions’ (90).
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respectively a formalist analysis of patterns of closure focusing on the English sonnet and a
metaphysical disquisition on the literary patterning of human life, have laid the framework for
further discussions of closure and, more extensively in the light of postmodernism and
deconstruction, anti-closure or aperture.'*

Formally, closure can fail?®’; metaphysically, endings are superficial and literary rather
than cosmic and real.?°* That there are tensions between closure and anti-closure is not simply
aresult of readers engaging with those texts from their own ‘interpretive communities,’?? such
as Romantic Ironists for whom the artificial nature of literature renders endings inevitably acts
of make-believe.?® Closural tensions are a constituent part of the literary, since ‘narratability’
— narrative’s condition of possibility ‘within a logic of insufficiency, disequilibrium, and
deferral’ — necessarily ‘discontents’ the prospect of closure.?’* Thus, in an important article
bringing these literary-critical studies of closure to Classical texts, Fowler writes: ‘All works
leave things undone as well as done; all great works have that paradox at the core of their
greatness.’?% Likewise, in a later article focusing on reader-responses to literary endings, he
maintains: ‘All ending, however “good”, has to be, in the end, just stopping. But equally, any
stopping can be made good, if the game is played right.”?%® Simply put, no text is ‘hermetically
sealed.”?%

Crucially, the nature of closure in any text and genre does not only represent an aesthetic
choice, but it also bears ideological, cultural, ethical, and political ramifications.?°® There is as
much at stake in comic (anti-)closure as in any genre. This is not just the case in a theatre
without external confirmation of The End beyond the emptying of the stage (red curtain down,
lights on, applause in a modern theatre; blank space following the last line of a printed text).2%
It is especially the case in a dramatic genre without ‘easy’ closural techniques, as the speaker
in a fragment of Antiphanes’ Poesis (fr. 189.) complained polemically, by contrasting comedy,
with its need to invent everything including a resolution (mévto Oel eopelv ... Vv

Kataotpoenv... 17-21), to tragedy, with its mythic precedents that merely require the poet to

199 For a survey of modern critical approaches to closure, mostly focused on the modern novel, see Dunn 1996:
8-9.

200 Smith 1968: esp. 210-60.

201 Kermode 1967: esp. 35-64, 178-80. Cf. Brooks 1984: 90-112, 314.
202 Fish 1976.

203 Fowler 1994.

204 Miller 1981: 265-6.

205 Fowler 1989: 80.

206 Fowler 1997: 22.

207 Fowler 1989: 80.

208 Roberts et al. 1997: esp. 13, 111, 207-8.

209 Dunn 1996: 13-14.
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jog the audience’s memory (60’ vrouvijcor povov / d&i tov momtnyv, 4-5) and its ability to
resort to using a deus ex machina when the poet has run out of ideas (€10’ tov undev dovavt’
ginelv &1, 13).21% Comic poets — Old ones in particular — must work hard indeed to achieve
closure, something which seems at odds with the boundless energy of comic action.?!* I will
begin this episode by surveying the various closural techniques, ‘formal’ and ‘thematic’ to
adopt the critical vocabulary of Smith (1968), that are used across Aristophanes’ oeuvre to
justify cessation and complete meaning. The show, after all, must not go on indefinitely.

In Aristophanes’ plays, however, there is a distinct and revealing tension between the
forces of closure and those of anti-closure, one which goes beyond any tension within the comic
plot ‘tra trionfo e disincanto’ in the titular phrase of an article by Michele Napolitano.?? On
the one hand, ‘closed’ plots involve the construction of fantastical utopias that appear to fulfil
intuitive, simple, and communal desires (peace, freedom from trouble, universal wealth, and
so forth). On the other, these plots remain ‘open,” not only because they do not ‘wind up’ so
smoothly, but also because they invariably rupture the boundedness of the fantasy. Scholars
are well aware of comedy’s frangible boundaries on a spatial level, above all in the form of the
parabasis, the ‘stepping forward’ of the chorus in the middle of the play to cross the symbolic
space between actors and audience in addressing the audience directly.?'® What could equally
be said is that Aristophanes’ open endings work as a frame-breaking device on a temporal level,
working to parade the fragility of the comic kosmopoiesis and the ephemerality of the
community invested in it.2%4

We will see how Aristophanes militates against closure by taking Wealth as a case
study. Being situated at the end of Aristophanes’ career (and his last complete extant play surely
merits an essay on endings), Wealth displays many of the typical closural gestures which an
audience might have come to expect from an Aristophanes play. Like all of Aristophanes’
plays, it is far from being ‘hermetically sealed’; the fact that Aristophanes had staged an earlier

play under the same title in 409/8 may itself be considered anti-closural, as if Aristophanes

210 The speaker is probably a personification of Poetry or Comedy: see Olson 2007: 172-3.

211 Cf. Charney 1987: ‘the conclusion of the comic action violates the feeling we have that comedy is
dimensionless, nontemporal, infinitely extensible, and not amenable to finite solutions or resolutions’ (92, cited
in Sharrock 2009: 250). Surveying the closural techniques in the more narratively and socially prescribed genres
of New and Roman comedy respectively, see Katsouris 1976 and Sharrock 2009: 250-89.

212 Napolitano 2014.

213 On the parabasis, see Taplin 1986; Hubbard 1991; Goldhill 1991: 196-201; Imperio 2004; Whitmarsh 2013:
11-14. On the spatial dynamics of comic theatre more broadly, see Revermann 2006a: 107-29. Other forms of
physical frame-breaking include direct contact between actors and audience: for example, throwing treats (Pax
962-7) and directly engaging with the front row (Pax 871-908).

214 On temporal frame-breaking and the aperture associated with it in tragedy, particularly in the form of
concluding prophecies or aetiologies at the end of Euripides’ plays, see Dunn 1996: 45-83.
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were, in a sense, un-ending that play.?'®> While the achievement of universal wealth in the play
represents one of Aristophanic comedy’s most communal and fantastical successes, it is also
one of his most scrutinized and ultimately hints at being unrealised, perhaps even unrealisable.
As is the case with most of Aristophanes plays, it ends happily, but, pointedly, not happily-
ever-after.

Wealth, moreover, along with Assemblywomen, is sometimes seen as marking a shift
from Old to Middle comedy. One argument that may support this is the absence of a parabasis;
though there are still forms of audience address, as well as aesthetic and political commentary,
in Aristophanes’ late plays.?'® Another may be that the ending does not appear to be particularly
‘loaded’ compared to other Aristophanic endings: consider the scandalous endings of Clouds
and Frogs with the burning of the Thinkery and the resurrection of Aeschylus; the restorative
endings of Lysistrata and Women at the Thesmophoria with the return of the women to the
household and the comic salvation of Euripides’ Kinsman; the exuberant endings of Knights
and Wasps with the rejuvenation of Demos and wild dancing of Philocleon. However, as | am
going to argue, any such shift is overstated, both in terms of Aristophanes’ poetics and in terms
of his politics (a point I will make more extensively in my reading of Assemblywomen in
episode four). Closural tensions pervade Wealth as much as any other play — or perhaps even
more so because it is predominantly in the procession at the end, not in the parabasis in the
middle, where the boundaries between the world of the stage and the world of the audience are
most obviously collapsed. Here, as in any Aristophanic ending, | maintain, the forces of anti-
closure outweigh those of closure. The effect of this, as it was with non-laughter, is
defamiliarizing.

Before we get to the political implications, discussed in my ‘parabasis,’ I will end this
episode with a coda. I will suggest that, beyond any affective impact on the audience,
Avristophanes’ resistance to closure fittingly embodies the temporality of hyper-democracy.?!’
This is encapsulated by what Derrida calls ‘democracy to come,’ a phrase which refers not to
a future form of government as an ideal or a telos, but rather to something unpredictable,
unforeseeable, and ‘interminable in its incompletion beyond all determinate forms of

incompletion.”?®

215 On relation between two versions of Wealth, not the only play Aristophanes rewrote or altered in some form,
see the discussion in Sommerstein 2001: 28-33.

216 Hubbard 1991: 248-51; Farmer 2017: 225-6.

217 On the different conceptions of temporality in Classical Athens, and the phenomenological nature of
conceptualizing time itself, see Whitmarsh 2021.

218 Derrida 2005: 38.
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Aristophanes’ plays come to an end and they mark that ending formally and thematically,
though each play does so in its own way, of course. The archetypal formal feature of closure
in Greek drama is the procession off-stage.?!® Exeunt omnes, play over. The comic exit
procession is not just enacted but it is explicitly announced at the end of Aristophanes’ plays.
In some cases, the protagonist leads it and bids everyone to follow (Eg. 1406; Pax 1357-9); in
others, the chorus announce they will follow (Ach. 1232-4; Av. 1755-8; Vesp. 1535-7; PI. 1208-
9); and in others still, the chorus announce they will lead (Nu. 1510-11; Ra. 1524-7). It is also
sometimes accompanied by torches (Nu. 1490, 1494; Pax 1317; Ra. 1525; Eccl. 1150; PI.
1194), items which had already been present at the arch-closural procession concluding
Aeschylus’ Oresteia (Eum. 1003-1047),22° and whose presence seems to have accordingly
become a traditional feature of the endings of New comedy.?%

Closure is also sometimes formally secured by explicit calls for or paeans to victory at
the end of the play (Ach. 1227-34; Av. 1764; Lys. 1293; Thes. 1229-31; Eccl. 1155-62, 1182).
This is particularly apt in the context of the comic competition, and generally apt because Niké
served as ‘a master closural device in Greek culture.’??> More ubiquitously, singing and
dancing feature in most comic endings, though the conventional exit songs that are sometimes
heralded, as in the final lines of Acharnians (1233-4) and Lysistrata (1320-1), appear not to
have been transmitted in the texts that went into circulation.??® This may provide an extra
dimension of closure, insofar as song and dance may be ‘particularly effective for smoothing
out rumples and overriding reservations.’??* That seems a particularly fitting assessment for
the ending of Wasps, where the ecstatic dancing of the actors infects the chorus, who profess

to lead a novel balletic procession offstage (1535-7).2%° Now that is how to end a play, the

219 Dunn 1996: 13-25.

220 Herrington 1963; Taplin 1996: 198.

221 Arnott 1965.

222 Wilson 2007: 259. Cf. Dunn 1996: 19-21; Rutherford 2001: 45-7, 55-7.

223 sommerstein 1980: ad End; Henderson 1987a: ad 1273-1321. For an alternative view of this aposiopesis,
which does not accept the argument from silence but in fact posits the chorus departing — disturbingly —in
silence, see Wilson 2007: 277-8.

224 Taplin 1996: 196.

225 For one assessment of that claim, see Wright 2013: 221-5, suggesting that the novelty consists in the chorus
appropriating a tragic style of dancing in keeping with the play’s broader appropriation of tragic closural
techniques.
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chorus of Wasps boast, a vigorous and self-consciously closural form of exit that is then
restaged in Lysistrata (1276-1321) and Assemblywomen (1163-84).

Less frequent, but perhaps most closural of all, is the choral ‘tag’ that explicitly asserts
the end of the action in the very last lines of the play. This is something deployed with a
particularly formulaic quality in Euripidean tragedy, especially in the five plays where an
identical tag is used (Alcestis, Medea, Andromache, Helen, and Bacchae).??® Such a device
concludes Clouds, which is unique in its coup de théatre that sees Strepsiades hoist by his own
petard as he is outsmarted by his own son, and then inflict violent, divinely sanctioned revenge
on Socrates by burning down the Thinkery. That done, the chorus announce their exit and
proclaim the end of the action in marching anapaests, a closing meter in drama: ‘Lead the
dancers on their way: we’ve done enough performing for today’ (1yeic0’ €€ keyopevTaL yop
/ petpiog 16 ye THUEpoV Muiv, Nu. 1510-11, trans. Henderson).??” There is another distinctly
closural choral tag at the end of Women at the Thesmophoria, which follows the resolution of
the plot, inasmuch as Euripides has come to a truce with the women and has rescued his
Kinsman: ‘Well we’ve had our share of fun. Now it’s time for each woman to go on home’
(mémonoton petpiog Nuiv / o’ dpa o1 "ot Padilewv / oikad’ éxdorn, Thes. 1227-9, trans.
Henderson). In both cases, enough (petpimg) is enough, we are told. The End is also strongly
marked in Wealth, where the choral tag employs the language of propriety (eix0c) and necessity
(0€1), as if the chorus have become aware of the formal conventions of closure with which they
are conforming: ‘Well, we shouldn’t be tarrying; let’s take up the rear! / We should follow
along behind them in song’ (oOkétt Toivuv €ikdg HEAAEY 0VO MUAG GAA’ Avowpelv / €ig
tobmcebev del yap katoémy TovTEV ddovtag Emecbon, Pl. 1208-9, trans. Henderson). These
closural gestures ensure that the audience is not left to expect anything more — at least formally
speaking.

Connected to this are thematic techniques of closure. One is the sexual union and/or
feasting which ends many of Aristophanes’ plays®?: a marriage ceremony comprises the end
of Peace and Birds; men are left sexually satisfied at the end of Acharnians, Knights,
Lysistrata, Assemblywomen (and the Old Woman ostensibly is so at the end of Wealth); an
extravagant celebratory feast concludes Acharnians, Peace, and Assemblywomen. These topoi

represent stereotypical end points for comedy, perhaps equivalent to death and burial in

226 Showing how that tag is formally closural but thematically anti-closural, see Dunn 1996: 16-18; Wohl 2015:
132-3. I will make a similar point below in relation to comedy.

227 On the meter, see Whittaker 1935: 190-1; Dunn 1996: 15.

228 See e.g. Sommerstein 1980: 11.
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tragedy.??® On top of these generic end points, it is worth noting, Aristophanes sometimes
incorporates ‘closural allusions’ as the end approaches, meaning references to natural stopping
points from non-literary experience that may not strictly be relevant to the plot.2*° Consider,
for example, the Priest’s farewell (yaipewv, Pl. 1187), Chremylus’ premonition of completion
(mempa&eton, Pl. 1200), and the reference to evening (eic éonépav, Pl. 1201) at the end of
Wealth.

More generally on thematic closure, Aristophanes’ plays tend to follow a triumphal
structure that ends in celebration.?®* There is particular cause for celebration when the end
heralds communal, let alone personal, sotéria, the salvation of civic order that serves to
complete the plot or at least offer an impression of things being settled. Thus, the city is saved
by the rejuvenation of Demos in Knights, by the restoration of the goddess Peace in Peace, and
by the revival of the civic-minded Aeschylus in Frogs. These comic triumphs, in which the
good and the bad — meaning Paphlagon-Cleon, the Arms Dealer, and Euripides in the cases
above — also end up in opposite ways, provides an overarching source of thematic closure that
Aristotle held to be characteristic of comedy with its ‘wish-fulfilling’ (kat’ goyrnv) pleasure
(Poet. 1453a34-6).

In Wealth, Chremylus brings about one of Aristophanic comedy’s greatest triumphs by
restoring Ploutos’ sight. Closer to Trygaeus than Dikaeopolis, Chremylus achieves success for
both oikos and polis. The play ends with the incorporation of interlopers into Chremylus’
household (with the customary exclusion of the sycophant), and with the installation of Ploutos
himself in the opisthodomos of the Parthenon. The potential twist of divine retribution,
explicitly realised at the end of Clouds (1452-64, 1478-85), is allegedly forgotten since
Chremylus in Wealth claims that Zeus is emphatically willingly onboard (6 Zebg 6 cwtp yop
napeotv EvOade / avtopatog fikwv, 1189-90).2%2 However, as we will presently consider, even

this triumphal ending may be less incorporative and settled than it appears.

229 Roberts 1993.

230 Smith 1968: 101-2, 117-21, 172-82.

231 See e.g. Taplin 1996: 196-9. Clouds, of course, is the obvious exception, and perhaps the exception that
proves the rule with its tragic overtones: see Silk 2000: 351-65.

232 Assuming that 6 Zedg 6 cotp refers not to Ploutos, as some contend, but to Zeus himself: for discussion,
see Sommerstein 2001: ad loc.
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Aristophanes’ endings are designedly porous. It is generally not the case, as the recent scholarly
trend would suggest, that Aristophanes ‘tends towards closed, wrapped-up, reassuring
endings.’?*® Part of this is a result of the formal structuring of the plot, in which the hero’s
success often comes in the middle of the play and thereby raises the possibility of a ‘false
ending’ or ‘false closure.’?®* Indeed, the second half of many plays is episodic, structured
around a series of meetings with interlopers who serve to problematise the hero’s success: the
farmer Dercetes who is refused a share of Dicaeopolis’ private peace (Ach. 1018-36) or the
selfish man who refuses to share in the communal redistribution of property (Eccl. 853-76) are
just two notorious examples. A see-sawing plot is hardly unusual of Aristophanes in this
respect, as we will see in Part Il with regard to Acharnians, Assemblywomen, and Frogs, insofar
as the forms of democratic empowerment enacted in the first halves appear to be undermined
in the second. Even when the triumph coincides with the climax of the play, as in Lysistrata
with the achievement of peace and Frogs with the resurrection of Aeschylus to save the city,

, there may also be a discomforting sense of anti-climax to accompany it, as | will also suggest
in Part I1. In the former, the return of the wives to the household may be at least as scandalous
as the decision to pick Aeschylus or (possibly) to exclude Xanthias from the closing triumphal
procession in the latter. The most discussed ending when it comes to the possibility of an anti-
climax, of course, is that of Knights, where the rejuvenation of Demos and the replacement of
Paphlagon-Cleon by the all-too-similar Sausage Seller has been treated with major
scepticism. 2%

Anti-closure may be most pertinent when there appears to be more to come after the
play has ended. At one level, this is because the plays frequently end by explicitly bridging the
gap between the world of the play and the world of the theatre. In this way, the references to
victory may be thematically anti-closural even as they are formally closural: the play ends on
a note of triumph sometimes involving a feast, with an invitation sometimes extended to the
audience (Lys. 1050-71, 1188-1217; Eccl. 1141-8) — though in both cases it is retracted —, and
then the winning choral troupe participates in celebratory procession (koamos) followed by a

feast (epinikia).?*® Similarly, exit processions embed closural tensions, since they formally

233 Taplin 1996: 196. See above n.193 for readings which stress the problematic or destabilising nature of the
comic endings, particularly of the early plays.

234 See respectively Fowler 1989: 87-101 and Smith 1968: 67-9. Fowler describes this feature as ‘where the text
seems to pause or end but the external division has not yet been reached’ (87).

23 For surveys of ‘optimistic’ and ‘pessimistic’ readings of that ending, see Di Bari 2013: 33-188; Pirotta 2016:
36-45.

236 See further Wilson 2007: 271-8, showing how the ‘comic’ triumph within the plot sometimes sits uneasily
with the predicted ‘comedic’ victory of the poet.
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mark the end of the play at the same as they thematically signal the continuity of action outside
the theatre, either with eastern exits towards the Street of Tripods or with western exits towards
the civic space of the Acropolis, specifically the Prytaneum in Knights (Eqg. 1404-5) and the
Parthenon in Wealth (Pl. 1191-3). These are routes which at least part of the audience will
follow upon leaving the theatre.?*’

At another level, this is because the plots are sometimes at pains to hint at an aftermath
within the fictional world itself. Whilst it has been argued that comedy is so un-Aristotelian
that it undoes causal logic and thus prohibits against asking “and what happens next?,”23 there
is nothing that can pre-emptively shut down the prospect of an aftermath for the audience.
Aristophanes’ plays are not utterly random; all narrative, Aristophanic comedy included, is a
way of working through the consequences of action (cf. Arist. Poet. 1450a15-b4). The fact that
the future tense is sometimes used right at the end of Aristophanes’ plays might especially
justify our thinking about events beyond the plot (Eq. 1397-1398; Pax 1357-8; Ra. 1515; Eccl.
1181; PI. 1201). The end of Clouds and Wasps are particularly anti-closural in this respect,
since both plays involve protagonists who have failed to change their ways and will eventually
be taken to court for their violently anti-social behaviour (Nu. 1239-40, 1296-1310; Vesp. 1388-
1449).2% Even if both plays achieve a strong degree of formal closure, as we encountered
above, there is a significant degree of thematic aperture, since there appears to be more to come.

In fact, in both cases, the final scenes are not even over before those plays end, making
these ‘surprise’ endings as well,?* since it is unclear whether Socrates and his pupils are going
to survive as the Thinkery burns down in Clouds,?** and uncertain who wins the dance-off in
Wasps.?#? It is as if a curtain drops upon the chaos, mid-action, following the unexpected antics
of Strepsiades’ revenge and Philocleon’s unruliness as well. This is something which could
also be said of the ending of Women at the Thesmophoria, where the surprisingly non-‘tragic’
stage action is still ongoing as the Scythian Archer sets off after ‘Artamuxia’ just as play is
brought to a halt. There, in fact, the chorus, in cahoots with Euripides and his Kinsman, are

actively prolonging the act by deliberately misleading the Scythian in the lines before the

237 Revermann 2006a: 174-5, 293-5; Wilson 2007: 284-7.

238 Sijlk 2000: 271-6.

239 Cf. e.g. Dover 1968, commenting that Strepsiades “still has to live with his son and his creditors’ (xxiii); and
Pirotta 2016, noting that ‘Philocleon has recovered from his trial-mania, but has developed other annoying
illnesses’ (47).

240 Fowler 1989 describes this feature, complimentary to the ‘false’ ending, as ‘when the external division comes
upon us unawares’ (97).

241 Kopff 1977 contra Harvey 1981.

242 \/aio 1971: 348-9.
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closing choral tag (Thes. 1216-26).2*% The verb Siokw, used towards the end of that play (Thes.
1223) as well as that of Clouds (Nu. 1509), in particular implies ongoing and unresolved action,
‘pursuit’ without a catch. All is not well that ends well — and Aristophanes’ plays do not always
end well.

The abrupt ending of Wealth exemplifies these aspects of aperture, namely
incorporating a false ending and signalling the prospect of an aftermath. As soon as the Priest
deserts his post, Ploutos is ‘immediately’ (avtika, 1191) brought out of the house, engendering
a sense of haste that is common in Aristophanes’ endings (cf. Vesp. 1536; Lys. 1187-8; Thes.
1214; Eccl. 1140); though the ending of this play is especially hasty, as the procession begins
and the play ends within a mere twenty-five lines. It thus concludes on a note of bathos,
exacerbated by the fact that the processional offering of boiled vegetables, carried by a
grotesque kanéphoros in the form of the old woman, is surely too cheap for the god of wealth
(1197-9; cf. 940), and that there is a noticeable lack of participation in the procession from the
characters of the play as well.?** Apart from deflating the celebratory spirit, this sprint finish
does not satisfactorily reconcile some of the immediate issues which Chremylus faces (as well
as broader issues about reconciling universal wealth within a meritocracy: see below). While
the old woman twice raises the question of the settlement of her ‘problem’ in being snubbed
by the young man (1197, 1200), there is little sense that Chremylus’ ‘pledge’ (¢yyvd, 1202) to
help her is about anything other than getting her out of his house. Considering how the Young
Man resolutely rejected her earlier (1081-6), there is hardly any reason for believing Chremylus
that everything will be easily ‘settled’ (merpda&etar, 1200) for the old woman. As a matter of
fact, while sexual union is a common feature of Aristophanes’ comic endings as we saw above,
it is not rare for there to be sexual disunion as well: Philocleon is rejected by Dardanis (Vesp.
1342-63), the Scythian Archer is left scrambling for ‘Artamuxia’ (Thes. 1225-6), and Epigenes
is dragged off by competing old women against his will just before Blepyrus arrives with
younger girls (Eccl. 1098-1111). In fact, even the most ‘closed’ form of sexual union at the end
of Lysistrata, which sees the wives return home to their husbands, might be considered
considerably bathetic and downright scandalous (see episode four).

More disconcertingly in Wealth, as the procession culminates in the image of inversion
(tévavtio, 1204-7; the pun on ypadc, meaning both ‘scum’ and ‘old woman’, is a form of

linguistic inversion too), there is a tacit sense that Zeus’ settlement with the new circumstances

243 Cf. Stehle 2002: 398-401, discussing the ‘centrifugal movement’ and the failure to restore masculinity in this
ending.
244 Sommerstein 2001: ad 1197; Revermann 2006a: 294-5.
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will be also subject to inversion to come. For the protagonist’s professed reconciliation with

the god can perhaps be read in two ways (1188; cf. 347):

Oappetl: kaAdg Eotar yap, v 0edg OEAT.

‘Don’t worry. It’ll be OK, god willing,” or, ‘Don’t worry. It’ll only be OK if the god permits it
to be so.” The former is far less threatening and a better rendering of the ‘future more vivid’
construction, but the latter, in the context of Zeus’ characterisation throughout the play as a
misanthrope (87, 1117), seems more likely. For the threat that Zeus will take revenge frames
the play, from Ploutos’ initial reluctance to carry out Chremylus’ plan to restore his sight (116-
27) to Hermes’ belated admonition against its consequences (1107-9). There are, moreover,
potentially alarming allusions to narratives which display divine power throughout: to
Sophocles’ Inachus in the description of household plenty (802-22) and possibly in Zeus’
position inside Chremylus’ house (1189), to (ps.-)Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound in Ploutos’
position as enemy of Zeus (87-92) and benefactor of humanity (160-1), and, most explicitly, to
the story of Midas (287).2> One wonders whether these mythic hypotexts offer proleptic hints
that things may also turn sour in Wealth, if Zeus is unwilling to allow Chremylus’ success to
stand. The Priest’s affirmation that there is no problem rests only on what Chremylus ‘says’
(mévt’ dyaba toivov Aéyelg, 1190); we have neither verbal nor visual proof of reconciliation
from Zeus himself, who has not been ‘deceived’ in this play, unlike in others of Aristophanes
(Pax 376-425; Av. 1504-5). The fact that he remains offstage is, perhaps, all too reminiscent of
his absent presence in tragedy, where he inexorably gets his revenge.?*® The idea of a cosmic
settlement with Zeus himself may just be a product of Chremylus’ wishful thinking.

The entire play, in fact, seems to follow an opening misdirection that renders the ending
less settled than it appears; hence, any closure is inevitably going to be ‘discontented.’?*’
Wealth begins with Chremylus asking Apollo how his son can make the most out of life (32-
7) — not exactly a question with the civic good in mind in the first place — and receiving an
apparently disconnected reply that instructs him to keep hold of the first person he meets on
exiting the temple (41-3). Recollecting the false oracle given to Xouthos in Euripides’ lon (534-
6), this passage possibly raises a question as to whether Chremylus, like Xouthos, is being

deceived. More importantly, the oracle, communicated to us only indirectly via Chremylus, is

245 Bowie 1993: 279-84, 288.
246 On other tragic elements in Wealth, see Tordoff 2012a; Compton-Engle 2013; Farmer 2017: 212-28.
247 Miller 1981.
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more ambivalent than Chremylus and Carion claim. Not only is there ensuing debate about the
god’s meaning (40-52), but there is also a considerable amount of irony generated by the
confidence of the two men in interpreting divine prophecy, which is seldom given as ‘clearly’
as they make out (capdc, 40; capéotata, 46; dfjAov, 49; ovk £60° dnwg, 51). In response to
Chremylus’ acknowledgement that Apollo already knows about his Zeus-defying plan, Ploutos
seems to be about to offer a word of caution (opdze, 215; cf. dédowka, 197) — before he is cut
off by Chremylus’ bold reassurance which, perhaps unsettlingly, entails his willingness to die
at the cost of carrying out his plan (ur epovTie UNSév dyadé / £yd yép €0 TodT’ 1601 Kkdv 8fj W
amoBavetv / ovtog Stompaém tadta, 215-7; cf. 350-1, 480-4).248 The end of this performance is
not necessarily the end of this story, which, as we saw, repeatedly hints at mythic prototypes
of human transgression and divine retribution. As we know from the ending of Clouds (esp.
Nu. 1303-20, 1452-66, 1476-1509), and possibly from the ending of Birds with the constant
comparisons of Peisetairos’ usurping of cosmic rule to Gigantomachy (Av. 553, 824-5, 1249-
52), the presence of a fearful Prometheus (Av. 1506), and the ominous thundering at the end
(Av. 1750-2), even comedy is not immune to those kinds of narratives.

Besides raising the prospect of an aftermath within the comic world, Wealth undermines
closure because its ending does not bring about clear-cut resolution. There may thus once again
be false closure precipitated by the healing of Ploutos halfway through the play, described in
the form a quasi-tragic messenger speech (649-770), that which typically heralds the
‘beginning of the end’ in tragedy as well.?* Many commentators, as James McGlew
summarises, have been troubled by the fact that there appears to be a contradiction between the
play’s ‘logical consequences and its dramatic outcomes.’?®® The core problem lies in the
connection between universal wealth and virtue, in that the enrichment of the virtuous and the
elimination of poverty should go hand-in-hand, though the connection is only once made
explicit (kdta mofoet / mévTag xpnoTovg kol mhovtodviag dfmov Té e Osia céBovtag, 496-7).
Initially it looks as if healing Ploutos has precipitated a link between wealth and virtue, as the
case of the newly rich honest man and newly indigent sycophant suggests (823-958).2°! As the
play goes on, however, that link is increasingly less clear. As sceptical scholars point out, the
young man gives little evidence of meriting his newfound prosperity as he insults the old

woman much to her chagrin (téhowv’ éyo tiig BBpeoc i VPpilopan, 1044), while the complaints

248 Cf. Roberts 1997, regarding death as the only ‘true’ literary end.

289 Tordoff 2012a.

20 McGlew 1997: 35.

251 Although even this scene is not always read ‘straight’: see e.g. Konstan & Dillon 1981: 376-8.

51



of Hermes and the Priest that men have ceased sacrificing to the gods ‘because they are all
rich’ (61 mavteg eioi mhovoton, 1178; cf. 1112-6, 124-43), as well as their observation that
temples are being grossly misused (1184), appear to contradict the initial promise to punish
rather than reward impiety (489-97).%°2 The idea that wealth inevitably corrupts had, after all,
already been present from the start of the play (107-11, 233-44, 249-51). While there is much

253 jt seems fair to say that some

debate about how ironic this play’s fantasy actually is,
ingenious interpretive work must be done to make Chremylus’ plan an outright, closed success.
After all, the play does not end with the restoration of Ploutos’ sight, but upon its more or less
ambivalent consequences.?>*

That the play may be designed not to resolve cleanly at the end is arguably prefigured
by the failure of the agon between Penia and Chremylus, often regarded as the play’s
hermeneutic crux, to resolve cleanly in the middle. Although Penia’s sophistically superior
arguments seem not to be logically refuted, Chremylus still technically wins the debate by
resorting to force (598-619; cf. 526, 592). While this has been read as an ironic victory for
Penia or a reductio ad absurdum of her position, Chremylus’ paradoxical outburst at the end
of the agon most of all suggests that the whole thing is a sham: “You won’t persuade me, even
if you persuade me’ (o0 yap neioeig o0d” fjv meiomg, 600). This ambivalent position is supported
by the fact that, in contrast to Aristophanic precedent, this agon does not conclude with an out-
and-out winner and loser, decided by a third party.> In failing to resolve, the end of the agon
functions, in a sense, as a mise en abyme for the play’s ending. Just as with the closing
procession, the agon fizzles out quickly, as Penia is forced to hurry off (GAL" 00 puéddew / xpijv
o, AL avoewy, 606-7) and Plutus is hastened to the civic space of the temple of Asclepius (mg
téyota, 620; un owtpifopéy, 622). And just as with the hints of an aftermath in the form of
Zeus’ revenge, the divine figure of Penia may be gone but she will not be forgotten, as she says
herself (q uiv dueic vy’ &t p’ dviowBol / petanépyesdov, 608-9) —and even Chremylus accepts
that she will one day return (t6te vootoeic, 610). The agon thus concludes on a note of
aperture that recurs in the ending, where the central tensions which drive the plot remain

suppressed rather than resolved.

252 Flashar 1967; Heberlein 1981; Barkhuizen 1981; Bowie 1993: 268-91.

253 For one summary, see Ruffell 2006: 68-76, arguing that we should ‘embrace the multi-stranded nature of the
discourse’ and ‘resist the temptation to boil things down to a simple position’ (75). See also Tordoff 2012b,
suggesting that the different socio-economic positions of the spectators inform different interpretations.

254 That there are bad as well as good ‘consequences’ flowing from the ‘realization’ of the ‘great idea’ is already
noted as a typical feature of Aristophanes’ plays by Sommerstein 1980: 12-13.

255 Noted by Sommerstein 2001: ad 487-618, writing that ‘the impression is less that of a formal debate than of a
running argument.” The only comparable agon is the second one of Clouds, esp. 1448-51, in which, unusually,
the first and not the second speaker triumphs.
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Though Wealth ends with a formally closed choral tag and procession (1208-9), even
in that case the degree of closure remains contestable. The chorus’ claim that they should not
delay but should follow the procession (eixog, det) suggests closure that is forced rather than
natural, as if the plot had not yet wound up, but had simply ‘timed out.” Moreover, while the
pronoun nuag (cf. Vesp. 1536; Thes. 1228) asserts an end for the chorus and the plot, it does
not mean that the story is over, since, as we saw, the play breaks temporal boundaries by
intimating a darker aftermath and leaving its central dilemma open. It also breaks spatial
boundaries by ending with a procession that is heading towards the adjacent Acropolis (1191-
3) via the western eisodos.

Wealth exemplifies the tensions between closure and anti-closure, and the inevitable
predominance of the latter, that underly any Aristophanic comedy. The play comes to an end
by incorporating generic markers of closure that are common across Aristophanes’ oeuvre. On
a formal level, there is an exit procession accompanied by song and the script is ended by a
choral tag; on a thematic level, Chremylus’ comic project to cure Plutus’ vision is a triumph
that appears to merit a concluding celebration. At the same time, Wealth ends almost too
quickly, providing glimpses of an unstable future and failing to smooth out the tension between
universal wealth and meritocracy, anti-closural gestures already staged at the end of the central
agon, and ultimately breaks into the world of the audience.

The effect of these closural tensions is that closure comforts, anti-closure alienates. On
a formal level, closure provides aesthetic completeness and marks the end of the literary (and
ritual) experience in time; on a thematic level, it bounds the utopian world of the comic fantasy.
Anti-closure does not necessarily dispute the formal effectiveness of closural gestures, which
draw down the red curtain (so to speak); although, as we have glimpsed, sometimes those
formal gestures only offer false closure inasmuch as there are still issues to resolve and the
action may even still be ongoing when the play ends. It mainly disrupts thematic closure,
keeping the issues alive and salient for the audience, creating interpretative channels between
the fictional and the real worlds, and, above all, inhibiting the audience from coming together
as one body joined by shared pleasure in the comic fantasy. ‘Fictions too easy we call
“escapist”,” asserts Kermode, ‘we want them not only to console but to make discoveries of
the hard truth here and now, in the middest.”?>® Aristophanes’ plays are never purely escapist:

they are expressly about the ‘here and now’ of Athenian life, breaking the fictional frame

256 Kermode 167: 179.
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spatially and temporally, and, as result, implicating and alienating the audience — or, rather, the

different members of the audience, with their different experiences of the comic fantasy.

Aristophanes’ preference for aperture over closure is not just an affective move. It might also
be considered a reflection of comedy’s hyper-democratic form. Democracy, Ranciére writes,
is a form without an arché, which means ‘rule’ — as in, ‘the absence of arkhé, the sheer

contingency of any social order’ (1999: 16) — as well as ‘beginning’ (1999: 62):

‘In the form of democracy, politics is already in place, without waiting for its theoretical
underpinnings or its arkhé, without waiting for the proper beginning that will give birth

to it as performance of its own principle.’

The converse is that democracy is also without a telos, an end. While Ranciere focuses on
democracy’s anarchic side, Arendt focuses on its atelic side, regarding political ‘action’ as
something that is inherently ‘potential.’?®” For Arendt, ‘action’ is a form of continual beginning
(archein) that is characterised by ‘boundlessness’ and ‘unpredictability,” and stands in contrast

to ‘work’ as that which aims to provide finitude and predictability (2018: 196):

‘In any event, work, such as the activity of the legislator in Greek understanding, can
become the content of action only on the condition that further action is not desirable
or possible; and action can result in an end product only on the condition that its own

authentic, non-tangible, and always utterly fragile meaning is destroyed.’

From a historical perspective, Athenian democracy itself employed what might be called anti-
closural strategies on an institutional level, strategies that resist sovereignty’s characteristic
‘finality and decisiveness’ and befit the ‘activity of self-constitution that is renewable, iterable,
and open-ended.”®® Consider the fact that citizens participated in the Council and in the

lawcourts through a continual process of selection by lot, considered the distinctive stamp of

257 Arendt 2018: 199-200. See also Agamben 2000: ‘Politics is the sphere neither of an end in itself nor of
means subordinated to an end; rather, it is the sphere of a pure mediality without end intended as the field of
human action and of human thought’ (117).

258 The quotations are from Brown 2009: 118 and Butler 2009: 300, respectively discussing Derrida’s notion of
‘democracy to come.’
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democracy by Aristotle (Pol. 1273b40-41, 1294b7-9); or the fact that assembly decrees were
decreed impersonally and impermanently in the language of ‘seeming’ (£86ket T® Snp@d).>>
The notorious capriciousness of democratic decision-making, caricatured by Aristophanes’
description of the Athenians as a people ‘quick to make up their minds’ (tayvBodroic, Ach.
630) and ‘just as quick to change them’ (uetapovrovc, Ach. 632), testifies to ancient ideas of
Athenian democracy as a form of disorder — something that democracy’s critics liked to draw
attention to, of course.?®® This is not to mention the unbounded and unpredictable extra-
institutional spaces that were open to all, the agora in particular, spaces of political activity as
much as anything in the Athenian polis (more on this point in Part 11).

Democracy’s ephemerality and disorderliness, however, must necessarily be tempered
in order for government to be practical and sustainable. This constitutes the ‘paradox of
democracy,’ as Telo, citing Brown’s discussion of Derrida’s Rogues, remarks: ‘“democracy is
what ... carries the dream of freedom and equality,” which are, in a sense, compromised when
one side wins, when what was unfixed and open experiences a kind of closure.’?%! Yet
Aristophanes’ conception of hyper-democracy is not constrained by practicality and
sustainability, or the need for closure; it is genuinely utopian in this regard.?®? Aristophanes’
plays which end but do not provide total closure epitomise the form of a democracy which
seeks to ‘reinvent the political periodically, perhaps even continually’ and which ‘does not
complete its task by establishing a form and then being fitted into it.”>> Democracy, on this
account, always remains a promise, something ‘to come’ in Derrida’s phrase, something
intangible yet longed for, as encapsulated by the lyrics of Leonard Cohen’s 1992 song

Democracy:

It’s coming from the feel
That this ain’t exactly real,

Or it’s real, but it ain’t exactly there.

29 For a more developed account of the functioning of fifth-century democracy on these terms, see Wolin
2018a, 2018h. Cf. Ober 2002: 35-6.

260 ps,-Xen. Ath. Pol. 1.5; Thuc. 1.70.2, 1.102.3, 2.65.3-4, 3.38.5; Plat. Rep. 562d-63a; Xen. Hell. 1.7.34-5; Isoc.
8.52; Arist. Pol. 1310a25-36, 1319b1-32.

261 Telo 2020a: 216, citing Brown 2009: 122-3.

262 \Wohl 2015: 61-2, 87-8, 110-31 makes a similar point about the utopian impulse of Euripidean tragedy by
virtue of its anticipatory temporality.

263 Wolin 2018b: 96.
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Or, to adopt Aristophanes’ most famous image from the end of Knights, we might say that
democracy is always, necessarily, engaged in an open-ended process of remaking itself — of

rejuvenating...
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PARABASIS

From Defamiliarization to Dissensus

What does Aristophanes’ resistance to laughter and closure amount to? My answer comes from
a formalist notion coined by Shklovsky, and then adapted and politicized by Brecht:
defamiliarization.

Shklovsky’s fundamental claim that the ‘purpose of art is to impart the sensation of
things as they are perceived and not as they are known’ is pertinent to Aristophanic comedy
tout court.®* At the most general level, Aristophanes’ topsy-turvy projection of Athens on
stage presents the known (for example, the assembly) in the form of the unknown (for example,
women in the assembly); at the most local level, defamiliarizing techniques abound in
Aristophanes’ language, with its ‘physical,” ‘accumulative,” and ‘discontinuous’ aspects, as
Michael Silk has extensively shown.?®® The use of gelastic vocabulary and of anti-closural
devices are especially defamiliarizing, however, because the dynamics of laughter and closure
are at the heart of the audience’s theatrical experience, since the spectators come to the theatre
with the expectation of laughing and indulging in a closed comic fantasy. Yet Aristophanes
creates a critical distance between the expectation and experience of laughter and closure.

While defamiliarization is an end in itself for Shklovsky,® it is only the means to an
end for Brecht, who explicitly adopted Shklovsky’s coinage and applied it to his highly
politicised and committed brand of theatre.?®” The renowned ‘distancing-effect’
(‘Verfremdungseffekt’) of Brechtian drama applies the Shklovskian principle of making the
everyday appear surprising or unfamiliar, in order to zap the spectators out of habituation and
force them to notice things (which for Brecht meant noticing capitalism’s exploitative grip on
society). Distanced from the drama, the individual spectator is able to adopt a “critical attitude’
towards the social forces driving the changeable events depicted onstage and is thereby primed
to act upon them outside the theatre. One important defamiliarization technique for Brecht is

the resistance to closure, something about which he is most explicit in retrospectively adding

264 Shklovsky 1965: 4.

265 Sjlk 2000: 98-159, esp. 157-9.
266 Shklovsky 1965: 12.

267 Brecht 1964: 99.
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an epilogue to The Good Person of Setzuan,?®® in which the audience are told that the play’s
end is not a real end (1966: 109):

‘It is for you to find a way, my friends,
To help good men arrive at happy ends.
You write the happy ending to the play!

There must, there must, there’s got to be a way!’

Another defamiliarizing technique, though used less regularly and explicitly in Brechtian
drama, is the use of humour.?®® Armed with these and other techniques, Brecht criticizes what
he tendentiously terms ‘Aristotelian’ drama (namely tragedy) for its focus on ‘identification’
between spectator and play, along with its alleged aim to produce catharsis, and contrasts his
own brand of ‘epic’ drama (1964: 78):

‘[This dramaturgy] does not make the hero the victim of an inevitable fate, nor does it
wish to make the spectator the victim, so to speak, of a hypnotic experience on the
theatre. In fact, it has as a purpose the “teaching” of the spectator a certain quite
practical attitude; we have to make it possible for him to take a critical attitude while
he is in the theatre (as opposed to a subjective attitude of becoming completely

‘entangled’ in what is going on).’

What | have been arguing, in effect, is that Aristophanic comedy too is designed to resist the
‘hypnotic experience’ of theatre, in the form of spectators laughing together and sharing a
closed comic fantasy. A corollary of the ‘Aristotelian’ dramaturgy, for Brecht, is its unifying
effect, in which the audience is made a ‘collective individual,” as opposed to the divisive effect
of his own ‘epic’ drama, in which the audience is turned into a ‘collection of individuals.’?"

As Brecht explicates (1964: 60):

268 The example is also cited by Dunn 1996: 65.

269 Sjlbermann 2012; Eagleton 2019: 53-4. Note also that one of Shklovsky’s examples of defamiliarization
comes from an episode of Tolstoy’s War and Peace (IV 13.14), which relates the ‘conspicuously strange’
laughter of a soldier (Shklovsky 1965: 17).

270 Brecht 1964: 79. Cf. 23, 37, 78. The tension between the audience as a unified collective and the audience as
a group of diverse individuals is, of course, endemic to the theatre as a whole: see e.g. Hardwick 2013: 11.
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‘In calling for a direct impact, the aesthetics of the day call for an impact that flattens
out all social and other distinctions between individuals ... A collective entity is created
in the auditorium for the duration of the entertainment, on the basis of the “common
humanity” shared by all spectators alike. Non-Aristotelian drama ... is not interested in

the establishment of such an entity. It divides its audience.’

What | have also been arguing is that Aristophanic comedy too divides its audience, exploding
the idea of a collective entity of citizens sharing the theatrical experience together.?’* This is
not to say that Aristophanes’ plays are resolutely opposed to fostering a sense of a shared
theatrical experience. On the contrary, the more spectators laugh together and the more the
comic fantasy is bounded, the more explosive are the moments where (some) spectators do not
laugh and where the fantasy is ruptured.’?

There are, generally speaking, more than a few similarities between Brechtian and
specifically Aristophanic — both non-Aristotelian — drama: the episodic arrangement of plots,
the historical situatedness of the narratives, the strangeness of the language, the self-
consciousness of the fiction and breaking of the ‘fourth wall,” the insistence on the didactic,
and, above all, the constant possibility for things to be otherwise than they are. In fact, in 1940
Brecht himself produced an unfinished version of Aristophanes’ Wealth in the ‘Pluto Revue’
(vol. 10 of the ‘Berliner und Frankfurter Ausgabe’), though no reference is made to
Aristophanes in his theoretical writings, while only once does he explicitly link the ‘altes
Kunstmittel’ of ‘Vermfremdung’ to comedy.?’”® That said, as scholars who do make the
comparison maintain, Brecht with his explicitly Marxist and revolutionary agenda may not be
appropriate for thinking about Aristophanes, even if Aristophanes’ plays anticipate many of
Brecht’s prescriptions for fully-fledged ‘epic’ drama.?’* Defamiliarization for Aristophanes is
evidently not about fomenting communist revolution in the fifth century BC. Yet it is about

putting the audience in a critical position to acknowledge the non-naturalness of civic identity

271 The opposite argument is made by Silk 2000: 350-435, writing that “as far as solidarity is concerned, the
comedy of Aristophanes is a world away from Brecht’s divisive drama’ (408). See also Ruffell 2011: 261-313,
maintaining that ‘while comedy acknowledges debate, disagreement, and division, it takes great pains to
construct and manipulate its audience as a collective’ (263); and Roselli 2011: 19-62, suggesting that ‘even
when the spectre of division is revealed, the plays attempt to combine these divisions into a single group united
in its role in the dramatic competition and in its support for the individual performance’ (62).

272 Cf. Brecht 1964: ‘it is a peculiarity of the theatrical medium that it communicates awareness and impulses in
the form of pleasure: the depth of the awareness and impulse will correspond to the depth of pleasure’ (230).

213 Brecht 1964: 102.

274 Bain 1977: 3-7; Foley 1988: 44-5; Silk 2000: 236-7 with n. 64, 259-60 with n.9, 276-77, 406-8; Ruffell 2011:
219-20. For more detailed appraisals focusing on the relationship between Brechtian theory/drama and Greek
tragedy, see Lada 1993, 1996; Revermann 2016.
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and to notice marginalised figures above all, as we will see in the next episodes. Reflecting on
the possibility of restaging the Threepenny Opera in capitalist America, Brecht suggested that
it was only possible if ‘people understand how to provide entertainment and, at the same time,
bite instead of mere cosy absurdity.”2” Aristophanic comedy too, for all its absurdity, provides
bite.

It is moments of defamiliarization that provide the bite to prevent ‘that stamp of
familiarity’ from tethering an audience to ‘socially-conditioned phenomena.’?® In Part II, |
will turn to some of those socially conditioned phenomena, namely the exclusion of
disenfranchised citizens, women, and slaves, from the political sphere, and to the moments
within the comic plots in which they are disrupted. In other words, | turn from Brechtian
‘defamiliarization’ and the relationship between comic form and audience response, to
Rancierian dissensus and the dynamics of democratic empowerment within Aristophanes’
comic worlds.

Ranciére, in fact, makes an explicit move from defamiliarization to dissensus himself
in his work on the politics of aesthetics. According to Ranciére, Brechtian defamiliarization
only ever goes so far as a political strategy of art. For all its capacity to engage the audience
critically and prevent passive spectating,?’” Ranciére argues that Brechtian drama and similarly
engaged art forms are too paternalistic and explicit in their commitment to a political agenda:
‘Art thus risks becoming a parody of its alleged efficacy.’?’® No work of art can guarantee that
its audience will take heed of, let alone act upon, its spurs to action; none can ‘avoid the
aesthetic cut that separates consequences from intentions and prevents there from being any
direct passage to an “other side” of words and images.’?’”® The twentieth-century, after all,
provides plenty of examples besides Brecht’s plays for what Adorno making a similar point
calls ‘tendentious’ political art, meaning art that took for granted a model of instrumentality
and efficacy that presupposed the potential to mobilise an audience to act in a certain way
outside the theatre.?® It was this kind of repeated failure that allowed Auden to lament of Yeats
(In Memory of W. B. Yeats, II. 3-5):

‘Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry.

275 Brecht 1979: 102.

276 Brecht 1964: 192.

277 Ranciere 2009a: 4.

278 Ranciére 2010b: 148, discussing Brecht’s The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui.

219 Ranciére 2010b: 151.

280 Adorno 1974. Also referencing Brecht’s The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, Adorno writes that ‘[f]or the sake
of political commitment, political reality is trivialized: which then reduces the political effect’ (81).
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Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still,

For poetry makes nothing happen: ...’

Yet that is to take a rather limited view of the political possibilities of poetry. For Ranciére, the
‘emancipatory practice’ of art lies rather in its non-explicitness and non-instrumentality:
““Aesthetic efficacy” means a paradoxical kind of efficacy that is produced by the very
rupturing of any determinate link between cause and effect.”?! It is enabled by the artist, like
the ‘ignorant schoolmaster’ of Ranciére’s earlier work,”®? who ‘does not teach his
pupils his knowledge, but orders them to venture into the forest of things and signs, to say what
they have seen and what they think of what they have seen, to verify it and have it verified.’?
Art’s political teaching is, strictly speaking, contentless, a point made about philosophy’s
teaching by Arendt, who wrote of Socrates (the one of the early Platonic dialogues) that ‘as a
philosopher he truly had nothing to teach his fellow citizens.’?* The same could be said of
comic teaching. If we thought otherwise and regarded Aristophanes as teaching specific lessons
to the démos, then those lessons tend to fail as well: nobody listens to Lysistrata with the nude
figure of Reconciliation on stage alongside her in Lysistrata (1128-61, esp. 1148-, 1157-8), to
take just one example — a parody of alleged efficacy right there.?®® While Aristophanes’ plays
may be Brechtian in their defamiliarizing force, they are not Brechtian in their lack of a clear
alignment with a specific agenda. Their political force lies elsewhere.

It ultimately lies, | suggest, in what Ranciere calls dissensus, the breaking down of
social, political as well as aesthetic hierarchies in the name of equality. Nothing is
predetermined or set in stone in Aristophanes’ plays, whose language, style, plot patterns, and
characterization are ‘discontinuous,” ‘mobile,” and ‘recreative,” to adopt some of the critical
language of Silk in his formalist analysis.?®® Formally speaking, Aristophanic comedy might
be said to represent an ‘aesthetic break’ with what Ranciére terms the ‘mimetic’ (Aristotelian)
and ‘ethical’ (Platonic) regimes of art, which respectively correlate to art designed to represent

people in their prescribed places or to prescribe moral values.?®” Aristophanes’ plays, by

281 Ranciere 2009a: 63.

282 Ranciere 1991.

283 Ranciere 2009a: 11.

284 Arendt 1990: 78.

285 Cf. Heath 1987: 14-16. In my ‘exodos’ I will discuss the counterexample of Frogs, in which the proposal of
the parabasis to re-enfranchise the oligarchs was apparently (or coincidentally) followed through with the
decree of Patrocleides.

286 Sjlk 2000: passim.

287 Ranciére 2013: 15-25, with each ‘regime’ connected to the philosopher’s ideal political society.
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contrast, represent people unconstrained by their social situations, while they refuse to be
straightforwardly instrumental. 2

If, as Victoria Wohl has argued, the tragedies of Euripides do not ‘put forward a specific
political content: as dramas that is not really their job,” something similar can be said of the
comedies of Aristophanes, whose political force also lies ultimately in how they ‘shape
political sensibilities, create political attachments, structure political feelings.’?® It is this more
intangible sense of politically engaged art that likewise interests Ranciére, who writes (2010b:
149):

‘Practices of art do not provide forms of awareness or rebellious impulses for politics.
Nor do they take leave of themselves to become forms of collective political action.
They contribute to the constitution of a form of common-sense that is “polemical,” to a

new landscape of the visible, the sayable and the doable.’

And reaffirms (2013: 59):

‘The dream of a suitable political work of art is in fact the dream of disrupting the
relationship between the visible, the sayable, and the thinkable without having to use

the terms of a message as a vehicle.’

Aristophanes repeatedly creates a ‘new landscape of the visible, the sayable and the doable’
and does so ‘without having to use the terms of a message as a vehicle’ through his plays,
especially through those which stage and empower disenfranchised citizens, women, and
slaves.

That does not mean we need to follow Ranciére all the way to say that the political work
of art is ‘indifferent’ or ‘intransitive’ in relation to its immediate context (how could it be?),
and that its decontextualized meaning is then taken up and shaped by an empowered audience,

an argument Ranciére makes with exemplary reference to Schiller’s reading of the Juno

28 Cf. Gurd 2017: esp. 44-5, making a case for the ‘function of dramatic non-functionality’ with respect to
tragedy.

289 Wohl 2015: xii. Cf. Ober 1996b, writing that the critics of democracy (including Aristophanes) ‘expanded
the ground in which resistance to ideology was possible and fundamental change conceivable. And thus
(perhaps unwittingly) the critic helped to guarantee the potential revisability of the democratic regime through
the performative act of constructing an alternative political paradigm’ (159-60).
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Ludovisi and to the novels of Flaubert.?®® As a matter of fact, even if Ranciére’s claim regards
the “politics of literature’ rather than the ‘politics of writers,” Rancieére’s own model of political
art still implies having an artist who ‘does not teach.”®! Aristophanes’ plays bear political
meaning, | suggest, precisely because the comic poet has chosen to intervene in particular
historical moments, by writing plays that actively resist and disrupt the order of things in the
Athenian polis. It is Aristophanes who sketches what Ranciére would call ‘new topography of

the possible.’?%? It is that topography which we will now traverse in four of his plays.

290 Ranciere 2009a; 2010c; 2013. This is the aspect taken up by Zumbrunnen 2012: 21-40 in his reading of
Lysistrata and Peace, whose emancipatory possibilities are said to lie not in any commitment on the part of the
poet, but rather in the act of interpretive engagement on the part of the audience. Apart from anything else, the
risk of taking this approach is that it allows for endless possibilities of meaning so as to threaten interpretive
vacuity. For critiques of Ranciére’s aesthetics along these and other lines, see Hallward 2009; Rockhill 2009.
291 The same could be said of Barthes’ ‘dead’ author: see above n.39.

292 Ranciére 2009a: 49.

63



PART Il

64



EPISODE THREE

Citizens

Athenian democracy, it is well-known, excluded the vast majority of the population from public
office-holding and decision-making. From this perspective, Atack aptly observes, ‘democracy
itself starts to look more like a broad-based oligarchy, with an identity rather than a wealth
qualification.’?®® It is this identity qualification that has largely tended to preoccupy scholars,
especially since the 1980s under the influence of structuralism. What structuralism helped to
show is how the Greeks constructed their world through a series of hierarchical oppositions
that pitted the human, male, free, Greek ‘self’ against various categories of ‘other,” namely
animals, women, foreigners and slaves.?®* Such is the view epitomised in the anecdote about
Thales (or Socrates), who counted his blessings that he was ‘born first human not animal,
second man not woman, third Greek not Barbarian’ (mp@®tov pév 8t dvOpwmog £yevounyv kai
0¥ Onpiov, elta &1 dvip Kai od yovi, Tpitov &1t "EAANY Kkai od BapPapoc, Diog. Laert. 1.33).
In fifth-century Athens, following the Persian Wars, these structural polarities
sharpened.?®® It was not merely free Greek men who constituted the ‘self” — there were plenty
of adult male metics living in Athens too, after all — but an even narrower group: citizens.
Normative or idealised expressions of what it meant to be an Athenian citizen might be found
in places such as funeral orations,?® lawcourt speeches,?®” or the Parthenon frieze.?®® More
complex or ambivalent expressions might be found in drama, whose questioning and
transgressive force also sat in tension with the civic discourse propagated by the pre-play
ceremonies of the Great Dionysia.?®® The bottom line is that, when it comes to the study of

democracy as well as drama, many roads have typically led to the citizen and civic ideology.

293 Atack 2019: 25. Cf. duBois 1991: ‘The historical democracy of Athens was a bounded oligarchy, not the
ideal of democracy, its logical extrapolation as an inevitable, progressive, gradual extension of rights to all
residents of an expanding community’ (126). For minority citizen versus total population figures in the fifth-
and fourth-centuries, see Roselli 2011: 12-15, with further references.

2% loyd 1966; Vernant 1980; duBois 1982a, 1982b; Vidal-Naquet 1986.

295 Hall 1989; Loraux 1993; Cartledge 2002.

2% | oraux 1986.

297 Ober 1989.

2% Oshorne 1987.

29 Goldhill 1987, 2000.
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As Goldhill programmatically writes of Old comedy, it is ‘the product of and for the citizens
of a radical democracy and takes place in a festival of citizens.”3%

What if that view is too narrow and two-dimensional? What if democracy were not
reducible to participation in the assembly and lawcourts, nor restricted to one ‘autochthonous’
group of free, adult, male, Athenians (made up of many different sub-groups, of course)? What
if drama — Aristophanic comedy in particular — could be viewed from a non-civic perspective?
There is, | suggest, more to democracy and the theatre than citizens. It is a central contention
of my thesis that Aristophanes’ plays project a more expansive sense of Being than Athenian
writers are typically seen as projecting.3®!

In fact, scholars are already aware that hard-line structuralist binaries distinguishing
citizen ‘self” from non-citizen ‘other’ do not uniformly and rigidly hold.*? Historians of
Athenian democracy have shifted the focus away from civic institutions and the citizens who
alone could participate in them, and to explore the contingency of the category of the citizen in
the first place. As some scholars have shown, the boundaries between ‘self” and ‘other’ were
highly malleable and contestable, and there were plenty of ways in which conventional ‘others’
could express agency at Athens, particularly in ‘free spaces’ such as the agora.’®® As other
scholars have demonstrated, citizenship, itself never a formally identifiable feature on the
bodies represented in Athenian art, was not a straightforwardly or consistently essentialist
category.3%* At heart, it was both a matter of birth, which meant being born from two Athenian
parents after Pericles’ Citizenship Law of 451/0 (thus including women), and a matter of acting
or performing in a certain way in public, which meant participating not just in the formal
political life of the polis (thus excluding women), but also in its religious and ritual life (thus,
once more, including women).3% Aristophanes’ own experience attests to an elastic conception

of civic identity, if we believe that he was prosecuted by Cleon for the offence of falsely

300 Goldhill 1991: 184, noted by Kaimio 1999: 45 and Roselli 2011: 7-8. For extensive readings of comedy that
foreground citizens and the civic, see e.g. Henderson 1990, 1993, 1997; McGlew 2002; Loscalzo 2010;
Zumbrunnen 2012.

301 Cf. duBois 2020.

302 See e.g. Hall 2006: 184-224, reappraising her original view (Hall 1989), admittedly influenced by the
antagonistic climate of the Cold War.

303 Vlassopoulos 2007; Gottesman 2014; Sobak 2015.

304 Osborne 2011: 85-123; Blok 2017; Kasimis 2018.

305 Osborne 2011 observes that even Aristotle, despite giving the impression in his Politics of an authoritative
definition of the citizen as someone who ‘has a share in giving judgement and exercising office’ (t® petéyev
Kpioewg kal apyfig, Pol. 1275a23), betrays a more complex view: ‘there is no hiding the fact that Aristotle finds
himself torn between different ways of conceptualising the citizen ... between citizenship as an exclusionary
category, for which one either qualifies or one does not, and citizenship as an activity which may be well done
or less well done, and without which the human good cannot be achieved’ (90).
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pretending to be a citizen (X ad Ach. 378; Ar. test. 1.19).2% This may not be so unbelievable if
we consider it alongside the legal challenges to citizen status in surviving lawcourt cases,
especially those involving Euxitheos (Dem. 57), Neaira (Ps.-Dem. 59), and Pancleon (Lys. 23).

At the same time, some historians of the theatre have argued for a more ubiquitous
presence of all manner of non-citizens in the theatre, both sat among the spectators and involved
in the actual theatrical productions®®’; while others have demonstrated that the theatre of
Dionysus was not the only theatre in town, since there were plenty of local theatres and
Dionysia festivals throughout the demes of Attica and beyond, where plays were (p/re-
Yperformed without the institutional formality of the pre-play ceremonies and so forth.3%®
Turning to the plays themselves, scholars working on tragedy in particular have begun to move
on from the orthodox New Historicist approach epitomised in Nothing to do with Dionysus?,
exploring issues of form and affect rather than mining the plays for their civic and ideological
content.3% It is about time we made a similar move when it comes to the plays of Aristophanes,
which, I am going to argue, radically collapse any structuralist binaries held to distinguish
citizen ‘self” from non-citizen ‘other.’

We might say in the first place, however, that this is only possible because the theatre
of Dionysus is a ritual space where such binaries could be safely dissolved, a Dionysiac space
in which, as Nietzsche claimed, ‘state and society, indeed all divisions between one human
being and another, give way to an overwhelming feeling of unity which leads men back to the
heart of nature.’3!° As such, comedy in particular has often been read as a mode of licensed
transgression, the delight of which lies in ‘the vicarious liberation it provides from our ordinary
roles in life that nature and society join to enforce, firmly distinguishing female from male,
human from beast, animate from inanimate nature.’*** Bakhtin’s work on the inversions and
transgressions associated with the medieval carnival has been particularly influential in

supporting this view.3!?

306 On this accusation, see Sommerstein 1980: 2-3. Several ancient sources also sought to find a non-Athenian
(Aeginetan, Rhodian, Lindian, Egyptian, Camerian, Naukratian) or even servile origin for him: see Ar. test.
1.21-4, 2a/b.1-10, 3.16, 10, 11, 12.

307 On the heterogenous composition of the audience, including those in unofficial viewing areas at the back, see
Roselli 2011: passim. On the involvement of non-citizens as theatre-makers (that is, as choreuts, actors and
poets, not to mention musicians and extras), see Kaimio 1999.

308 Csapo and Wilson 2015, 2020.

309 Wohl 2015 and Telo 2021, responding to Winkler and Zeitlin 1990.

310 Nietzsche 1999: 39.

311 Reckford 1987: 99.

312 Bakhtin 1968. Applying a Bakhtinian frame to Aristophanic comedy, see Carriére 1979; Edwards 1993;
Mollendorff 1995; Platter 2007.
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However, as scholars have contested, comic theatre is not a form of ritual that is strictly
separated from or opposed to the normal life of the polis.®'® The theatre of Dionysus might be
less analogous to a ritual space, even if the Great Dionysia shared elements of religious festivals
such as the Panathenaea, than to an institutional space. 3}4 The plays were one part of a state-
sponsored festival involving pre-play ceremonies that inculcated civic ideology, while their
transgressive force has been held to have reaffirmed that ideology in the very act of testing
it.3%> In those plays, possibly subject to some form of vetting by an archon in the first place,
there did appear to be a quasi-institutional check on what could be represented. This seems to
have been the case with tragedy, which tended to avoid directly representing the events of
historical reality (or at least did so after Phrynichus’ Capture of Miletus, a play that led to the
poet being fined 1,000 drachmas).3!° It also seems to have been the case with comedy, which
tended to steer clear of topics such as mockery of Athena or Demeter (as opposed to most other
gods) or mention of the plague (as opposed to most other contemporary events).*!” More
pertinently, comedy seems to have been regulated by general laws limiting what could be said
and specific laws curbing its abuse of named individuals (onomasti komaidein), though the
evidence is fiercely debated.3'® At any rate, Aristophanes, whose comic plots do not merely
engage in norm-reversal but also involve plenty of everyday situations and characters, quite
often presents himself as someone who speaks authoritatively or normatively, not
transgressively or subversively, ‘for trugedy too knows what is just’ (10 yap dikoiov 0ide koi
Tpuydia, Ach. 500).31°

While the theatre can be considered a key institutional space in some important
respects, it is one that is quantitively and qualitatively different from the assembly and
lawcourts, the prime institutional spaces of Athens. Even if we restrict our focus to the main
theatrical festivals of the Great Dionysia and Lenaea for which the surviving plays were
written, the theatre of Dionysus is not equivalent to the assembly and lawcourts. This is partly

because of its larger capacity and the greater diversity of its participants (even a restricted

313 Henderson 1990: 274-5; Goldhill 1991: 176-88; Pelling 2000: 125-6.

314 See Revermann 2017: 17-29, on the ‘strong’ institutional frames of the theatre of Dionysus.

315 Goldhill 1987.

316 Hdt 6.21.2. See Rosenbloom 1993 for discussion.

317 Parker 2006: 149-52; Akrigg 2013: 115-6.

318 For opposing views for and against the evidence for comic regulation, see respectively Sommerstein 1986,
20044, 2004b contra Halliwell 1984b, 1991a, 2004 (the latter nevertheless accepting an exceptional decree of
440/39 attested at X Ach. 67). Most recently, see Righsy 2020 (sceptical even of that 440/39 decree, said to have
been inferred by an ‘ignorant and incurious’ scholiast), with further references.

319 On the force of this claim that appropriates tragedy’s didactic authority, hence the coinage tpvymdia, see
Taplin 1983.
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model of audience composition admits some non-citizens at the Great Dionysia, for instance
ambassadors from the league: see e.g. Ach. 500-5). It is also partly because of its inefficacy by
comparison with decrees of the demos or sentencings of the lawcourt, since the action that
happens during the plays never straightforwardly translates into action outside the theatre
(though the pre- and post-play ceremonies, such as the awarding of crowns and awarding of
prizes, do have more straightforward real-world implications). More importantly for the present
purposes, the theatre differs because, even if we accept a strict model of institutional regulation,
there is still a relative absence of practical constraints on the approved plays’ imagining
radically different worlds. Indeed, Aristophanes could (claim to) be accused of ‘making fun of
the city and insulting the demos’ (koOU®IET TV TOMY MUV Kai TOV dfjnov kabvPpilet, Ach.
631; cf. 503).3%°

If we were looking to view the theatre as analogous to another Athenian public space,
perhaps we would do just as well to compare it to the agora, the extra-institutional ‘street’
space par excellence.®?! The agora is a melting pot of the civic and the religious (and the
commercial), similar to the theatre’s own blend (which also included some form of state
allowance or private payment for tickets); it is disorderly and unpaved, just as the theatre had
no fixed seats but only temporary wooden benches until the 320s; it is close to the Pnyx, the
primary sphere of institutional power, located on the opposite slope of the Acropolis to the
theatre (though it also incorporated the institutional spaces of the Bouleuterion and various
lawcourts); it is a ‘free space’ open to all (at least all who are unpolluted), something which
may be said of the theatre if we take into account the unofficial viewing areas at the back.3?2
Above all, perhaps, it is extremely difficult to control the effect of the information passing in
and out of the agora through rumour and gossip, in the same way as it is extremely difficult to
pin down the effect plays have on the audience (not helped by the comic poets themselves
generating rumour and gossip). As such, both the agora and the theatre are potentially

dangerous and explosive spaces that threaten to disrupt stable institutions, which, in turn,

320 On the infamously overdetermined issue of Aristophanes’ dispute with Cleon in this passage and elsewhere,
see n.125 above.

321 Gottesman 2014 applies the Arabic political metaphor of the ‘street’ to the informal public spaces of Athens:
‘Participants here were not just the institutionally active, elite orators but also the passive citizens who never
attended assemblies or courts, as well as non-citizens such as foreigners, women, and even slaves. Athenians did
not have hookah bars or coffee shops but they did socialize in symposia and gymnasia and shops, and above all
in the agora. These (especially the shops) were seen as informal, politically marginal spaces that were
qualitatively different from the institutional spaces of the Assembly, the Council, and the courts where the
orators held an uneasy sway’ (x). Note that Gottesman himself includes the theatre as a strictly institutional
space (10-11).

322 For an account of the archaeology and sociology of the agora, | follow Vlassopulos 2007: 39-46 and
Gottesman 2014: 26-43; and of the theatre, | follow Roselli 2011: passim.
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attempt to impose controls on those spaces.*?®> Comedy, which often caricatures Athenians as

inveterate frequenters of the agora and the workshops located above,3*

may even provide
some of the best evidence for the disruptive influence of the agora precisely because it often
mocks those associated with it, as Robert Sobak argues of politicians like Cleon and
Hyperbolos: ‘In short, their familiarity with and integration into especially democratic social
networks was the base upon which their power rested.’3%°

Bearing this in mind, it is perhaps time to make a new argument by analogy when it
comes to the conceptualising the theatre as a political space. If we do see the theatre as a space
that is primarily analogous (though of course not equivalent) to the agora rather than the
assembly and lawcourts or a religious festival — and there is plenty of theatricality in the agora
itself, a space that politicians could use for publicity stunts*?® — then the notion of the theatre
as a space where the polis ‘represents itself to itself” takes on a whole new meaning (the phrase
being characteristic of the work of Goldhill). It will allow us to understand better how
Aristophanes’ plays imagine a new conception of democracy and those (to be) included in it.

It is the task of the following episodes to recalibrate how we might read the politics of
Aristophanes’ plays that feature starring roles for the marginalised and excluded. There, | will
consider how Aristophanes exposes the hypocrisy of a so-called democracy that cannot fully
or convincingly justify its exclusions of women (Lysistrata, Assemblywomen) and slaves
(Frogs) from formal political participation, as long as political participation is founded upon
identities shown to be utterly contingent. In this episode, however, | will examine only the
citizen perspective, arguing that Aristophanes shows how Athenian democracy was not strictly
democratic even by its very own standards. For it sometimes failed to include members of the
group which were said to constitute the power-holding déemos, namely adult male Athenian
citizens. This group, though not monolithic, is the most represented among all Aristophanic
protagonists, particularly in the early plays. It includes those who are nominally included in
but actually excluded from the political realm, the best example being Dicaeopolis in
Acharnians.®?’ That is a play which stages a move from (an idiosyncratic version of) the
institutional space of the Pnyx to the extra-institutional space of (an idiosyncratic version of)

323 This would include, for example, the ‘vermillion rope’ mentioned by Dicaeopolis in Acharnians (22, with
Sommerstein 1980: ad loc), designed to herd people out of the agora and towards the Pnyx when an assembly
meeting was called, those smeared with the red dye being liable to pay a fine (cf. Plat. Com. fr. 82).

324 Sobak 2015: 695-7.

325 Sobak 2015: 696.

326 Gottesman 2014: 114-54.

327 This sub-group would also include the Sausage Seller of Knights, a political nobody (esp. Eq. 158) who rises
to political prominence and rejuvenates Demos; and Philocleon of Wasps, a jurophile imprisoned within his own
home and thus forbidden from participating in judicial office.

70



the agora — a move that is also analogous to my own attempt to reconceptualize the theatre as

a political space in Athens.

Acharnians

Aristophanes’ earliest extant play and the first he had produced himself might be regarded as
exemplary among Aristophanic comedies. Its plot contains formal and functional features that
are common (though not uniform) across Aristophanes’ oeuvre, while it is the most regularly
and tantalisingly infiltrated by the poet’s ‘voice.” Its comic hero, Dicaeopolis, the only comic
character besides the chorus who speaks as ‘Aristophanes’ and who is sometimes said to have
been played by Aristophanes himself (Ach. 377-82, 497-508),%% is a central figure for coming
to terms with Aristophanes’ politics. Whilst Acharnians may well be read as a play that
ultimately frustrates any effort to extract a ‘straight’ political message from its comic hero-
cum-satirist in disguise,®?° that reading is predicated upon a rather narrow conception of
Aristophanes’ political agenda. By contrast, on my reading, Dicaeopolis can still embody
Aristophanes’ political agenda, if we read it through the act of a citizen speaking out at all, and
not speaking for any particular position. What Aristophanes provides in Acharnians is a
blueprint for a civic body that includes excluded citizens.

That is only true of the first half of the play, however. Dicaeopolis’ emancipatory
project is all too quickly abandoned in the second half when he retreats to a paradoxically
private agora, an exclusionary and solely economic space that is the opposite of the agora as
the quintessential ‘street’ space of democracy. Although the extent of Dicaeopolis’ selfishness
in the episodic scenes of the second half is often regarded as the interpretive crux of the play,3*°
much more is at stake, regardless of whether Dicaeopolis is right or wrong to act as he does
(part of the joke Aristophanes is playing is surely the difficulty of ascertaining the justice or
injustice of ‘Mr Just City’s’ actions). What is chiefly at stake in Acharnians is the kind of
political world imagined in each half of the play, as Dicaeopolis ends up stifling the kind of
democratic activity that he had initially emblematised. In other words, Rancierian politics

becomes ‘police’ and Arendtian ‘action’ is subsumed by ‘labour.’

328 Bailey 1936; Sutton 1988; Slater 2002: 50-8.

329 Esp. Goldhill 1991: 188-96; Rosen 2012: 6-17.

330 Dicaeopolis as selfish: Whitman 1964: 59-80; Newiger 1980; Bowie 1982; Foley 1988; Bowie 1988; Fisher
1993; Bowie 1993: 18-44; Wilson 2007: 271-8. Dicaeopolis as unselfish: Edmunds 1980; MacDowell 1983;
Olson 1991; Moorton 1999; McGlew 2002: 57-85. For a balanced view, see Olson 2002: xlii-xIv.
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Acharnians begins in the heart of Athens’ prime political institution, the assembly, but shows
it in disarray. The Pnyx is empty (20), admittedly at the crack of dawn, but other citizens show
up late (23, 40); while the eager citizen who does show up first to the seat of democracy has

nothing to do except waste his time (30-31):

OTEVE, KE(MVA, GKOPIVALOL, TEPOOLLAL,

amop®, yphow, mapatiiiopat, Aoyilopan,

In this space of ‘political life’ (bios), Dicaeopolis is reduced to ‘bare life’ (zoé), exercising the
speechless bodily processes of groaning, yawning, stretching, and farting.33! There are no logoi
for him to make or hear in the presence of others; instead, there are only internalised
calculations, captured by the middle verb AoyiCopat, for him to stay occupied.

Dicaeopolis, however, makes a claim to the political in the first instance by merely
showing up. That in itself offers a sharp rebuttal to the anti-democratic argument that farmers
such as Dicaeopolis have no leisure and thus no time or inclination to attend the assembly
(Avrist. Pol. 1318b10-18, [Ath. Pol.] 16.3).3%2 Indeed, as Ranciére contends (2010b: 139):

‘[P]olitics begins when those who were destined to remain in the domestic and invisible
territory of work and reproduction, and prevented from doing “anything else,” take the
time that they “have not” in order to affirm that they belong to a common world. It
begins when they make the invisible visible, and make what was deemed to be the mere
noise of suffering bodies heard as a discourse concerning the ‘common’ of the

community.’

This is precisely what is going on with Dicaeopolis, who explains that his personal pains related
from the opening line (6ca o1 d€dmypat TV Epavtod kapdiav, 1) are nothing compared to the

current situation prompting his anguish on behalf of the community (& motg noAig, 27). It is

331 These political terms here are discussed extensively in Agamben 1998.

332 This is an ideological position rather than a historical reality, however, since the seasonal nature of
agricultural work did allow farmers to have time for civic participation: see Osborne 2010a: 100. Cf. Wolin
2018a, describing democracy as a form ‘where power was visible, audible, countable, accountable, and above
all, accessible to those without leisure’ (69).
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not just that Dicaeopolis is a farmer whose lands have been devastated by the enemies’ armies
and so now has free time, since he is clear to state that he is ‘always the firstest to the assembly’
(éyo & del mpmdTioTog €ig EkkAnciav, 28). Nevertheless, he is at breaking point and ‘so now’

(vdv odv) commits to taking an extreme stand in the name of democratic agency (37-9):

VOV 00V ATEYVAC Ko TOPECKEVAGUEVOC
Bodv, YToKpovELY, AOBOPETV TOVG PHTOPOS,

€av T A0 ANV TEPL EIPNVNG AEYT.

Shouting, interrupting, and abusing the speakers do not, as S. Douglas Olson notes, in fact
represent ‘particularly outrageous’ assembly etiquette.>3® Dicaeopolis is legitimately, if
vigorously and boisterously, attempting to make himself heard in the face of those who refuse
to take his plea for peace into consideration (26-7). Yet it is to no avail, since, as it will turn
out, nobody will even hear him out. What is worse than the fact that nobody is initially taking
part in this faux assembly is that, when it eventually does begin, few are even allowed to take
part in it. The herald does proclaim that democratic touchstone of iségoria (tig dyopevewv
BovAetar; 45) as in a typical assembly,®** but this proves to be mere sham, since the right for
everyone to speak equally is quickly squashed. The first speaker, the quasi-divine Amphitheus,
hardly gets a word in before he is forced out of the assembly itself.**® Amphitheus’ treatment
smacks of Ranciere’s description of the workings of the ‘police’ order, which conceptualizes
ideological policing as a form of banishing (“Move along! There’s nothing to see here!”) rather
than what Althusser labelled ‘interpellating’ (“Hey, you there!”).3*® Amphitheus is almost
immediately banished by the herald, who instantly calls the archers to get rid of the peace-
dealing dissenter (54-60):

Kn. ot to&otat.
Ap. ® Tpurtdrepe kol Keheé, meptoyecdé pe; [55]
AL QVSpeg TPLTAVELS, AdiKeTTe THV xikAnciav

TOV 8vop’ amdyovteg, doTig NUiv Hi0eAe

333 Olson 2002: ad loc.

334 Sommerstein 1980: ad loc; Olson 2002: ad loc.

335 See also Olson 2002: ad 46 for extensive discussion of his identity and possible allusions to a contemporary
Athenian individual. Olson also notes that the fact that the herald asks who exactly Amphitheos is (tig dv; 46)
subverts normal procedure, according to which, in theory at least, the identity of the speaker — as long as he is a
citizen — is irrelevant to the enactment of free debate.

336 Ranciére 2010a: 37, responding to Althusser 1971.
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OTOVOUC TOI GO Kol KPEUAGOL TAG AOTIO0C.
Kn. k40noo, ciya.
At 1o OV ATOAM® Yo pEv ov,

fiv un mepi gipnvng ye mputavedonté pot. [60]

Those who are deemed to have no part are cast beyond the sensory horizon, what Ranciére
terms the ‘distribution of the sensible.” Amphitheus calls attention to this attempt to make him
invisible by questioning whether his progenitors will ‘overlook’ (mepidyecOe) him as the
archers drag him away, the verb being repeated at the end of the scene when Dicaeopolis
questions whether the prytaneis have been ‘overlooking’ him the whole time (nepieided’,
167).%7 As well as being unseen, Dicaeopolis goes unheard. Interjecting on Amphitheus’
behalf, he is commanded to ‘sit down, shut up’ (kdOnoo, oiya) and stop protesting against those
who ‘wrong the assembly’ (ddkeite v ékkAnoiav), exactly what he is told following some
of his interjections later in the scene (ciya, 64; ciya, ka01le, 123). Paradoxically, it is only
when Dicaeopolis speaks up (drayopedm, 169; Aéyw, 170) to shut down the assembly under
the pretence of rain that he is finally, and all too eagerly, heard.

Frustrated by this sham of collective decision-making, not to mention the sham business
with corrupt and devious ambassadors that forms the actual substance of the scene, Dicaeopolis
bids the fellow assembly goers (and spectators) to carry on sending out (pseudo-)ambassadors
and ‘gaping’ (keynvete, 133). This is a typical criticism Aristophanes levels against the people,
who are abused later in the play as ‘Open-Mouthians’ (yovvomoAitag, Ach. 635, trans.
Sommerstein) and similarly in Knights as inhabitants of a “city of Gapers’ (tfj Keynvoiov moet,
Eq. 1263). The word denotes the open mouth that articulates nothing, including Dicaeopolis’
own at the start (10, 30).338 It thus represents a form of apolitical passivity which Dicaeopolis
opposes by taking drastic action (&AL’ €pydoopai Tt dewvov Epyov kai péya, 128), which will
eventually involve (re-)claiming his right to speak. After all, as sympathetic readers like to
point out,**° having failed to reform Athens from within its civic institutions (unlike for
instance Peisetairos and Euelpides who simply fled Athens from the start in Birds), what else

could he have done?

337 1t is also worth noting, by contrast, that those who defy democratic procedure are eminently noticeable: the
‘Persian’ ambassadors in their flamboyant costumes (62-4), Pseudartabas looking like a battleship (94-7), and
the army of ‘Thracians’ with their distinctive phalluses (157-61).

338 Cf. Eq. 651, 755, 804, 1119; Nu. 171-2, 996; Vesp. 617; Av. 20; Lys. 629.

339 MacDowell 1983: 148, 158; Fisher 1993: 34.
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Dicaeopolis’ drastic action entails not simply obtaining a personal and private peace
abroad (that happens miraculously easily), but, more extensively, defending his decision to the
chorus. The hostile Acharnians enter with the aim of policing Dicaeopolis, even employing
violence as they repeatedly pelt him with stones (234-6, 281-5, 295, 352-3). As their initial
confrontation makes abundantly clear, the chorus refuse to hear Dicaeopolis out, despite his
persistent requests to be heard, the verb daxovw being repeated no less than ten times in the
space of twenty-two lines of dialogue (292-324). The chorus, who assert that they would rather
die than hear Dicaeopolis out (é€oloiunyv, fiv akovow, 324), repeatedly attempt to silence
Dicaeopolis, while they also try to make him invisible by burying him under a mound of stones
(katd og ydoopev toic Aboig, 295). They relent only after Dicaeopolis threatens a lump of
Acharnian coal in a parody of Euripides’ Telephus (335-8) and then plays the role of Telephus
himself. It is in this guise that Dicaeopolis makes his case for peace (497-556), a case which
has received a lot of attention among scholars, many of whom argue against taking it at face
value as a ‘definite plea for peace.’**° Dicaeopolis himself seems to be undermining his own
case by demarcating the chorus from the audience in terms of their respective responses (442-
4):

TOVG eV Beatdg eidévon P’ 8¢ eip’ €Yo,
T00G & aw yopevtic NMBiove mapesTavar,

Om®G Av OTOVE PNUATIOS CKILOAIC®.

Dicaeopolis is self-consciously speaking in such a way as to make the chorus look like ‘fools’
(MAbiovg, 443), while at the same time keeping the spectators in the know (gidévau, 442).
Would the theatre audience not be fools too, then, for believing everything he goes on to say?
Indeed, as many have pointed out, the speech itself is not exactly, or at least not consistently,
serious in tone: for example, it evokes intertextually the quasi-parodic opening of Herodotus’
Histories and contradicts claims made elsewhere in this supposedly anti-war play, such as the
claim in the parabasis that the reward for accepting Aristophanes’ wise counsel is the winning
of the war (646-54). To be sure, the point of Dicacopolis’ speech is surely not to convince the
entire audience to vote for peace in the assembly; the division of the chorus immediately after

Dicaeopolis has spoken, with both halves taking extreme positions (one chorus leader claiming

340 Murray 1933: 27. Arguing against that extreme position, see Forrest 1963: 6-9; Heath 1987: 16-18; Reckford
1987: 179-86; Goldhill 1991: 192-6; Fisher 1993: 35-9; Carey 1993: 251-8; Foley 1988. For a balanced
appraisal, see Pelling 2000: 158-63.
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that the speech contains no lies, the other simply resorting to violence), seems to be sufficient
evidence that whatever this play gives us it is not a coherent anti-war stance (557-65).34! Even
so, there is surely a political point to all this, which comes less from the content of Dicaeopolis’
speech than from the emancipatory form of a citizen speaking up and refusing to remain unseen
and unheard.

While much has been written about Dicaeopolis’ choice of Euripides’ Telephus with
its paratragic or parodic implications,®*? it may be Telephus’ status as a beggar that is
particularly telling when it comes to the issue of democratic empowerment. Indeed, it is this
that really riles his opponents, for Lamachus and the belligerent half of the chorus are at least
as outraged that a beggar should dare to speak up as they are by his pacifism, if not even more
50 (TaTi 6V TOAMLEC TTYOS AV NS Aéyety, 558; 0DTOG, 6D TOAUJG TTOYOS MV Aéyetv TASE;
577a; tovtl Aéyelg ol TOV otpatnyov ntmyog dv, 593). Even if Dicaeopolis’ speech was ‘just,’
as the belligerent half of the chorus ask, ‘was it necessary for this man to say it?” (it &i Sixoua,
todrov gimelv abt €ypfv; 562). Dicaeopolis, however, protests against the assumption that

‘Telephus’ has nothing to say simply because he is a beggar (496-7, 578-9):

un pot @Boviont’, dvopeg ot Bedpevor,

el TTYOG MV...

O Adpoy’ fpwg, ALY cuyyvhuny Exe,

el TTyOC OV MOV TL KAGTOUVAGUNV.

For why should beggars not have a say in a democracy in which wealth does not determine
political participation?®*® In a crucial passage of self-definition, Dicaeopolis collapses the
distinction between ‘beggar’ (ttwy06g) and vaguely defined ‘good citizen’ (moAitng ypnoToq),

a point that would be reinforced if he does not in fact disrobe here (593-7)3**:

341 MacDowell 1983: 154-5 reads the splitting of the chorus as support for his argument about the seriousness of
Dicaeopolis’ speech, on the grounds that nobody directly contradicts what Dicaeopolis says. Yet this is hardly
enough to prove that Dicaeopolis has made a wholly convincing argument; the lack of an opposing view for
consideration proves, if anything, Aristophanes’ lack of interest in debating the question of peace per se. In fact,
it is only after trouncing Lamachus that Dicaeopolis ends up persuading the entire chorus to take his side (626-
7) — he does not do it by his words alone.

342 See e.g. Foley 1988: esp. 37-8; Pucci 2007: 118-25.

343 Cf. Reinke 2019: ‘it is not clear that the categories of beggar and citizen should, by any necessity, exclude
each other, and a beggar thus be barred from public speech’ (41).

344 Both Sommerstein 1980: ad 594 and Olson 2002: ad 594 are dubious about any suggestions that he does.
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Ad. TOVTL AEYELG OV TOV OTPATNYOV TTOYOG AV,

At &yo yap gipn TToyog;

Aao. BAANL TiC Yap &l;

At 86T, TOAMTNG YPNOTOG, OV GIToVdaP)ioNg, [595]
AL €€ BTOVL TTEP O TOAELOC, OTPATMVIONG,

oL &’ €€ Btov mep O mOAENOC, uiobopyiong.

On one level, Dicaeopolis the poor farmer-cum-beggar defines himself against the greedy
Lamachus, ‘Mr. Placehunter’ (cmovdopyiong, trans. Sommerstein) and ‘Mr. Wellpaid-post’
(moBapyiong, trans. Sommerstein), someone who along with his cronies dodges his duties and
uses public funds to get rich off far-flung embassies (601-17). It is ironic that Lamachus,
himself said to be undemocratically elected by virtue of a low turnout at the assembly (598),

invokes the name of democracy in order to put Dicaeopolis back in his place (618):

® dnpokpatio, Tadto ST’ dvaoyeTd;

All this proves is that the appellation ‘democracy’ can be ‘quite easily treated as a strategic
discursive term.”®* The invocation, which recasts Dicaeopolis’ own expressions of legitimate
angst in the Assembly (& molg molig, 27; ® Kpavad mokig, 75), is designed to induce outrage,
making it appear as if democracy cannot ‘endure’ (évaocysté) Dicaeopolis’ dissent.>*® The
truth, of course, is quite the opposite, since it is Lamachus who has been the one to defy
democracy, a form which necessarily allows for and incorporates dissent (see further below).>*’

On a more general level, Dicaeopolis explicitly does not define himself as a member of
any particular social group, such as beggars. Rather, his primary self-definition is abstractly as
a ‘citizen’ (molitng), that is a member of the polis, which includes more than just the narrow

group of those who could participate in public decision-making.3* Dicaeopolis’ more specific,

345 Butler 2015: 3. Cf. Ranciére 1999: 102; Derrida 2005: 27, 74. On the ironic overtones of Lamachus’ claim
here, see also Lauriola 2017: 349-50.

346 Cf. Telo 2020a, regarding Poseidon’s expression of outrage about the election of the Triballian in Birds (&
onpokpartia, Av. 1570) as a strategy that ‘builds on moral indignation to reinforce the logic of consensus’ (239).
Something similar could be said of the male chorus of Lysistrata claiming that the women seizing the Acropolis
is an ‘unbearable’ act of tyranny (dwvextd, Lys. 478), when it is they who are acting tyrannically: see below
n.450.

347 Esp. Ober 2002. Cf. Derrida 2005: ‘Democracy is the only system, the only constitutional paradigm, in
which, in principle, one has the right to criticize everything publicly, including the idea of democracy, its
concept, its history, and its name’ (87).

348 See Osborne 2011: 92-102 on the meaning of the word polités in contradistinction to astos. While the latter is
used narrowly and more rarely to ‘indicate a particular legal and political status,” the former, which ‘admits of
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secondary claim to be a ‘son of the army’ (otpotmvidng) (and thus not quite the pacifist!) is
similarly inclusivist, the army being a group composed of male citizens as well as many non-
citizens.3*® The adjective ypnotog qualifying moAitng is particularly charged as well. For
Dicaeopolis does not merely self-define as the opposite of the person who takes no part in
public life, the bane of democratic society according to Thucydides’ Pericles (o0k dnpdypova,
aAl’ dypeiov, 2.40.2). He also, more polemically, appropriates and transvalues one of the main
evaluative terms that elites such as the ‘Old Oligarch’ had reserved exclusively for
themselves.3*°

To be sure, Dicaeopolis is a named individual distinguishable from others (the
significance of his name is discussed below) and said to a member of the specific deme of
Cholleidae (406) (not Aristophanes’ deme!). Crucially, however, he is one of the sociologically
unidentifiable ‘part without a part” who has been ‘wronged’ by not being counted.*!
Dicaeopolis’ self-definition, in this regard, seems to encapsulate what Ranciere terms
‘subjectification’®?: less an identification than a ‘disidentification,” since he denies that he is
nothing but a beggar as others see him, and more a ‘demonstration of equality,’ since he claims
that Lamachus and people like him are no more qualified for government than he and people
like him are (in fact, they might be positively less qualified, given that Lamachus proves to be
a poor general at the end of the play). This model of ‘subjectification,’ it is worth adding, is
extended in Aristophanes’ next play in the figure of the Sausage Seller of Knights, someone
who is able to challenge Cleon precisely because he is a ‘nobody’ (o0deic, 158) and protests
against his own qualification to govern (150-240).3% At any rate, in Acharnians, our
disempowered farmer-turned-beggar claiming to be a ‘good citizen” makes a claim that is
ultimately so unspecific as to be an ‘impossible identification.’3** That is to say, Dicaeopolis
IS not so much a poor peasant farmer as he is an ‘everyman,” someone ‘constructed to fit no

one precisely and everyone in general.”3%

being performed well or badly,’ is used broadly and more frequently to ‘cover a whole range of ways of
belonging to the community, of which having political capacities is only one’ (102).

349 Oshorne 2011 notes that astoi (the group of citizens with formal political capacities) ‘alone could never
provide the men required for the navy or even for the infantry army, let alone for Athens’ commercial
involvement with the wider Mediterranean world’ (122).

350 Ober 1989: 289-92; Oshorne 2017: 13-14. On the (re-)branding of the term here, see McGlew 2002: 71-2.
%1 Esp. Ranciere 1999: 1-19.

%2 Ranciére 1992, 1999: 35-42.

353 On the Sausage Seller’s ordinariness and paradoxical unfitness to rule, see McGlew 2002; 97-11.

%4 Ranciére 1999: 36.

355 McGlew 2002: 63 n.18, channelling Ranciére we might say.
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The idea of Dicacopolis’ status as an ‘everyman’ can be reinforced when we consider
the significance of his name itself, ‘Mr Just City.’3*® This is particularly in view of Aristotle’s
political framework, which, in a crucial passage of his Politics, explicitly links the capacity for
justice with the formation of political society (Pol. 1253a7-18, trans. Rackham)®:

‘And why man is a political animal (mrolttikov 6 dvOpwmoc {dov) in a greater measure
than any bee or any gregarious animal is clear. For nature, as we declare, does nothing
without purpose; and man alone of the animals possesses speech (Adyov 8¢ povov
avOpwmog Exel tdv (dwv). The mere voice, it is true, can indicate pain and pleasure (1)
L&V ovv avi Tod Avanpod kol 11déog doti onpeiov), and therefore is possessed by the
other animals as well (for their nature has been developed so far as to have sensations
of what is painful and pleasant and to signify those sensations to one another), but
speech is designed to indicate the advantageous and the harmful, and therefore also the
right and the wrong (6 8¢ Aoyog €ri Td dnAodv €oti 10 cLUPEPOV Kol TO PAaPepdv, dhote
Kai T dikatov kai tO &ducov); for it is the special property of man in distinction from
the other animals that he alone has perception of good and bad and right and wrong and
the other moral qualities, and it is partnership in these things that makes a household

and a city-state.’

For Avristotle, it is the possession of ‘speech’ (Adyoc) which explains why the human being is
uniquely a ‘political animal,” since speech can indicate what is advantageous and harmful and
thus what is just and unjust. It is the human being’s perception of these moral qualities which
distinguishes him or her from the animal and makes possible the formation of the oikos and
thus the polis. Whereas at the start Dicaeopolis had expressed himself primarily in terms of
pleasures (fjoOnv, 2, 4, 13) and pains (@dvviOnv, 3, 9), the only mode of perception and
expression said by Aristotle to be available for non-human animals that can merely make a
‘sound’ (pwvn)) to indicate these things, by the end of the first half Dicaeopolis speaks explicitly
of justice. Hence this beggar-cum-poet, professing that ‘comedy too knows what is just’ and
that he will ‘speak of terrible but just things’ (1o yap Sikatov 0ide kai Tpvymdia. / £yd 8& AEEw

dewva pev dikoua 6¢, 500-1; cf. 645, 655, 661), confounds those who earlier in the play had

36 Previous scholarship on his name often regards it as a covert reference to Eupolis or to Aristophanes himself:
see Biles 2011: 56-96, with further discussion.

357 See Agamben 1998: 7-8 on the paradigmatic, metaphysical status of this passage, viz. the ‘fundamental
categorical pair... of bare life / political existence, zoé / bios, exclusion / inclusion.’
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determined by Aristotelian logic avant-la-lettre that he had no capacity to speak and thus to
indicate what is just —as well as confounding those who might maintain that the genre of poetry
he represents has no capacity to do so either. Paradoxically, Dicaeopolis does not actualise his
claim to the political in the assembly, where he is silenced, but only afterwards, when he
announces his name at Euripides’ house several hundred lines into the play: ‘Dicaeopolis of
Cholleidae calls you, it is I’ (Atkoidémorig korel oe XoAAong, £ym, 406).

Ranciére’s summary of the ‘forms of democracy’ can help us articulate what we have

seen so far (1999: 100):

‘There is democracy if there is a specific sphere where the people appear. There is
democracy if there are specific political performers who are neither agents of the state
apparatus nor parts of society, if there are groups that displace identities as far as parts
of the state or of society go. Lastly, there is democracy if there is a dispute conducted
by a nonidentary subject on the stage where the people emerge. The forms of democracy
are taken by the emergence of this appearance, of such nonidentary subjectification and

conducting of dispute.’

Dicaeopolis emerges by dressing up as a beggar and speaking out in public, makes himself into
an active subject by self-defining primarily as nothing more specific than a molitng ypnotoc,
and provokes dispute not only by proposing to end the war with Sparta but, more
fundamentally, by claiming the right to be seen and heard where before he was consigned to
mute invisibility.

It is the stifling of dispute, above anything else, that marks the antagonists in the first
half of this play (as well as Dicaeopolis in the second half, as it will turn out). This includes
not just Lamachus as we saw above, but also the belligerent semi-chorus, who are unwilling to
stomach the comic hero’s allegedly persistent abuse of the city (& Adpoy’, o0 yap oOTOG
avOpwmog Talot / Groacav fudv v TOA Kakoppobel; 576-7), as well as of Cleon, who had
allegedly prosecuted Aristophanes himself in the past for the same reason (502-3, 630-1):

oV Yap pe viv ye dwoPoarel KAémv dti

EEVOV TOPOVTOV TNV TOMV KOKDG AEY®.

dtafariropevoc & vo TV ExOpdV &v ABnvaiolg Tayvfovrolg,

O KOUMOET TNV TOAV HU®V Kol TOV dfpov KabvPpilet,
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Conversely, the chorus in the parabasis boast that Aristophanes has earned himself an
international reputation, cast in terms of epic-style kAéoc, precisely because he performs acts
of daring (mapexvdvvevs’, TOAUNG) by speaking out among the Athenians and saying what is
just (ta dikouo) (643-6):

TOLYGPTOL VOV €K TV TOAE®MV TOV POPOV VUTV ATAYOVTES
fEovotv 1delv EmBLUODVTEG TOV TOMTHV TOV APIoTOYV,
doTic TapeKvOvveLs” elmely év ABnvaiolg ta dikoua.

6vtwg 6’ awtod epl ThHG TOAUNG TIOM TOpp® KAEOG TIKEL. ..

The risk of facing criticism or even prosecution apparently does not perturb Aristophanes, as
for instance it would those Athenians who kept quiet rather than vote against the majority in
favour of the disastrous Sicilian expedition, even though they were themselves opposed to it
(Thuc. 6.24.4). The risk of being silenced by the ‘cowardly’ (de1d6g, 664) Cleon, who in
Knights is said to ‘scare away speakers’ (dmocofel tovg pritopag, EQ. 60) and makes the city
‘silent and tongue-gagged’ (kateyAottiopévny cwwndv, 352; cf. Ach. 380), likewise proves no
obstacle to this courageous, righteous, and outspoken poet, also described as such in the
parabasis of that play (tolud te Aéyswv ta dikona, EQ. 510). This puts Aristophanes in the exact
position of Dicaeopolis, who too performed an act of daring (311-2, 315-6, 488, 558, 563,
577a) by speaking out in the face of those trying to keep him silent, speech which also included
saying what is just (500-1).3%8

As such, both figures embody a central democratic value of parrhésia, which, in
Foucault’s discursive analysis, ‘demands the courage to speak the truth in spite of some danger’
and which ‘in its extreme form... takes place in the “game” of life or death.”®*° Dicaeopolis’

speech, of course, takes this ‘extreme form” as he puts his head on a chopping block (318, 355),

358 Cf. Bowie 1982: 29-32.

359 Foucault 1983: 4. For Foucault, parrhésia (in the positive sense) is a strictly civic quality: ‘In “democratic
parrhesia” — where one speaks to the assembly, the ekkiésia — one must be a citizen; in fact, one must be one of
the best among the citizens, possessing those specific personal, moral, and social qualities which grant one the
privilege to speak’ (5). This may not be the case according to Aristophanes’ plays, however, where parrhesiastic
qualities are displayed by non-citizens as well. For example, the women of Assemblywomen ‘dare such a deed of
daring’ (toOAunpo toApuduev tocodtov, 106; cf. 288) by infiltrating the assembly, while the women of Women at
the Thesmophoria explicitly assert their own ‘free speech’ (tappnoia, 540) in a quasi-assembly (295-310, 372-
9). Aristophanes, in fact, is ignored in Foucault’s account, even though the very word moppncia is used once in
Aristophanes in the aforementioned example.
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literalizing what Foucault terms ‘the parrhesiastic game in which your own life is exposed.”3%

If Dicaeopolis can be said to stand for Aristophanes at all, it is perhaps above all because the
character emblematizes a form of democratic empowerment that is at the heart of what comedy
is about. It entails the willingness of anyone — farmer, beggar, comic poet, or anyone else for
that matter — to dare to speak in public even, or especially, in the face of those who refuse to

listen, and thus to assert bios in the face of the reduction to zoeé.

Courage is described as the ‘political virtue par excellence’ by Arendt, who writes that it is the
virtue required for the public realm of politics to exist at all, the space where the political actor
‘had first to be ready to risk his life,” not in the sense of being prepared to face life-threatening
dangers, but rather being prepared to leave the private realm where ‘one was primarily
concerned with one’s own life and survival.’3®* Arendt’s distinction between the public and the
private, the political and the anti-political, is pertinent to the plot of Acharnians. While the first
half of the play had staged Dicaecopolis’ courageous advance on the public realm, the second
half stages his retreat to the private realm, with no suggestion that he is planning ever to leave
it. He thus ends up suppressing the very democratic energies he had come to embody.

It is telling that, even as Dicaeopolis is frequently named in the second half of the play
(748-9, 823, 959, 1048, 1085, 1196), a feature typically associated with empowerment in
comedy,? he is never described nor does he describe himself as a moAitnc again, let alone a
moAitng ypnotoc. That adjective, though it is not used again in the play, does in fact resurface
twice in the cognate forms of néyypnotog and ypriowog. The former adjective describes the
‘all-purpose (nayypnotov) vessel’ (936) that the sycophant Nicarchus becomes as he is packed
for trade; the latter describes Dicaeopolis’ ‘commercial merchandise (yprjnatoa) for sale’ (973-
4), ‘some of which is useful (ypnowa) around the house and some that should be eaten hot’
(975). This shift in signification is programmatic, for what had earlier been a political marker
of the ‘good’ citizen ends up being an economic marker to describe ‘useful’ products. The
trajectory of Acharnians is encapsulated by this reduction of the political to the economic, or,

in Arendt’s more apt terms laid out in The Human Condition, ‘action’ (the sphere of public

360 Foucault 1983: 4.

361 Arendt 2018: 36. Cf. 180, 186, 197-8, 206. For a historical perspective on the virtue of courage in democratic
Athens, see Balot 2014.

362 Olson 1992.
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speech) to ‘labour’ (the sphere of biological necessity and endless consumption in private).>®3
While much ink has been spent trying to determine whether Dicaeopolis is right or wrong in
his actions in the second half of Acharnians — scholars typically follow either the chorus’
admiration of his happiness (836) and ingenuity (971-2), or their objection to his selfishness
(1037-9) — the bottom line is that Dicaeopolis retreats from the political world of ‘action’
altogether.

This is marked first and foremost by the change in setting.3%* Dicaeopolis had begun
the play in the assembly in the polis, but ends up retreating into a paradoxically private agora
that seems to merge with his own oikos. The nature of Dicaeopolis’ volte-face is made clear
from the very first word after the parabasis, in which Dicaeopolis marks out the boundaries

(6pov) of his (tijg €ufic) agora (719-28):

Opot nev dyopdg siotv oide Tig EUfic.

gvtadd’ ayopalew maot [ehomovvnoiog [720]
gEeott kai Meyapedot kai Bowwtiotg,

8> OTE TOAETV TPOC SUE, Aaudy® 8¢ pr.
ayopavopovg 6 thg dyopds kabictopot

TPELG TOVG Aaydvtag 10060’ ipdvtog €K Aempdv.
évtavBo unte cukoEAvVING icito [725]

T’ GAAog 6otic Dactavog 6T’ Avip.

€Y® 0¢ TNV oAV k0B’ fjv éomelcaunyv

pétel’, tva 6TNGm Gavepav &v Tdyopd.

Dicaeopolis’ agora is immediately designated as a bounded space.®®® It is designedly
restrictive, its rules being determined by one man (and to one man’s advantage) and inscribed
permanently on a stele. It is owned by Dicaeopolis himself, the emphatically positioned
personal pronoun éufic (719) representing a profoundly idiosyncratic and solipsistic twist on
the conventional formula employed on boundary markers, which were positioned legitimately
to exclude polluted persons from the agora: ‘I am the boundary marker of this agora’ (hdpog

elpi 165 dyopdig, IG I° 1087-90) has become ‘these are the boundary markers of my agora’ (8pot

363 Arendt 2018: esp. 7-8.

364 See Compton-Engle 1999: 367 n.25, with reference to scholarship on the ambiguous settings of the play.
365 Cf. Telo 2020a: 219, reflecting on the boundedness of Cloud-cuckoo-land as an instance of Ranciérian
‘police.’
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ngv dyopdc siow oide tiig dudjc, 719).%¢ It is open to trade with Peloponnesians, Megarians,
and Boeotians on the condition they do not sell to Lamachus, though all Dicaeopolis seems to
have done is to reverse the exclusionary Megarian decree, the alleged casus belli (532-4), so
that Megarians are now included but (some) Athenians are excluded from trading in the agora.
Those excluded Athenians include sycophants or Phasians (punning on phasis, ‘denunciation’),
as well as certain individuals with litigious tendencies, as the chorus later assert (836-59),
specifying Ctesias or any other sycophant as well as Hyperbolos threatening lawsuits.
Tellingly, Dicacopolis’ agora in Acharnians comes to be a markedly different space from other
depictions of the agora in Aristophanes’ plays, where it is typically associated with democratic
inclusion: it is the place from which Lysistrata draws her demotic bunch of allies (Lys. 456-8),
which gives its name to the democratizing heroes of Assemblywomen (‘Ms Active in the
Agora’) and (eventually) Knights (‘Mr Agora-Disputant’), and which is detested and avoided
by the Better Argument precisely for its democratic associations (Nu. 991, 1003, 1055).%¢
Those later Aristophanic depictions, it is worth stressing, are much closer to the actual Athenian
agora as an inclusive space crucial for the production of ‘democratic knowledge’ outside
formal political institutions.3%®

Dicaeopolis’ agora is more than just exclusive. It is a space which accommodates
neither the formal debate characteristic of the assembly (there will be no agon after the
parabasis, after all), nor the informal chatter and gossip characteristic of the agora proper (this
is exactly what was bothering Dicaeopolis in the assembly at the start of the play, in fact: o1 &’
év ayopd Aorodot, 21). Instead, it is a strictly economic space with the sole function of
facilitating trade (molsiv).>®® The reprogramming of public space from the political to the
economic is, Arendt writes, characteristic of tyrants, who attempt to turn the agora from a
‘meeting place of citizens’ into a ‘market-place,’ their aim being to ‘discourage the citizens
from worrying about public affairs, from idling their time away in unproductive agoreuein and

politeuesthai, and to transform the agora into an assemblage of shops like the bazaars of

366 Olson 2002: ad 719, 725-6.

367 On the agora as a space for public speech — hence the democratic slogan tig dyopedev Bovieton — and its
connection to the heroine of Assemblywomen, see Rothwell 1990: 83. This is a point made sophistically by the
Worse Argument, who also associates it with the Homeric assembly (Nu. 1055-7).

368 Esp. Sobak 2015.

369 That the facilitation of trade is not the main function of the Athenian agora may be symbolised by the fact
that Socrates, the barefoot philosopher, is often said to hang out and converse with none other than the
shoemakers whose material products he publicly rejects: see Sobak 2015: esp. 707. This validates the view of
Socrates in the agora as expressed by Arendt 1990: ‘Socrates, who refused public office and honour, never
retired into this private life, but on the contrary moved in the marketplace, in the very midst of these doxali, these
opinions’ (81).
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oriental despotism.”®’° Dicaeopolis, who has in fact been labelled a ‘perfect tyrant,’>"
depoliticizes his agora in a similar manner. In doing so, he becomes invested in the very thing

which he had protested against at the start of the play, namely trade (32-6):

amoPAET®V €ic TOV AypoOV PNV G EPAIV,

oTVY®V UEV AGTL TOV &’ EUOV OTjHov ToODV,

0¢ o0demdmOT’ eimev “dvOpaxac mpim”,

oVK “6£0¢”, 00K “Elatov”, 008’ 1ol “mpim”, [35]

AL avTOg Epepe Thvta YO TpiwV ATHv.

Dicaeopolis’ initial complaint about the war is that it has introduced trade into his hitherto
uncorrupted rural life, in which the word ‘buy’ (zpiw) did not even exist and there was complete
self-sufficiency. However, as has been noticed, ‘the buying which Dicaeopolis had longed to
escape is now his primary occupation.”®’? Dicaeopolis in fact becomes ‘a buyer’ (6 npimv) the
moment he purchases a private peace-treaty for eight drachmas (130) and ‘gulps down’
(éxmiopon, 199) the wine representing it. That is an act of trade and consumption that
foreshadows much of his activity in the second half of the play, culminating in an extravagant
banquet during which he likewise ‘gulps down’ (éknénwka, 1202) the wine in his pitcher.
Ironically, Dicaeopolis’ consumptive behaviour likens him to many of his enemies in the
opening scene: the overfull Cleon vomiting five talents (6); the phony ambassadors enjoying
extravagant feasts among barbarians who consider men those who ‘can eat and drink the most’
(77-8; cf. 73-5, 85-6, 88-9, 141); the fraudulent ‘King’s Eye’ entitled to free meals at the
Prytaneum (126-7); and the sham Thracians, described as a ‘horde of locusts’ (150), who
plunder Dicaeopolis’ prandial garlic (163-5, 174).

More hypocritically, the language of trade repeatedly crops up during the scenes set in
the agora.®”® This is perhaps most conspicuous when Dicaeopolis ends up buying two ‘urbane
pigs’ (doteio Pooxknuate, 811) — the adjective doteiog relating to the noun dotv that

Dicaeopolis so hated (otuydv puev doto, 33) — from the Megarian salesman. As the chorus at

370 Arendt 2018: 160.

371 McGlew 2002: 78 — though Dicaeopolis hardly demonstrates ‘extraordinary inclusiveness,” as McGlew
somewhat contradictorily argues. Cf. Fisher 1993: 44.

372 Compton-Engle 1999: 368-9. Olson 1991: 202-3 rather sees in the second half a simple return to a “pre-
monetary’ existence, involving bartering rather than buying and selling, though it has been retorted that such a
dichotomy is something of a ‘red herring’: see Compton-Engle 1999: 369 n.34.

37 mpiapon, 737, 749, 812, 870, 901; dyopalm, 750; mnphokw, 734, 735; dnpatoc, 743; anodidwu, 817; toréwm,
897; éumoAn|, 930; poptiov, 957; umopika xpHuoto dtepmoidy, 973-4.
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one point proclaim, using a verb with both agricultural and financial meanings, Dicaeopolis
will ‘reap a bumper crop’ (kapndoetat, 837, trans. Henderson), proving that produce is now
bound up with profit — and, as we will see below, exploitative violence. Dicaeopolis’ one-man
society is what Arendt labels a ‘consumer’s society,” one which epitomizes the ‘victory of
animal laborans.”3"

Dicaeopolis may be praised by the chorus for his bounteous self-sufficiency, which
seems to have revived the status ante quem (avtopoto wavt’ ayoda T®OE ye mopiletar, 976).
Yet there is good reason for thinking that this exclusionary Golden Age is not a revival but
rather a ‘corrupt and perverted version of the original.”"® Perhaps the grossest corruption and
perversion is that the earlier state of self-sufficiency had served as the means to enable
Dicaeopolis’ allegedly regular attendance of the assembly. It had provided an idealised
equivalent to jury or (later) assembly pay, that crucial feature of Athenian democracy which
allowed the poor to participate in formal public decision-making without having to worry about
providing for the necessities of life. Now, however, Dicaeopolis’ self-sufficiency is merely an
end, not a means, a frequent Aristophanic criticism when it comes to public pay as a matter of
fact (cf. e.g. Vesp. 605-12, 684-95).

Dicaeopolis therefore ends up inverting the Aristotelian dogma (Pol. 1252b29-31),
endorsed by Arendt throughout her work, which states that ‘self-sufficiency’ (avtdpkeia) is a
necessary precondition for the polis, which ‘comes into being for the sake of living’ (ywvouévn
uev tob Cijv évekev), but not the goal of the polis, which ‘exists for the sake of the living well’
(ovoa 8¢ tod e (fiv). We saw how Dicaeopolis began the play merely ‘living” ((fjv), as a being
capable of no more than indicating pleasure and pain, and had ended the first half of the play
‘living well’ (0 {fjv), as a being capable of speaking and pursuing justice. What happens in
the second half, however, is a return to the anti-political, as Dicaeopolis ends up once more
merely ‘living’ (zen), by seeking little more than to satisfy the desires of his belly (and other
parts). The only thing that appears to have changed from start to finish is the balance of
pleasures and pains, a point highlighted by the fact that the very same verb that is used in the
prologue to describe Dicaeopolis’ complaints about being ‘bitten’ (5&dnypat, 1; £6MqyOnv, 18)
by the state of affairs at Athens ends up relating Dicaeopolis’ pleasure at being ‘nibbled’ by
one of the dancing girls (ti pe ov daxvelg; 1209). To be content with the natural pleasures,

Arendt writes of those who forsake the public realm of ‘action,” is ‘to live and die like

374 Arendt 2018: 125-35, 320-5.
375 Foley 1988: 46 with n.52, detailing how Dicaeopolis’ actions in his private market resurrect many of the
vices that he had earlier protested. See also Bowie 1993: 19-20.
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animals.”3’® But it is not just animals Dicaeopolis seems to resemble. Insatiable, isolated, self-
sufficient — and sometimes unjust — Dicaeopolis ends up resembling the Cyclopes of Homer
(Od. 9.106-141, esp. 109, 131), those beings paradigmatically described by Aristotle as having
no need for a polis at all (Pol. 1253a26-9).

While things work out well for Dicaeopolis, they hardly work out so well for everyone
who tries to trade with him, as scholars who assert Dicaeopolis’ selfishness point out.®’” The
Athenian war victim Dercetes is left to suffer the loss of his oxen because he offers nothing in
exchange for Dicaeopolis’ peace (1018-36); the bridegroom’s offer of meat from his wedding
is initially said to be well below Dicaeopolis’ price for peace at more than one-thousand
drachmas (1055), quite the mark-up on Dicaeopolis’ purchase price of eight drachmas (130)
(though Dicaeopolis does then give a splash of peace away freely to the bridesmaid); Lamachus
is banned from the agora in the first place and not allowed to join in Dicaeopolis’ feast; while
the Megarian and Theban are swindled, the former trading his own children for a small amount
of the Megarian delicacies of garlic and salt (813-4), the latter having to give up his eels as
market tax (896). The chorus, who had initially envied Dicaeopolis’ feast (1008-10), look like
the fools Dicaeopolis said they were (443), when they realise that it is a feast to which they too
are not invited (1037-9), since it is being prepared by a man who only ‘dines for himself* (a0t®
Swaucoveiton, 1017), after all.3”® However, what is more troubling than Dicaeopolis’ treatment
of these individuals, which has been justified on a different reading which sees the excluded as
being deserving of their exclusion,3”® is how everyone in this play is reduced to being a mere
consumer. In the scenes with the Megarian and the Theban, the consequences of
consumerization are particularly dire, as it results in their complete dehumanization. The
Megarian’s daughters are animalized as pigs (and objectified as vaginas through the pun on
yoipoc), while the sycophant Nicarchus is objectified as pottery in profitable exchange with the
Theban (at the same time, the Megarian wishes to ‘sell’ (dmodocBar) his mother and wife in
the former scene (816-7), and in the latter the Theban is described as being like a ‘storm of
birds’ (bomepei yepav dpo / dpvibiog, 876-7) and Nicarchus like a ‘monkey’ (Gmep mibaxov,
907)).

376 Arendt 2018: 19. Similarly, Aristotle describes that kind of life as a ‘life of cattle’ (Booknuérov Biov, NE
1095b16-20), while the sycophant in Wealth likens the newly quiet life of the Just Man to a ‘sheep’s life’
(mpoBatiov Biov, PI. 921).

377 See e.g. Whitman 1964: 79; Fisher 1993: 39; Compton-Engle 1999: 369.

378 Cf. Arendt’s description of the animal laborans as someone who ‘does not flee the world but is ejected from
it in so far as he is imprisoned in the privacy of his own body, caught in the fulfilment of needs in which nobody
can share and which nobody can fully communicate’ (118-9).

37% See above n.330 for scholarship on the (in)justice of Dicaeopolis’ actions.
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If Dicaeopolis is a successful consumer who achieves an ideal of abundance, the
Megarian is a struggling consumer who faces the opposite condition of starvation. The
Megarian salesman gives his daughters the grim choice of being sold or starving miserably
(motepa mempacbot ¥p1ddet’ | mewiv kKakdc; 734) — receiving an uncomfortably enthusiastic
response (menpacOo mempdacbar, 735) — and relates the dire need to sell them to avoid
experiencing grim famine (aimep 1&€it’ oikadig / dmpata, melpaceicds Tag AMpod Kakds, 742-
3). The picture of the starving Megarians, already aired by Dicaeopolis during his speech to
the chorus (’meivov, 535), is reinforced in a potentially discomforting manner when
Dicaeopolis jests — a bad joke? — that the Megarians, famishing (Swomewvapeg, 751) as opposed
to feasting (dwamivopev), are only an aulos short of a pleasant campfire (GAL’ 1100 TOL V1| TOV
AU, fiv avlog mapf], 752). These Megarians feel what Arendt would call the ‘burden of
biological life,”%% the condition of animals in their unending quest for food.*® This condition
is, of course, literalized, since the Megarian’s two daughters are dressed up as piglets. While
this is often regarded as a playful comic routine, in which Dicaeopolis plays along with the
disguise that he can see through and make innuendos about,*®2 and in which the butt of the joke
are Athens’ enemies,® the scene is surely more disturbing and the Megarians’ plight more
sympathetic, as they are reduced to a condition of animality.

The two girls, in fact, are already pig-like in their voracious appetites, which is what
actually convinces Dicaeopolis to purchase them. They are so hungry that they are willing to
eat ‘everything’ (mav0’, 799) they are given, while they ‘munch’ tp®&ovrtat (806) the figs that
are tossed their way to provide the material for a pun — a bad one? — on the pigs being from
‘Munchester’ (o¢ Tpayacaio eaiveral, 808). When their father opportunistically picks up the
scraps that have not been ‘wolfed down’ (katétpayov, 809-10), he too behaves like an animal.
More systematically, the daughters forfeit the capacity for human speech, reduced to oinking
(ol xoi, 780, 800-3), ‘squealing’ (kekpéyotov, 804) and ‘making a guzzling noise’
(pobraovs’, 807). The Megarian’s daughters are relegated to the condition of the non-human
animal with only the capacity for phoné, the animal’s distinguishing feature according to

Aristotle (Pol. 1253a7-18); though their assimilation is already signalled at the start of the scene

380 Arendt 2018: 119.

381 On insatiability and the bestial in Greek culture, see e.g. Athen. 363a; Xen. Inst. Cyr. 5.2.17; Eur. Cyc. 335-
8; Aeschin. 1.96.

382 Henderson 1991: 9, 60, 131-2; Olson 2002: ad 738-9.

383 Pelling 2000: ‘Athenian sympathy for a Megarian is as unlikely as a Liverpool supporter feeling sympathy
for a relegated Evertonian, or — for most of our past — British sympathy for a suffering Frenchman’ (159).
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when their father advertises them to Dicaeopolis by asking them to ‘make a sound’ (p@mvel,
777).

Even if the Megarian’s plight is more comic than sympathetic, what may be more
troubling is that Dicaeopolis himself is not all that far off this position of quasi-animality.
Indeed, the only use of the noun phaoné in this play describes Dicaeopolis’ own ‘voice’ (povi],
1046), as he orders servants around to prepare his food and makes his own animalistic ‘high-
pitched noises’ (0pbuocpdrmv, 1042). The difference between the starving Megarians and the
feasting Dicaeopolis is, ultimately, only a matter of quantity.®* This point is made during the
choral interlude after the chorus discover that Dicaeopolis does not share with Dercetes: the
chorus’ expostulation that they being threatened with starvation and death (1044-5) is
immediately juxtaposed with Dicaeopolis’ preparations for a plentiful feast that involves a
panoply of delicacies (1040-1, 1043, 1047). Although there is no direct indication that this feast
involves the Megarian ‘piglets’ he has just purchased, there may still be a whiff of cannibalism
— another Cyclopic trait — in the air, since Dicaeopolis does consume the eels he has purchased
after ‘addressing’ them (npooceuneiv, 882; npooeinat’ avtiyv, 891) and treating one of them as
his ‘guest’ (§€vng, 892).

The whiff of cannibalism is to return all the more pungently in Birds, of course, in
which that play’s bird-tyrant (topavvoc, Av. 1708) has no qualms roasting birds for his own
celebratory feast (Av. 1583-5, 1688-9).% Dicaeopolis, increasingly bossy as the play goes on
(1003-7, 1040-7, 1067-8, 1095-1142, 1216-25) and at one point described as a chef
(nayepwdg, dewmvnrikdg, 1015-6), distinctly seems to prefigure the imperious Peisetairos,
most tellingly when the former is described in avian imagery, ‘upon wings of thrushes and
blackbirds’ (bmai wtepOywv KiyAdv kol koyiywv, 970) and ‘in flight to dinner with grand
thoughts on his mind’ (éntépwtai T° éni 10 deinvov duo kol peydia 61 epovel, 986). Birds
might thus be regarded as extending and exaggerating the anti-political trajectory of the second
half of Acharnians, since the latter play’s protagonists set off to forsake the messy, litigious
world of Athenian democracy from the very start and end up establishing their own ‘police’

order.% If litigiousness is the main issue for Peisetairos and Euelpides (Av. 40-1), it is also a

384 Cf. Arendt 2006: “affluence and wretchedness are only two sides of the same coin; the bonds of necessity
need not be of iron, they can be made of silk’ (130; cf. 54).

385 The view that Peisetairos, whose name recalls the tyrant Peisistratus, sets up a tyranny is well-established:
see e.g. Bowie 1993: 177; Konstan 1997: 15-16; Romer 1997: 59-64; Anderson and Dix 2007; Ambler 2012;
Hall 2020a.

386 Teld 2020a. Cf. Hall 2020a: ‘It is important that what the Athenian emigrants dislike about Athens is its
polupragmosuné (44); they want a “quiet” life, by which they mean one in which they are unaccountable to
democratic laws and procedures’ (205).
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major issue for Dicaeopolis in the scene where he violently expels the sycophants who enter
his agora.

Athenian litigiousness, in fact, is often caricatured in the form of sycophancy in
comedy. Sycophants were, however, as Osborne has shown, central to the functioning of
Athenian democracy, since they served to foster participation among the wealthy by the
constant threat of litigation.®®’ This is arguably the case in Aristophanes’ plays as well, where
sycophants, despite being regularly portrayed as selfish nuisances who obstruct the comic
hero’s plan, are still hardly without legal justification for their obstructiveness.®® Thus, in
Acharnians, while neither the first sycophant nor Nicarchus’ denunciations of Dicaeopolis’
business transactions exactly convince as serious lawsuits in the public interest, the legal
procedure of phasis (paivm, 818-29; 908-24) is still invoked. When Dicaeopolis — now wealthy
himself — forcefully rejects sycophants with acts of violence and objectification, it is yet another
symbol of his rejection of the democratic values for which he had once stood.>®

This is particularly the case in the scene involving Nicarchus, who intrudes to expose
the Theban goods as ‘contraband’ (moAéuia, 912) and to accuse the Theban of threatening to
set the dockyard on fire with a wick (914-24). This presents the perfect trading opportunity for
Dicaeopolis and the Theban, who have found a gap in the Theban market insofar as sycophants
are plentiful in Athens but missing from Thebes (900), and thus could be sold for a large profit
(k€pdog oA, 906; kepddvng, 957). In order to be exported and sold, Nicarchus must be packed
up ‘like a pot’ (domep képapov, 905, 928), which means being packed into a box filled with
sawdust (927-8) and being loaded onto the Theban’s slave’s back with care (edAafovuevo,
955). As with the animalization of the Megarian ‘piglets,” the sycophant is objectified, treated
as ‘merchandise’ (umoAnv, 929; poptiov, 957) and said to be a pot by the end of the scene
(aipov AoPodv TOV képapov @ Bowbtie, 953).3% As an object, he is determined solely by his

instrumental ‘use’ (ypricetai, Thyypnotov, ypouevog) (935-42):

Xo. Tl ypnoetai Tot’ avTd;

At méyypnotov dyyog €otan,

387 Osborne 1990.

388 Osborne 1990: 87. Cf. Christ 2008: 170-4. For a different perspective, which accepts how rowdy protagonists
treat sycophants, see Pellegrino 2017.

389 Cf. Telo 2020a: 235, discussing the whipping of the sycophant in Birds as an example of the ‘suppression of
litigiousness’ constitutive of Ranciérian consensus.

3% In Arendt’s terms, this may strictly speaking be an act of “‘work’ rather than ‘labour,” since the sycophant
becomes an object meant to last rather than being consumed on the spot (943-4) and meant to facilitate its user’s
happiness (958). In any case, it represents the negation of ‘action.’
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KPOTN P KOK®DV, TPUTTNP SIKAOV, @aivery vtevdivovg Avyvod-
x0G kol KOME T Tpdrypot’ éykukdobor. [938]
Xo. tdg 0’ v memoBoin Tig Ay yel® TO10VT® YPDOUEVOG

Kat’ oikiov Tocovd’ del yopoivTL,

The sycophant, Dicaeopolis explains, is ‘for every purpose’ (néyypnotov), the adjective having
been rebranded as an economic term here as I suggested above. Unlike the “useful’ citizen with
intrinsic value, a ‘useful’ object has only instrumental value — though this noisy sycophantic
pot here seems to be rather useless even as a pot, as the chorus acknowledge despite
Dicaeopolis’ effort to swindle them. It is worth adding that this is not the first point in the play
where an object’s instrumental uselessness is flagged, since the noun ypéog had earlier been
used to describe a Euripidean prop for which Dicacopolis has no ‘use’ beyond merely desiring
it (ypéoc pév ovdév, Povropar & dpmg Aapeiv, 455).39 Aristophanes’ rebranding of the notion
of the ‘useful’ is particularly pointed as well, since it is the sycophant’s characteristically public
activities — particularly lawsuits (dwa@v) and audits (paiverv vmevBOvovg) — that are being
converted into household objects (xat’ oikiov). This is a form of domestication and
economization that is exaggerated in Assemblywomen (see episode four).

Dehumanized like the Megarian ‘piglets,” Nicarchus too is said to have no capacity for
logos as an object of pottery which still ‘makes noise” (yogovvtt), that noise earlier described
as having a ‘babbling ring, a cracked-in-the-firing ring’ (wo@el Adlov Tt ki / Tvupoppayec, 932-
3, trans. Sommerstein).*®> When Nicarchus does try to speak before he is beaten up,
Dicaeopolis literally bids someone ‘shut his mouth” (EvALauPav’ adtod 0 6TOpA, 926), a more
aggressive form of silencing — gagging — than Dicaeopolis was subjected to at the start.
Nicarchus, unlike Dicaeopolis, will not say another word. The violent exploitation of the
sycophant, an act characterised by the verb Oepilewv (Boeotian 0gpidderv), meaning both to
‘reap a good harvest’ and to ‘mow down’ or ‘plunder’ (947, 948),3° ultimately seems to
confirm what Arendt describes as the ‘grave danger’ of the anti-political life, in which
‘eventually no object of the world will be safe from consumption and annihilation through

consumption.’3%

391 Cf. Pucci 2007: 122 on the parodic implications of this line when it comes to comedy’s claim to having
didactic value.

392 On these sounds, see Sommerstein 1980: ad 932-4. The former is ‘apolitical” speech, the kind of which
Dicaeopolis complains of others about when he is ready to speak in the assembly (0i 8’ év dyopd Aorodet, 21),
while the latter refers to broken pottery.

3% Cf. Pellegrino 2017: 419

394 Arendt 2018: 133.
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It may be easy to regard this scene as slapstick, through which we are meant to laugh
‘with’ Dicaeopolis and ‘at’ Nicarchus. Yet the comic violence employed against the objectified
and dehumanized sycophant, even if he is a comedic nuisance, is surely excessive. This is
particularly apparent when Nicarchus ‘calls witnesses’ (poptopopot, 926), employing a
privileged form of redress for Athenian citizens, to testify that he is being illegally attacked.>%
This is not to say that comic violence and exploitation cannot be funny, even in this scene (I
will discuss in further detail the discomfort associated with staging comic violence in episode
five). But if we compare the mistreatment of the sycophant with that of Lamachus, the play’s
main unsympathetic villain, then we can perhaps see how Aristophanes calibrates different
laughing responses for each character. One way of measuring this is to note that there is plenty
of uncontested gelastic vocabulary in the scenes involving Lamachus that is absent from the
scene involving Nicarchus (oipot kaxodaipmv katoyeAdc §jon o pov, 1081; dvOpwre madoo
Kotoyehdv pov t@v 6miwv, 1107; tadt’ ob kotdyehmdg €otv avOpomolg mAatig; 1126).
Aristophanes seems to be making it much easier to laugh ‘at’ Lamachus than ‘at” Nicarchus,

the former representing the perversion of democratic principles that the latter actually upholds.

In the end, Aristophanes sets up a great deal of resistance to Dicaeopolis’ one-man society. |
have been arguing that the source of resistance lies much deeper than the comic hero’s apparent
selfishness, which, in any case, does not explain some of Dicaeopolis’ selfless acts, such as the
free giveaway of a drop of peace to the bridesmaid (1061). In fact, his decision to make a
private peace is not initially questioned by anyone — the trouble starts because he simply makes
peace with Athens’s enemies — as if to indicate that Dicaeopolis’ selfishness is not the main
issue at stake.3%® Rather, the trouble with Dicaeopolis’ actions in the second half of the play
stems from his negation of a political world altogether: the excluded becomes excluder, the
agent of dissensus an enforcer of consensus, the citizen defined by ‘action’ a consumer
consigned to ‘labour.” Even if the assembly was not functioning as a space for public speech,
it has the capacity to become one if enough people showed up and debate was allowed; in this
private, exclusive, economic agora there is no hope for even that.

Acharnians thus dramatizes the fulfilment of two ‘goods’: the good of democratic
agency embodied by Dicaeopolis the citizen, versus the good of economic consumption

embodied by Dicaeopolis the trader — though, as we have seen, the latter good is actually quite

3% Sommerstein 1980 ad loc. See also below n.675.

3% Noted by Foley 1988: ‘Urging the city to make peace and making a separate peace are not the same thing’
(45).
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bad from the perspective of the excluded (almost everyone who is not Dicaeopolis), and
especially from the perspective of the dehumanized (the Megarian’s daughters as piglets and
Nicarchus as a pot — and even, ultimately, Dicaeopolis himself as a cannibalistic consumer).
These may not be necessarily mutually exclusive (political actors can enjoy feasting too!); the
problem in Acharnians is that the world of political ‘action’ ends up being completely
subsumed by the world of apolitical ‘labour.” In Arendt’s analysis, Dicaeopolis has found ‘a
substitute for action,” which invariably amounts to ‘seeking shelter from action’s calamities in
an activity where one man, isolated from all others, remains master of his doings from
beginning to end.”3%’

The ease with which this happens may be instructive: the point is that one act of
democratic empowerment does not make a democracy — any more than one protest against
racism eliminates racism in society — let alone one act performed by one man alone. The
liberating forces of dissensus must continually disrupt; emancipatory ‘action’ must constantly
resist being substituted. Indeed, as we will see further in the next episodes, hyper-democracy
according to Aristophanes’ conception is less a homeostatic community of the already
enfranchised than a dynamic and open-ended process of enfranchisement; it is ‘not a sphere
but a process.”%® It is a system whose beating heart lies in the open agora — and, by analogy,
the theatre — which means the opposite of the closed agora created by Dicaeopolis. Otherwise,
even a ‘good citizen’ like Dicaeopolis can be seduced into living for the sake of nothing but a
self-sufficient life, a life ‘without speech and action’ that is ‘literally dead to the world; it has
ceased to be a human life because it is no longer lived among men.”®®° That is a life which must

be taken with more than a pinch of Megarian salt.

397 Arendt 2018: 220.
3% Ranciére 2004: 305. Cf. esp. Derrida 2005; Ranciére 2010a; Wolin 2018c.
399 Arendt 2018: 176.
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EPISODE FOUR

Women

Women in classical Athens, it is well-known, had no formal political rights. Whilst nobody
now accepts the truth of extreme female silence and seclusion in Athenian society, the kind of
ideological claim paraded by Thucydides’ Pericles in his funeral oration (Thuc. 2.45.2) for
example, it is a fact that women were entirely excluded from public decision-making in the
assembly and lawcourts. Of course, women could be considered one paradigmatic ‘other’
throughout Greek culture,*® but it is in the developed democracy of Athens that the women’s
political exclusion was formalised, policed, and central to civic ideology.***

Nevertheless, women’s (non-)position was, it is also well-known, demonstrably
ambivalent in the Athenian polis.*® This was especially because they did play a crucial role in
guaranteeing Athenian citizenship after Pericles’ citizenship law of 451/0 and in performing
ritual duties for the polis, a role which may even have legitimated their status as citizens in
their own right.*%3 Scholars since the 1980s have shown how it is in drama above anything else
— though it is in tragedy in particular — that the otherness of Athenian women could be
challenged, questioned, and made to appear much less natural than some Athenian men may
have liked to admit; yet they have also maintained that, for all that the representation of women
may be questioning or destabilising, it is hardly ever said to be revolutionary or emancipatory,
and often quite the opposite.*®* There is an entrenched reluctance to ‘go there,” as much as
scholars are keen to show that, if there was anything that could resist the misogynistic flavour
of Athenian ideology, it would have been drama, with its radical imaginative possibilities and
its repeated — and varied — staging of women expressing agency or being denied it.%

The basis for this ultimately conservative position was most influentially formulated by

Froma Zeitlin, who rests her case on the fact that women were only ever played by men before

400 DuBois 1982a: esp. 110-28; Zeitlin 1996: 53-86; Cartledge 2002: 78-104.

401 Zeitlin 1978; Loraux 1993; Atack 2021.

402 Gould 1980; Pelling 2000: 189-245.

403 Blok 2017: esp. 100-46, 147-86. Blok also disproves the previously held notion that terminology for female
citizens did not exist (35 with nn.101-2).

404 There is a heap of scholarship on the subject of women in tragedy, helpfully detailed by Wohl 2005. For a
heterodox revolutionary-emancipatory reading of one tragedy, namely Euripides’ Bacchae, see Honig 2021: esp.
1-14.

405 Griffith 2001 puts an emphasis on the irreducibility of female representation to a single model in tragedy, in
which ‘no neatly defined portrait of “woman” emerges... no comfortable confirmation of preexisting distinctions
of gender, of predictable mannerisms of speech, or of the natural divisions between male and female’ (136).
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men, with the important corollary that their function as characters only ever served to reflect
and refract men’s concerns.*% It is not in spite of but precisely because of tragedy’s capacity
to transgress gendered norms — though it is an involuted form of transgression, since men are
only ever ‘playing the other’ in Zeitlin’s phrase (my emphasis) — that is said to make those
norms all the more robust for being tested. Thus, as Zeitlin famously writes, ‘functionally
women are never an end in themselves, and nothing changes for them once they have lived out
their drama on stage.”*”” Even so, while Zeitlin concludes that ‘tragedy arrives at closures that
generally reassert male, often paternal (or civic), structures of authority,” she acknowledges
that ‘before that the work of the drama is to open up the masculine view of the universe.”*%
And so even if women’s subordinate position is reasserted by the end of the tragic productions
— or, if not, then in the masculine-coded satyr play, whose function has been said to ‘protect
against the painful “feminine” emotions which tragedy has unleashed’*%° — this hardly means
that the audience forgets about the parts of the tragedies where gender means trouble.

While much of the scholarly attention has been on how tragedy draws out ideological
tensions concerning issues of gender, similar arguments have been transferred to comedy.
Adapting the structuralist-informed model that is predicated on seeing the female as ‘other’ in
contradistinction to the male ‘self,” Helene Foley in particular has shown in her combined
reading of Lysistrata and Assemblywomen that the structural opposition between male and
female, hence public and private or polis and oikos, encodes not a strict antithesis but a mutual
interdependence.*'% The fact that the plays deconstruct such a binary, however, it is maintained,
ultimately reinforces the power of the original construction. As Nicole Loraux puts it, ‘after
the comic production, a kind of institutional parenthesis that drew [men] to laugh at the city,
the gods, and themselves, it meant turning back towards life — political, religious, everyday life
— the stronger for having understood it all without endangering the order of things.’*!! Indeed,
the empowerment of women that is expressly staged in Lysistrata and Assemblywomen is
typically explained away. At best, it is seen as limiting women’s role to the domestic or
religious sphere, essential as those are in contributing to the healthy running of the polis*?; at
worst, it is said to be nothing more than a joke that is funny precisely because the actual political

406 Zeitlin 1996: 341-74.

407 Zeitlin 1996: 347.

408 Zeiltin 1996: 364.

409 Hall 1998: 37.

410 Foley 1982. For other structuralist readings of comedy along gender lines, see Vidal-Naquet et al. 1979;
Loraux 1991, 1993: 147-83; Konstan 1993; Zeitlin 1996: 375-416, 1999.

411 oraux 1993: 183.

412 vaio 1973; Rossellini 1979: 15-19; Foley 1982; Konstan 1993: 434 n.5; Loraux 1993: 157-8; Faraone 1997:
58-9; McGlew 2002: 161; Morwood 2010: 25; Bierl 2011: 287; McClure 2015: 71-4.
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empowerment of women would have been so inconceivable and ridiculous to the Athenian
audience (only ever assuming an all-male audience, of course).*'® It has even become
conventional to apologise that, though Aristophanes may not be quite the misogynist, he has
no genuine interest in empowering women — let alone, it is often added for the sake of it, any
right to be hailed a (proto-)feminist.*'4 Feminist or proto-feminist sentiments, to the extent that
they can be said to have existed at all, are rather sniffed in places like Euripides’ Medea (esp.
230-51, 410-45) or Plato’s Republic (esp. 540c).**

Some subsequent scholarship has begun to push back against the ‘playing the other’
model as a suitable one for comedy, as distinct from tragedy. The most sophisticated case has
been made with reference to the cross-dressing scenes in Aristophanes’ Women at the
Thesmophoria, scenes in which, as Eva Stehle has argued, the transvestism exposes the radical
non-essentialism of gender categories and gender is shown to be a matter of performance in
and of itself.’® This is an argument | will develop extensively in my reading of
Assemblywomen, a play which shows not just men playing women but men playing women
playing men, and which has also received attention for its capacity to challenge conventions of
gender.*t” Amidst the crises of (masculine) political power in the late fifth and early fourth
centuries, especially with the two oligarchic revolutions of 411 and 404, it is surely no
coincidence that Aristophanes starts writing plays that empower women in 411 and
thereafter.*'® I will return to that specific political context later in my own readings of Lysistrata
and Assemblywomen, but for now | will stick with a more general perspective on the
representation of women in the comic theatre. This involves moving away from the ‘playing

the other’ model, which, as Henderson has tersely suggested already, may be ‘too narrowly

413 Wilson 1982: 157-61; Zimmerman 1983: 74; Saxonhouse 1992: 1, 5; Taaffe 1993: passim; Finnegan 1995:
passim; Sommerstein 2009g: 237-46; Revermann 2010: 72-5; Compton-Engle 2015: 48-58.

414 Henderson 1980: 186; Assael 1985: 93; Casement 1986: 75; Dillon 1987: 101; Cartledge 1990: 40-2; Bowie
1993: 204; Taaffe 1993: 73; Finnegan 1995: 165-6; MacDowell 1995: 248; Bierl 2011: 258; Moodie 2012: 278;
Morales 2013: passim; Dué 2016: 44; Beard 2017: 68; Tsoumpra 2019: 529.

415 See Flaceliére 1962, reviewing Vogt 1960. It is also revealing to note that there is no chapter on ‘women’ in
Ehrenberg’s 1951 sociological study, The People of Aristophanes; and that Aristophanic comedy has not been
mined as a source of ‘feminist’ sentiment in antiquity in the same way as (Euripidean) tragedy has, as outlined
in Morales’ 2019 OCD entry, ‘Feminism and Ancient Literature.’

416 Stehle 2002.

417 Ober 2002: 122-55, writing that if ‘Aristophanes fails to budge his audience from the conviction that a
“political woman” is a natural impossibility, the rest of the play indeed becomes mere absurdity; and absurdism
of this sort was ... not the stuff of Athenian comedy’ (135).

418 For a related argument which sees comedy as reflecting and staging crises of masculinity, especially in the
late fifth century, see Ruffell 2013.
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drawn’ and which restricts the possibility that the comic plays about women may be precisely
‘plays about women.’**? It is worth elaborating on this.

For one matter, the fact that it is always male actors playing female characters should
not in itself limit us to one particular understanding of gender dynamics on stage. Even if
female actors were available and Aristophanes used them, they would still in a sense be
‘playing others,” since the condition of acting — not to mention acting by masked actors — is
precisely to play someone other than yourself (including gods, ghosts, foreigners, slaves, and
animals — as well as other men). At any rate, enough emotional turbulence came from men
impersonating women for Plato to be so troubled by it (Rep. 395d5-e2); acting can be
subversive in itself, no matter the identity of the actor.

For another, the fact is that a default position on women in the audience has often been
to view (or rather not view) them as being absent,*?° or, for those who do accept their presence,
as being unimportant compared to the ‘notional’ citizen audience of the plays.*?* Even if there
may be nothing which tilts the evidence definitively either way, the case for women’s
attendance in some capacity is I think strong.*?? This is especially in the absence of any formal
prohibition against it in contradistinction to other ritual spaces, and in the certain presence of
other marginalised groups in the theatre, though not necessarily within the theatron itself if we
accept the existence of unofficial viewing areas at the back. More importantly, a main argument
against women’s presence, notwithstanding the particular interpretation of contested evidence
(e.g. Av. 793-6), comes from seeing the ancient theatre as a quasi-institutional, strictly civic,
and therefore exclusionary space analogous to the assembly. Yet, as we saw in the previous
episode, we may just as well adopt a different analogy for the theatre, namely the agora, an
extra-institutional ‘free space’ that did include women. If the ‘force of drama is determined by
its audience,’*?® as Goldhill writes, then the assembly at the end of the dramatic festival after
the Assemblywomen, for example, takes on a whole new meaning with women in the audience

— of an assembly.*** As | am going to argue — and my argument does not hang on women’s

419 Henderson 1996: 29. For some cursory attempts to move away from this dominant model in relation to
tragedy, see Pelling 2000: 203-8; Allen 2002: 47-8

420 Goldhill 1994.

421 Henderson 1991a.

422 Roselli 2011: 158-94.

423 Goldhill 1994: 367. Goldhill does admit that if we did have a different understanding of the gender politics of
democracy, then that force would change (368-9).

424 On the unique assembly in the theatre, see Pickard-Cambridge 1988: 68-70. The opening of the Acharnians
in particular is sometimes discussed as a meta-commentary on the interrelation between the theatre and the
assembly: see Goldhill 1991: 186-8; Slater 2002: 42-6. The rehearsed assembly in Assemblywomen is also
discussed in this way: see Slater 2002: 212-3.
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presence in the theatre in any case — in Aristophanes’ plays women are not merely an ‘other’
to the male ‘self.’

My argument will be more palatable if we go further, so as to untether comic from
tragic representations of women (as well as untethering tragic from comic politics more
generally). The act of staging women in both genres (and across different authors and plays) is
not necessarily equivalent.*?® Indeed, it is Euripidean tragedy’s (alleged) misrepresentation of
women that causes the women of Women at the Thesmophoria to speak out in protest (esp.
Thes. 383-94) — even as they may themselves be misreading Euripides as a total misogynist, in
a play which stages creative misreadings of Euripidean tragedy (have they not seen Medea?).4%5
Comic and tragic women differ in terms of their actions in the respective plots. To take one
example, whereas it is a fact that in tragedy every single transgressive woman is ‘temporarily
or permanently husbandless,” as Edith Hall has observed,*?’ in comedy the transgressive
women are married or aim to restore their marriages. Comic heroines are thus not unruly in the
same way as tragic heroines; the behaviour of Lysistrata and Praxagora does not justify the
need for a kurios, as the behaviour of some tragic women possibly might be taken to. To take
another example, whereas female desire in tragedy is invariably destructive of the oikos, in
comedy it can be constructive, as in Lysistrata, where it leads to the restoration of the oikos.

Comic and tragic women also differ in terms of their manner of representation. Zeitlin
has aptly demonstrated how tragedy configures women in terms of mimesis, a point particularly
drawn out in Aristophanes’ Women at the Thesmophoria with its parodies of Euripidean
tragedy.*?® Yet comedy, a form which constantly plays with and disrupts mimesis, seems to put
more emphasis on women as embodied beings in the here and now of the stage action —
something which marks them as no different to men qua the condition of embodiment, as we
will see in detail below. The crucial point is that the representation of women in Aristophanes’

plays must be considered part of comedy’s unique form.*?° This also means taking into account

425 Cf. Taaffe 1993, noting that it is ‘absolutely necessary to distinguish between the representation of women in
comedy and the representation of women in tragedy’ (11), though her point is about the standards of mimesis (or
lack thereof) rather than about fundamentally different gender dynamics.

426 Assael 1985 argues that Aristophanes is thereby the misogynist — ¢ Aristophane ne peut guére espérer
apparaitre lui-méme comme un champion de la cause féministe’ (93) —who is polemically reacting to Euripides’
plays with their ‘certaine forme de féminisme’ (92). See also March 2003 for a similar argument about
Euripidean tragedy.

427 Hall 1997: 107.

428 Zeitlin 1996: 375-416. Cf. 1996: 361-4.

42% Comedy may not exactly be tragedy’s opposite, as Silk 2000: 42-97 above all has shown, but it is also
evidently not its equivalent. Highlighting some of the formal differences between the genres, see Taplin 1986,
1996. It is worth also bearing in mind Old comedy’s distinction from New comedy, whose naturalistic mode has
been said to “perform the function of hegemonic discourse” by making “the world around us seem to be one

98



the humour and fantasy bound up with radical acts of female empowerment, strategies which,
if anything, enable comedy to ‘get past the censor’ — perhaps like tragedy’s typical choice of
setting in the mythic past — as if female empowerment could never be anything more than a
joke...

At the same time, my argument will be more plausible if we had a less constrained
understanding of the gender politics of Athenian democracy (without needing to admit any
feminist movement in antiquity, of course). This means accepting that women may have had
more of a claim to ‘participate in the polis’ (uetéyewv ti|g TOAewc, Arist. [Ath. Pol.] 26.3) than
a more narrowly limited political definition of citizenship as expressed through active
participation in government allows. Josine Blok in particular has argued as much, by focusing
on the importance of descent and women’s contributions to civic religion.**® This also means
recognising that the institutional spheres of the assembly and the lawcourts may not have been
the be-all and end-all of Athenians politics. There is also a more open, less policed, extra-
institutional sphere which ran alongside, or against, those institutions — what Gottesman has
called ‘the street’, whose paradigmatic space is the agora.**!

Lysistrata, in fact, supports both claims. The women of that play, at one point said to
be drawn from the agora (Lys. 457-9), express their own importance in terms of both bearing
children (Lys. 588-90) and performing religious duties (Lys. 638-51); the former being a
particularly pertinent issue after the disaster of the Sicilian expedition had severely reduced the
male population (as the Magistrate realises with some discomfort), and becoming an even more
pertinent issue after Athens’ eventual defeat by Sparta had left Athens with an even greater
surplus of women.**2 Equally, the women of Lysistrata demonstrate the possibility of extra-
institutional collective action by their sex strike and occupation of the Acropolis, as well as by
their alleged laments at a past Adonia aiming to prevent the Sicilian Expedition whilst it was
being debated in the assembly (Lys. 387-98).4* And so even if women were perennially
excluded from formal public decision-making bodies, there were already other possibilities to

express properly political agency in Athens outside those bodies.

that is destined”” (Foley 2014: 260 n.2, citing McCarthy 2000: 14). Aristophanes’ plays, in contrast, are marked
by their anti-naturalistic mode which strongly resists determinism.

430 Blok 2017. Cf. Osborne 2019. The importance of women’s participation in the polis in these terms has long
been recognised within drama, of course (see e.g. Foley 1981: 131-2).

431 See above n.321.

432 Henderson 1987h: 128, 1996: 25, 144; Ober 2002: 150; McClure 2015: 80.

433 Noted only in brief by Gottesman 2014: 145 n.54. The evidence is also crucial to the far-fetched argument,
proposed by Keuls 1993: 381-403, that it was actually the women of Athens who mutilated the Hermes in 415 in
an act of anti-phallic aggression.
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If this is the case, then on what grounds could women be excluded from full political
participation? It would be no massive leap for a comic poet as daring as Aristophanes — we will
remember his boast to be so in Acharnians (Ach. 643-6) as well as Knights (Eq. 510) — to extend
the fact of procreative or religious equality, as well as freedom in extra-institutional spaces, to
the possibility of genuine political equality and freedom. Aristophanes does exactly that in
Lysistrata and Assemblywomen, the plays under consideration here. Women at the
Thesmophoria need not be grouped together with them simply because it has lots of female
characters (as it sometimes is), since its protagonists, Euripides and his Kinsman, are men
acting in opposition to women. The two other plays, by contrast, have persuasive and
authoritative female protagonists who act in concert with other women (and it is worth noting
that Aristophanes could easily have presented Lysistrata and Praxagora, as well as women in
general, as wholly mischievous, incompetent, or silly). What we will see in these plays is that
Aristophanes stages a claim for women as fully-fledged political agents in democracy in their
own right, whose claim to the political is not solely predicated on their domestic role, nor
strictly dependent on access to the spheres of institutional power in the lawcourts and assembly.
It is ultimately based on the mere capacity to speak and the brute fact of embodiment. As such,
Aristophanes’ women rehearse — quite literally in Assemblywomen — their claims to the
political, asserting for themselves what Judith Butler labels the ‘right to appear’ and Bonnie
Honig the ‘right to the city’ in reformulating and expanding Arendt’s notion of the polis as a
‘space of appearance.’*3*

If anti-democratic writers such as Plato used the principle of egalitarianism as argument
against democracy, on the grounds that democracy renders women and other ‘inferior’
categories of person (as well as animals!) freer and more equal than they ‘ought’ to be,*®
Aristophanes flips that logic. He uses the principle of democracy as an argument for
egalitarianism. For what Aristophanes shows is that there is nothing ‘in’ democracy as such
that requires or even suggests the exclusion of women. Crucially, the earliest use of the
adjective ‘democratic’ (dnuoxpatikog) in all Greek literature comes in a passage from
Aristophanes’ Frogs (952), used only once in the entire corpus of Aristophanes, where it refers

to the inclusion of women alongside men in Euripidean tragedy (and slave alongside free,

434 Butler 2015: 24-65, 75-8; Honig 2021: 72-100. For a sustained reading of Lysistrata and Assemblywomen
through Butler’s Notes Towards a Performative Theory of Assembly, see Atack 2017, forthcoming.

435 Plat. Rep. 562b-63c. Cf. Ps. Xen. Ath. Pol. 1.10-12; Arist. Pol. 1313b35-8, 1319b28-30. These authors must
have some basis for associating democracy with women’s freedom, even if they are grossly exaggerating.
Indeed, Thucydides reports that women, along with slaves, sided with the democrats during the civil war on
Corcyra (3.73-4). On the association of slaves with democracy, see next episode.
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though that is another story). This is a key passage which I will discuss in more detail in the
next episode. Suffice it to say here that it points towards a conception of democracy that is
embodied — that is, given tangible and perceptible form through bodies on stage in front of
bodies in the audience**® — in the plays we are about to encounter.

Lysistrata

In Lysistrata, it is often noticed, there are two plots which are internally inconsistent and
separate from each other: the sex strike and the occupation.**” They are typically seen as being
reconciled through the elevated importance of the domestic sphere throughout the play, as the
Acropolis becomes an ersatz oikos for example (esp. 706-979).% Yet there is still a distinction,
already drawn in the original articulation of the problem of the double plot, that deserves further
attention: ‘Plan A [sex strike] is negative: women are no longer to be the mere tools and
playthings of men; Plan B [occupation] is positive: they are to participate in the life of the state.
There is here an obverse and a reverse, a real connection in thought, if not in the mechanics of
the action.”*®® It is the dynamics of this ‘obverse and reverse’ that can be elaborated, on the
grounds that the two plans undermine different but linked misogynistic tropes: women’s
incapacity for logos and their association with the body.*4

We will see first that the occupation shows women to be just as capable of speaking
and acting in public and thus governing as men (or even more so), and second that the sex strike
shows men to be just as constrained by their bodies as women (or even more so). As a result,
women'’s claim to the political in Lysistrata is predicated on the undeniable facts of being able
to speak and of having a body, facts which transcend gender division. Third, | will address the
fact that the women return to their homes in the end, so often seen as proof that the play is

irredeemably sexist, but which might better be taken as a deliberately pantomimic, arbitrary,

4% Cf. Ranciére 2009a: ‘Theatre is the place where an action is taken to its conclusion by bodies in motion in
front of living bodies that are to be mobilized’ (3).

437 Hulton 1972: 34; Henderson 1980: 185-7.

438 \Vaio 1973; Rosellini 1979; Henderson 1980: 179-80, 185-7; Foley 1982: 6-13; Konstan 1993; McGlew
2002: 148-56.

439 Hulton 1972: 36.

440 As Aristotle, for instance, puts it, ‘the male provides the form and the principle of the movement; the female
provides the body, in other words, the material... Thus, the physical part, the body, comes from the female and
the soul from the male since the soul is the essence of a particular body’ (Arist. Gen. an. 1.20.729a9-11,
738b25-7). The example is cited and translated by Zeitlin 1978: 169, in discussing the misogynistic discourse
crystallised in Aeschylus’ Oresteia.
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and artificial gesture of order restored. The fact that Aristophanes would write such a radically
empowering play makes perfect sense in 411 in the context of a democracy in crisis, a point

that will become clear in the final section.

The play begins with women of their own accord moving out of the house, a space in which
they are conventionally — and only conventionally the play’s ending will make clear — bounded.
This marked movement outside (é€€pyetar, 5; £€odoc, 16) might be considered a democratic
act in itself; Aristotle, for one, regarded the enforced boundedness of women through
gunaikonomoi as a feature of aristocracies and their unboundedness as a feature of democracies
(Pol. 1300a4-9; 1322b37-23a6). Merely appearing in public, however, does not guarantee
anything. Indeed, any burgeoning sense of female empowerment in this opening gambit might
be said to be halted in its tracks when stereotypes of women as sexually voracious and bibulous
creatures, are, funnily enough, validated by the women themselves including Lysistrata (koi
vap dopev vi Ala, 12; & moykatdmuyov Opétepov émav yévoc, / odk 1dg dg’ NUMV sicty o
tpoyedion, 137-8).441

Yet we should not take this as any sort of proof of what women are ‘really’ like, since
that casting of women is an emphatically male stereotype. This is something about which
Lysistrata is particularly aware when she acknowledges at the start the way in which the women
are ‘considered by men to be scoundrels’ (woapd uév oic évdpdorv vevopiouedo / eivan
navodpyot, 11-12). There is nothing natural about this arrangement, which, in fact, is not
always validated by the stage action itself, since the wives (not least Lysistrata) are hardly quite
as bad as they are made out to be.**? Nor is going out the house in the first place quite as
‘difficult’ (yahenn|, 16) as Calonice makes out, much to the vexation of Lysistrata, since the
men are not at home to stop them (the men’s absence, after all, is precisely the problem). Above
all, we should not be too quick to accept that sexist jokes merely confirm rather than subvert
stereotypes: might the representation of women here be so outrageously stereotypical that what
makes it funny is that it is patently not true? This is a point both exaggerated and exploded in

Women at the Thesmophoria, since the women of that play validate female stereotypes as well

441 On the comic topos of women’s voracious bibulous and sexual appetite, see Henderson 1987b: 119-20 with
n.104; Gardner 1989: 51 with nn.3-4; Finnegan 1995: 101-32; Worman 2008: 72-83.

442 Henderson 1996, overstating the point slightly, writes that ‘though we hear a lot about wives’ misbehaviour,
we never actually see them misbehaving’ (27).
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as contesting them (e.g. Thes. 383-428, 531-71). Indeed, as will become clear, sexual
voraciousness and bibulousness are at least equally, if not even more appropriately, a
characteristic of this play’s men, a point already foreshadowed by Lysistrata’s description of
women as ‘butt-fucked race’ (moykotdnvyov yévog, 137), the adjective usually being used to
deride anally penetrated men.*4

The women of Greece — themselves versed in such formal political procedures as
embassy (86), assembly (93), voting (142), lottery (208) and decree-passing (525-6) —
eventually assemble in public and agree to go forward with Lysistrata’s proposal for a sex
strike. Lysistrata and a group of older Athenian women then march to occupy the Acropolis as
a contingency plan (175-9), which then becomes the main focus of the action. In doing so, they
enter a space wrongly claimed by the men’s chorus as their own (dxpomoAv éuav, 263; v
oM nudv, 487), since it was a space in which women could legitimately fulfil their religious
duties; that, after all, is the only pretence the women need for occupying it (176-9).%** The
men’s chorus, who along with the Proboulos might be considered the most intransigent of any
Aristophanic opponent to any comic project, hurl every sort of abuse at the women for their
alleged transgression.*?® Yet their attempts to condemn and rebrand the women’s actions as
illegitimate, whilst maintaining their conventional superiority, completely backfire: the more
antagonistic the men are, the worse they come across and the more the women’s expression of
political agency becomes justified.*4

For one matter, the men wrongly accuse the women of being at fault for the dire
situation in Athens in the first place, since they are the ones who are clearly in the wrong.**
We might even say that Lysistrata extends Aristophanes’ exemption of women from blame for

the war in Acharnians, in which the bride is the only Athenian allowed to share in Dicaeopolis’

443 Henderson 1987a: ad 137.

444 On the ‘spatial politics’ associated with the women’s occupation of the Acropolis, see Atack forthcoming: 9-
15.

445 The women are variously described as daring (284, 318, 379), awful (529, 587, 608, 626), hubristic (399,
400, 425, 658), impious (283, 371, 622, 635), shameless (369, 1015), and licentious (387, 398, 405), to pick out
a few recurring insults. The men’s attitude towards the women throughout is more hostile than the women’s
attitude towards them, a point made clear in the men’s grudging reconciliation (1037-9) and in the juxtaposition
between the men’s choral ode about Melanion’s total misogyny (781-96) and the women’s choral ode about
Timon’s hatred of only wicked men (806-20).

448 For a parallel male attempt to condemn and rebrand the women’s actions as illegitimate in Euripides’
Bacchae, namely in the agon between Cadmus and Agave where the death of Pentheus is reinscribed as an act
of filicide and not regicide (esp. Bac. 1271-84), see Honig 2021: 77-84.

47 Their failings include selfishness (173-4, 488-92, 624-5, 652-5), foolishness (432, 511, 518, 522, 700-5,
1115-18, 1231-5, 1276- 8), and undue belligerence (555-64): see Henderson 1980: 190-206; Dillon 1987: 101-4;
Bowie 1993: 199-201. Something similar could be said of the Assemblywomen, in which men are once again
‘responsible’ (aitior, Eccl. 205) for Athens’ problems, due to their selfishness (Eccl. 186-8, 207, 301-10, 376-
93, 547-8) and bad choice of leaders (Eccl. 176-7): see Foley 1982: 14; Rothwell 1990: 10-14; Henderson 1996:
147; Sommerstein 1998: 18-22.
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peace, on the grounds that women have nothing to do with the war (Ach. 1062). For the
misogynistic Proboulos in this play, however, Athens’ troubles come down to the fact that
husbands had allowed their wives to live in ‘intemperance’ (dkoAactdopata, 398) had ‘taught
them luxuriance’(d10dokmpev Tpuedv, 405); a similar point is made by Aristotle almost a
century later regarding the dissolution of the Spartan constitution because of the Spartan
women, ‘who live in every sort of intemperance (dxoAaciov) and luxury (tpveepdg)’ (Pol.
1269b22-3). Yet this is surely the least convincing — hence funniest — explanation for Athens’
failure, which could not be anything but the fault of the men alone who advocated and voted
for that expedition in the first place. In actual fact, the women’s forebodings at the Adonia that
was contemporaneous with the initial debate about the Sicilian expedition turned out to be
correct (387-98), since they accurately forewarned the expedition’s outcome by bewailing the
death of young Adonis. The men should have listened to their wives all along, a point Lysistrata
will reiterate.

For another matter, the men are completely mistaken about the women’s intentions.
They drum up the false charge that the occupation of the Acropolis is a tyrannical coup in the
mould of Hippias (616-9, 630-1) and Cleomenes (273).** Yet tyranny is patently not the aim
for Lysistrata, the arch goody-two-shoes who cedes power as soon as she achieves her goals.
Henderson is surely right to see the men’s claim rather as ‘ridiculing the kind of divisive smear
tactics so often heard in the rhetoric of popular leaders,’#4° the kind of rhetoric that is expressly
ridiculed in Aristophanes’ Wasps (Vesp. 488-91). In fact, as scholars have argued, it is the men
in this play who are more inclined to act like usurping tyrants who instigate and perpetrate
violence (356-80, 433-61, 503-6, 634-5).%*° Far from being ‘arch-democrats’ in this play, as
Olson describes them in accepting their self-depiction as enemies of tyranny (631-65) and their

448 On the view that Lysistrata’s coup covertly prefigured and even justified the oligarchic coup led by Peisander
and Antiphon later that year, see Olson 2012: 74-9; Santucci 2015: 94-7. Yet the fact that the former oligarchic
conspirator is so unambiguously slammed (490-2), particularly in a play which does not slam too many
individuals as the chorus affirm (1043-9), strongly counts against such a view. The fact that Lysistrata needs to
take radical corrective action is not an attack on democracy per say: rather it is individuals like Peisander who
have gotten Athens into the mess it is in; the system is not to blame. On this point, whether or not Peisander was
at this stage known to be dealing with oligarchs, see Henderson 1980: 198; Westlake 1980: 47-9. See also Kopp
2020: 167-8 for further arguments against the ‘proto-oligarchic’ reading.

449 Henderson 1987: xxiv, ad 616-35.

450 See Bowie 1993: 200, comparing the men’s chorus to the mythical Amazons who had attempted and failed to
seize the Acropolis (even as the men label the women Amazons, 678-9); Faraone 1997: 55, 57-8, suggesting that
their behaviour as fire-wielding men who storm the Acropolis recalls the Persians in 480 (even as the men liken
the women to the Persian ally Artemisia, 674-5); and Perusino 1998, arguing that the men’s self-characterisation
as ‘wolf-footed’ (664, reading Avkdmodeg instead of Agvkdmodeg), in comparing the current siege of the
Acropolis with that of Leipsydrium 513, equates them with supporters of the tyrants, given that Avkomodeg was
an epithet describing Hippias’ guards and that the men are claiming to be in the position of the victorious tyrants
of that conquest (while wolves are also often related to tyrants in Greek thought).
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connection with glorious moments of Athens’ past (e.g. 273-85),%! their actions only prove
how easily claims to act on behalf of democracy can be misappropriated. %

More systematically, the men are blatantly wrong about women’s capacity to be
‘political animals’ in the first place. They attempt to reclassify the women as less than full
human beings, evoking the distinction between human logos and animal phoné which Aristotle
would later use to underpin his account of the formation of political society and women’s (non-
)place within it (Pol. 1253a7-18, encountered in the previous episode). They compare the
women to ‘wild animals’ (kvwddroig, 477), creatures ‘reared’ at home (épockopev, 260), and
‘beasts’ (Opépp’, 369; Onpioic, 468) — a standard analogy in the Greek imagination (cf. e.g.
Semon. 7). The men’s chorus leader’s words are allegedly wasted on these quasi-animals (468;
cf. 1014-15):

11 T0160€ GaVTOV £€G AdYOVG TOIG OMpiolg CLVATTELS;

‘If there is someone you do not wish to recognize as a political being,” writes Ranciére, you
begin... by not understanding what they say.’**® The men, who only reluctantly agree to hear
Lysistrata out after they have been beaten up (469-85), seek to relegate the women’s discourse
to the level of non-discourse, asserting that all the women do is merely ‘blabber’ (AoAeiv,**
356,442, 627) or ‘croak’ (kpd&aig, 506), and threaten to shut the women up (360-1, 364, 379,
590). It is the silencing of female speech that Aristotle, citing a line from Sophocles’ Ajax,
regards as proper: ‘Silence brings orderliness to a woman’ (yovauéi kdopov 1 o1y eépet, Arist.
Pol. 1260a31 = Soph. Aj. 293). It is the silencing of female speech that Kate Manne regards as
the paradigmatic form of misogynistic oppression: ‘Silence is golden for the men who smother
and intimidate women into not talking, or have them change their tune to maintain harmony.
Silence isolates his victims; and it enables misogyny.’**® It is precisely Lysistrata’s
condemnation to silence, not the fact of war in and of itself, that triggers her to speak out and

take corrective action (507-9):

451 Olson 2012: 75. Conversely, he sees the women as good old-fashioned aristocrats, for example performing
ritual duties associated with high-born girls (641-7), though in a democracy that point is precisely that birth or
wealth — or gender — does not determine political status.

452 See above n.345.

453 Ranciére 2010a: 46.

454 On the pejorative depictions of female speech denoted by the verb Aaeiv, see Taaffe 1993: 86, 116;
Sommerstein 1998: ad 119-20.

4%5 Manne 2017: 18.
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oV yap ypolev €100’ MuacG.

Lysistrata is rejecting what Ranciére labels the ‘empty virtue Plato called sophrosune,’ a virtue
designed to testify to ‘the fact of each person’s being in their place.”**® By stepping out and
speaking out, where previously she had been condemned ‘within’ (£vdov, 510) the household
and not even allowed to ‘grunt’ (yp0letv, 509), she embodies the logic of dissensus, that ‘makes
visible what had no business being seen, and makes heard a discourse where once there was
only place for noise.’*")! Like Dicaeopolis before her, she claims to be acting ‘justly’ (Siaing,
169, 1129) — thus once more prefiguring the Aristotelian framework which draws a straight
line from the capacity for speech to the capacity for justice that lays the foundation for living
in a polis — in the face of the men’s condemnation of her plan to save them to be ‘unjust’
(6dov, 500). She realises more than her fellow women, who sometimes validate their own
consignment to domestic silence (e.g. 473-4),%8 that saphrosuné has done nothing good — just
as it had failed Andromache in the Iliad (Il. 6.483-92) and, more acerbically, in Trojan Women
(Tro. 643-56), as well as Tecmessa in Ajax (Aj. 292-4) (both women being anti-models for
Lysistrata here). The crux of the matter is that, according to their husbands, women’s position

in the polis is to have no position and thus no voice (514-5):

“11 82 ool tadT’;” 1| 8 Og v avnp.

“ov oynoel;” Kayo olywv.

Thus, the ‘logic of misogyny’ unfolds, as the women are silenced, threatened with beatings,
told to mind their own business, and forbidden from offering advice in the face of blatantly bad

decisions (515-22).%° Adopting Manne’s analysis, it may be the very humanity of the women,

4% Ranciere 1999: 106, 136, also cited by Teld 2020a: 239 n.99. On the particularly female form of sophrosuné,
associated with chastity, silence, obedience, and housekeeping, see North 1977. On the oligarchic or aristocratic
connotations of sophrosuné (cf. e.g. Thuc. 8.53.3), see McGlew 2002: 125-32 and Olson 2012: 75 n.15.

457 Ranciére 1999: 29-30. Cf. Zumbrunnen 2012: 26-7, also discussing the scene in terms of a Ranciérian ‘re-
distribution of the sensible.’

%8 This would be something like ‘internalised misogyny,” on which see Manne 2017: 146.

459 Quoted is the subtitle title of Manne’s Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny (2017). What we see playing out
here, in fact, is Manne’s conception of the difference between sexism and misogyny: the former ‘often works by
naturalizing sex differences, in order to justify patriarchal arrangements, by making them seem inevitable, or by
portraying people trying to resist them as fighting a losing battle,” while the latter ‘functions to police and
enforce a patriarchal social order’ (2017: 79). Aristotle and the Proboulos might thus be characterised as sexist
and misogynistic respectively.
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qua rational beings endowed with speech and able to give advice, that is so threatening to the
men who attempt to dehumanize them in response.*® Yet, as Butler writes, the ‘price of
enfranchisement is [for some] living through pathologization.”*®* For this misogynistic strategy
is doomed to failure: there is no reason why women should be silent when they can speak, since
they are evidently not animals bereft of logos; and there is no reason why they should take no
interest in affairs that concern them equally, since they evidently do have a stake in the war, at
the very least by giving birth to soldiers, even if they are not doing the fighting themselves
(588-90) — though, as Medea has told us, fighting is three times the easier option (Eur. Med.
250-1)! As a matter of fact, if anything, the women of this play have a capacity for logos which
exceeds that of the men, who offer neither substantial counterarguments nor any advice at any
point.*52 More than that, the fact that the women could be punished, both within their homes as
reported in conversation with the Proboulos and outside their homes as the men’s violence
towards them throughout the play demonstrates, perversely vindicates their involvement in the
political. For as Olympe de Gouges remarked during the French Revolution, ‘if women are
entitled to go to the scaffold, they are entitled to go to the assembly.’4¢3

In the end, in fact, the men themselves vindicate Lysistrata’s status as a political actor
by naming her, something typically denied to women in Athenian public settings including law
courts as well as other comedies.*®* It is typically said, however, that Lysistrata merely
represents an exception that can be explained by virtue of her nominal association with the
contemporary priestess Lysimache and implicit assimilation to the manly goddess Athena, as
well as her own alleged ‘uber-manliness’ (Gvdpetotdrn, 549, 1108).4% Yet her exceptionality
rests upon accepting an analogy which may not have been obvious to the spectators or even
intended to be fully-fledged by the poet, though not much is at stake in whether we accept the

analogy nor for my reading of the play’s gender dynamics overall.*®® More importantly, it rests

460 Manne 2017: 133-76.

461 Cited in Honig 2021: 77.

462 Noted by Henderson 1980: 195; 1987a: 128-9. The men get their own taste of dehumanization too, in fact:
the women’s chorus contend that the men’s chorus can do no more than ‘grunt’ (ypvktov, 656) in rebuttal and
face being ‘sheared’ (mextovpevov, 686); while the Proboulos ends up being the one to be is silenced and veiled
(527-34).

463 Discussed by Ranciére 2004: 303-4. As he elucidates: ‘If, under the guillotine, they were as equal, so to
speak, “as men,” they had the right to the whole of equality, including equal participation to political life. Of
course the deduction could not be endorsed — it could not even be heard — by the lawmakers. Nevertheless, it
could be enacted in the process of a wrong, in the construction of a dissensus.’

464 Schapps 1977; Sommerstein 2009b.

465 See e.g. Sommerstein 2009b: 46-7, 2009g: 244-6.

466 Sceptical accounts include Dover 1972: 152 n.3; Heath 1987: 15 n.21; Revermann 2006a: 236-43.
Nevertheless, the Lysistrata/Lysimache analogy is more often than not accepted: most recently see Thonemann
2020.
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upon taking the assertions of her manliness at face value, which we need not do: the first time,
it is asserted by the women’s chorus leader and is immediately followed by Lysistrata’s
invocation of Eros and Aphrodite to imbue female bits with desire (551-4); the second time, it
is asserted by the inflexibly sexist men’s chorus leader, who seems able to accept Lysistrata
only on such terms (while he also subsequently compares her to a feminine love-charm (1110)).

Lysistrata, then, is not necessarily the exception that proves the rule. She may be the
exceptional star of the only comic play named after a human protagonist and likely the first
comedy with a female protagonist at all.*®” But her claim to political agency as a human being
capable of speaking turns out to be hardly exceptional at all. For Lysistrata makes the case that
silence does not befit women and that any assumption of women’s inferior rational capacities
that might justify female silence is entirely unfounded (cf. 432, 572, 1123-5). The fact that
Lysistrata’s education is also based on hearing the speeches of her father and other elders
(1126-7) does not (as it is sometimes said) invalidate her claim to be an inherent (§veott)
possessor of logos; if anything, it only makes her case more persuasive to her male audience
(how else might she have learnt to speak so well?). The failure of the men to acknowledge
women as rational beings only reflects badly on them. Indeed, for the majority of the play, they
model exactly how not to respond to women who say sensible things, an attitude emblematised
by the repulsive figure of the Proboulos, who might well represent the ancient equivalent to
‘toxic masculinity’ (e.g. xp1 Y&p TodC dvdpsiove, 559).468

Yet what the women say turns out to be less important than the fact that they come out
to speak at all. It is the case that Lysistrata claims that she gives good advice (ypnota Aeyovc®dv,
527) and offers comedy’s most memorable extended metaphor by comparing the running of
the polis to the untangling of a fleece (568-89). This is a metaphor which envisages politics as
detailed, constructive, and collaborative; it has been regarded as a ‘clarion call for an inclusive
politics... the manifesto of a political visionary.’®® It embeds all three of Honig’s developed
categories of ‘refusal’ that constitute feminist resistance: ‘inoperativity’ as the intensification

of use in materializing politics as a craft; ‘inclination’ as the sororal care invested in making

467 Henderson 1980: 169-70, 1987a: xxviii, 1987b: 107-08; Foley 1982: 8; Sidwell 2009: 252-3; Hughes 2012:
201.

468 Cf. Henderson 1987, describing the Proboulos as ‘the most unsympathetic possible male character — old,
unreasonable, boastful” (195).

469 Morales 2020: 26-7. For the opposite perspective, see Olson 2012: 72-3 with n.9, who notes the metaphor’s
often positive reception, but instead sees an ‘aggressive, systematic “cleansing” of the citizens’ — surely an
overstatement of Lysistrata’s sole targeting of self-serving politicians such as Peisander (576-8; cf. 490). On the
Panathenaic openness associated with weaving, in contradistinction to the closedness characteristic of Athenian
democracy, as well as the male appropriation of a characteristically female activity in Plato’s Statesman, see
also Blondell 2005: 57-8, 64-5, 67-8.
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clothes along with the absence of the erect male phallus; and ‘fabulation’ as the telling of a
new, agonistic, counter-narrative about how the polis should be run.*’® Lysistrata’s paraenetic
claim and explanatory metaphor is shortly followed by the women’s chorus in their parabatic
address (Adyov / xotdpyopev tij mOLel ypnoinwy, 638-9; dpa TPoVEEIA® TL XPNGTOV TH TOAEL
napawvéoat; 648), and then once again reasserted at the end of the play when Lysistrata has the
cars of the Athenian and Spartan delegates (kai Adywv dxovoate. / £ym yov uév gipt, vode 6
gveoti pot, 1123-4).

Yet it is also the case that not much is made of any of the advice given in this play.
Lysistrata’s metaphor is entirely ignored by the male chorus and the Proboulos (though this
may equally reflect on the men and their unwillingness to listen), while nothing like her
metaphorical society comes into being at the end of the play. At the same time, the female
chorus in the parabasis actually offer no concrete advice; and, although Lysistrata does so at
the end of the play herself in telling off the delegates (1128-61), she is hardly listened to. What
actually brings about peace there is not the force of her arguments, which have themselves been
shown to be historically inaccurate and whimsical in any case,*’* but the distraction of the nude
figure of Reconciliation (more on the significance of which below).

Consequently, it might well be argued that to extract a political ‘message’ from this
play is a red herring, since any serious ‘advice’ given, to the extent that there is any, is deflated,
unattainable, or ignored. Yet | would argue that the political punch of Lysistrata — or, indeed,
any Aristophanic play — lies not in any supposed paraenetic content but rather in moments of
dissensus. For Aristophanes is strongly committing to a politics of inclusion by dramatizing an
enlarged vision of the body politic, in which men have no more capacity or right to speak than
women — the body politic being an apt metaphor for Aristophanes’ reduction of men and
women to mutual conditions of embodiment, as we will shortly see. After all, it was by allowing
women as much as anyone to speak, thereby manifesting ‘the equality of any speaking being
with any other speaking being,”#"? that was a central criterion by which Aristophanes’ Euripides
defined his ‘democratic’ tragedies in Frogs (6AL" &eyev 1) yovi| Té pot y& 50dAog ovdEV fTToV,

[ 100 deomdTov YN TapBEVoC 1| Ypadc dv, 949-50). In the end, to adopt Arendt in her discussion

470 Honig 2021: passim. Overall, in fact, the play seems apt for analysis in terms of refusal, though that is not my
main focus here, since the women acting in solidarity refuse sex and refuse to back down even in the face of
violent opposition from the men.

471 Westlake 1980; Wilson 1982: 160-1; Henderson 1987: ad 1137-48, 1149-58; Heath 1987: 14; MacDowell
1995: 245; Sommerstein 2010. For an alternative view, seeing Lysistrata as adopting the serious rhetorical
technique of modulation du paradigm that somehow transcends the comic frame, see Sonnino 2017: 372-9.

472 Ranciére 1992: 59, 1999: 30. Note also that Ranciére 1999: 60 associates the ‘capacity to argue and to make
metaphors’ as forms of dissensus in themselves.
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of the inextricability of speech and action, ‘what’ the women are, qua wives and mothers
conceptualising government as a form of ‘useful’ domestic management, is supplanted by

‘who’ they are, qua fully-fledged political agents speaking in public.

So far, we have seen how Lysistrata and the women challenge their consignment to hidden
silence by entering the public sphere, encompassing more than just the lawcourts and assembly,
where they can be seen and heard. These women are not presented as being out of place outside
their homes, for why should they be? Though it is often pointed out that the occupation of the
Acropolis, which was only a contingency plan from the start, is not strictly necessary for
achieving Panhellenic peace (though it does reconcile the semi-choruses), | have argued that it
is crucial to the discourse of female empowerment as an end in itself.*”® It is the case, however,
that the more effective plan, involving women from across Greece, is the sex strike. At first
glimpse, however, this may seem troubling. Not only is it entirely fantastical, since the
‘plausibility’ of that plot line depends on a massive suspension of disbelief (buying into the
idea that Athenian and other citizen men could get good sex, or at any rate some sexual relief,
solely and exclusively from their lawfully wedded wives at home). It is also potentially
disturbing to a modern feminist sensibility, since the sex strike trivializes female agency,

reduces women to sexualised objects of male desire, and buys into the ‘male gaze.’*"

But there is another way of looking at the marital sex strike (and at the ‘male gaze’).*”
Let us be clear: it is not a real event and so to hold the plot to Aristotelian standards of
‘probability and necessity’ would be entirely unfair (what Aristophanes play does not require
a massive suspension of disbelief?).4”® More importantly, it is precisely because of its narrow
focus on husbands and wives that the sex strike is directly able to contest patriarchal sexual
ethics, which held that citizen-men are governed by disembodied reason and possess self-

control, while women are governed by embodied emotion and lack self-control.*”” For in this

473 See also Morales 2020: 27-8, regarding the occupation as a form of ‘economic activism’ that constitutes a
more effective ‘blueprint for political action’ from a modern feminist viewpoint.

474 On the ethics of the comic sex strike, see Morales 2013, 2020: 22-4. On the ‘male gaze’ as applied to
Avristophanic comedy, see Taaffe 1993: esp. 17.

475 For an argument that comedy is equally out to critique the ‘male gaze,” see Ruffell 2013.

476 On Aristophanes’ anti-Aristotelian model of causality, see Silk 2000: 256-300.

477 Foucault 1984: esp. 22-3, 46-7, 82-6. Tellingly, Foucault does not mention Aristophanes’ Lysistrata in his
‘normative’ model of the discourse of sexuality. When he does talk about Aristophanes, he acknowledges that it
his speech in Plato’s Symposium (189d-90b), in which mutual desire and sexual symmetry are presented as the
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play both women and men are overcome by bodily desire; and men even more so than women,
who do eventually agree to abstain.*’8

This is a point expressed paradigmatically by the Myrrhine-Cinesias scene, as the wife
(‘Mrs Bush’) is hilariously able to resist the desperate advances of the husband (‘Mr Screw’)
(828-979). McGlew has argued of the scene that Kinesias becomes an ‘everyman through his
sexual desire’ and that the play in general shows an ‘equality of passion,’ though it is a strictly
masculine equality predicated upon the claim that ‘citizens are men who desire women.”*’®
Related to this, David Halperin has argued than Solon’s building of subsidised brothels and a
temple of Aphrodite Pandemos was an important democratizing reform because it ensured that
‘sexual pleasure belongs to all the citizens’ and thereby engendered the strictly ‘masculine
egalitarianism’ of Athenian democracy.*® Aristophanes, however, allows for a more expansive
conception of sexual pleasure and, if McGlew and Halperin’s analyses are correct, participation
in democracy: both belong to women as well. Why, then, should citizens not equally be women
who desire men?

The women of Lysistrata may be stereotypically unable to think and act beyond the
constraints of sexual desire at the start of the play (1-167; 215-16). Yet this marks them as no
different from the men at the end of the play, who show up fully erect and are unable to hide
their erections nor talk without using innuendos or obscenities (985-1006, 1076-96, 1162-81).
Likewise, the women’s relapse in the middle of the play (715-61), including their desire to
return to their homes (oikaode, 726, 728, 746; oikol, 729, 736), is immediately mirrored by
Cinesias’ intrusion into the Acropolis, which involves his desire to leave the house for an
outrageous shag in public (910-11). It is worth adding that the men turn out to be just as
bibulous a bunch at the end as the women stereotypically were at the start (194-206), not least
when the Athenian delegate goes so far as to suggest sending only drunken embassies to Sparta
in the future (1228-38).%¢1 Lysistrata was right to forecast the success of her sex strike on the

grounds that men simply cannot resist, helpfully recollecting how the Spartan king Menelaus

primordial state of things, that constitutes the great challenge to the dominant androcentric, aristocratic,
asymmetrical model (232-3).

478 Cf. Pelling 2000: ‘Even that reduction of the comic woman’s preoccupations to the bodily, the sexual, and
the vinous can be looked at in more than one way. The comic male’s preoccupations are pretty bodily, sexual,
and vinous too, and comedy celebrates them. Here, once again, the Other is not so Other as all that” (218).

479 McGlew 2002: 160.

480 Halperin 1990: 100, 104. There is a view of Lysistrata that regards the women as prostitutes (Stroup 2003;
Faraone 2006), even though no word for it is ever used in this play. That view has been sufficiently challenged:
see McClure 2015.

481 This kind of behaviour likewise extends to the Athenian men of Assemblywomen, who are said to pass laws
so outrageous they must be inebriated (Eccl. 137-39) and to quarrel with such drunken violence in the assembly
that they must be removed (Eccl. 142-43).
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succumbed to Helen’s breasts (148-56). While the women find a way to abstain with as much
comic difficulty as possible, the men are overcome by lust.

It is because of this that the Athenian and Spartan delegates do not even listen to
Lysistrata’s spiel telling them off in the presence of the nude female figure of Reconciliation,
who titillates and controls the men (1136, 1147-8, 1157-8).%% It is certainly the case, however,
that the ‘mapping’ of her body is a misogynistic gesture of objectification and sexploitation,
marking the restoration of masculine power, as many scholars have suggested that it cannot
fail to be (and not the only one of its kind in comedy: cf. e.g. Lys. 78-92; Pax 879-80, 887-
93).%83 It provides the kind of ‘welcome relief’ that pornography offers men according to
Manne, who writes that it ‘may soothe by imaginatively defusing the psychic threat women’s
humanity can pose, inasmuch as she has the capacity to reduce men to shame or humiliate them
sexually.’#®* The reduction of men to shame and their sexual humiliation are exactly what we
have seen throughout the play, after all.

Yet in the context of the play’s ending, in which male lust is shown going out of control,
the ‘mapping’ of Reconciliation might simultaneously be a joke at the men’s expense. For the
men’s reaction does not only show that all they really care about is satisfying their own desires
rather than genuinely addressing the perilous political situation they have put themselves in. It
also involves them making comments which constitute exactly the kind of lowbrow stuff
Aristophanes time and again lambasts, as we saw earlier: this is all in bad taste. The whole
thing might be best described, in Matthew Dillon’s words, as ‘a gimmick, a symbolic trick, a
convenient but superficial means of uniting men (who are throughout driven by self-
gratification and indifference to the feelings of others) with the higher interests of peace, whose
representatives are exclusively women.’*® It prepares us for the equally gimmicky ending
gesture of the wives’ return home, as we shall shortly encounter.

The bottom line (as it were) is that this play could not work at all without the sexual
element, on which much of the humour rests. This is the case even if there is a double
motivation behind the women’s decision to hold a sex strike in the first place, since they are
shown to be driven by a desire for sex that they are being denied while their husbands are at

war (e.g. 107-10, 124-39), as well as by a concern for the integrity of the household (e.g. 99-

482 Revermann 2006a: 254; Sommerstein 2009g: 242; Ruffell 2013: 267-70. More specifically, the men are
dragged by their phalluses (1119) and unable to get what they want unless they come up with a settlement
(1175), the same conditions given to Cinesias (900-3, 950-1), a man who was even more ‘cruelly’ teased (853-
61, 884-8, 928, 936, 952-79).

483 Zweig 1992; Konstan 1993: 431-4; Stehle 2002: 376; Stroup 2004: 66; Compton-Engle 2015: 56-8.

484 Manne 2017.

48 Dillon 1987: 103.

112



100, 591-4)*%; and even if there are two differently portrayed groups of women in this play,
young sexually active women who carry out the sex strike and old sexually inactive women
who occupy the Acropolis (although the former group is also seen participating in the
occupation).*®” From the perspective of the men of Greece, it is the sex strike which wins them
over, not their concern for the oikos (nor their debarment from the Acropolis): ‘Sex conquers

all,” is the message Dillon duly draws from this play,*%®

while Henderson points out how all
the men in Lysistrata are from start to finish ‘characterised by their phalluses,’*® absently
present at the start and presently present at the end. We might go further to say that men are
not just characterised but also at times objectified and pathologized by their phalluses, a point
made in a particularly amusing way when Lysistrata reassures Calonice that their husbands
could simply be replaced by dildoes (158; cf. fr. 592) — a strikingly modern acknowledgement
of female pleasure right there. Put simply, both the women and the men in Lysistrata, or at least
the young women and men — though everyone was young once, as the oldsters are keen to
remember (e.g. 665-7), and even they retain sexual impulses despite their age (594-8, 959-66)
— are shown to be embodied creatures who only want one thing... (Bwveiv, 934, 1179; cf.
Bumtdpev, 715).

Lysistrata’s job of reconciling the men thus turns out to be pretty easy in the end (1112-
3). Arlene Saxonhouse argues that it would be a source of tension if the men ‘lose the capacity
to rise above those shared physical longings’ and fail to transcend their ‘base desires.”*%° Yet
this stripping down of the male ‘political actor’ to nothing more than a ‘simple physical being
longing for sexual satisfaction,” as Saxonhouse goes on to say, may be precisely the point here.
The reduction of men and women to corporeal states is, in fact, explicitly and uniquely staged
when both the male and the female semi-choruses strip down to their ‘bare’ bodies (meaning
their leotard and tights beneath the outer costumes) (662, 687/8).4%! This gesture, designed to
show off the men’s bodily superiority, in this case their smelly manliness (663) — as if smell
were gendered — completely backfires, for they end up only looking ‘ridiculous’
(vatayéhaotoc, 1020, 1024).4%2 No doubt, they also look just as ridiculous as the women who

strip in response in an effort to smell like women (687), though the women’s ridiculousness is,

486 Noted by Vaio 1973: 369-70; Konstan 1993: 435-9; McClure 2015.

487 Noted by Henderson 1987h: 108; Faraone 1997: 39.

488 Dillon 1987: 104.

489 Henderson 1991b: 98.

490 Saxonhouse 2014: 101-2.

491 Sommerstein 1990: ad 662.

492 Cf. Sommerstein 2009g: ‘The act of stripping amounts to saying: these are our bodies; they are male,
therefore superior, and we must ensure they remain so. In fact, of course, the bodies look anything but superior,
being old, feeble, and doubtless grotesque’ (239).
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perhaps pointedly, not marked in the text by gelastic vocabulary. It is patently ironic that the
men are said to appear ‘manly’ and no longer ‘ridiculous’ only at the moment when they are
wearing their clothes again (1019-24) — clothes made by women, whose clothe-making
capacities, we now know, make them fit to govern.*%® All of this, moreover, makes for a neat
inversion of tragedy’s association of the corporeal with the feminine: ‘Men have bodies too, of
course, but in a system defined by gender the role of representing the corporeal side of life in
its helplessness and submission to constraints is primarily assigned to women.”** In Lysistrata,
by contrast, bodies are helpless and constrained qua corporeality itself. There is nothing strictly
feminine about that — in fact, when it comes to phalluses, quite the opposite.

At the end of the play, the two semi-choruses join together (kowf cvotaAévteg, 1042),
as manifested by bodies coming together in the orchestra — a sort of choral intercourse — and
thereby becoming a unified bi-gender conglomeration. Just as Plato’s Socrates argues against
distinguishing between men’s and women’s virtue by analogy with the universality of health
and strength (Meno 72d-73b) — corporeal conditions too — Aristophanes here seems to be
making a similar argument in dramatic form by showing men and women reduced to their
mutually desiring bodies.*®> This manifests the kind of genuine inclusiveness that Butler has
argued is made possible only by embracing the human condition of embodiment: ‘The claim
of equality is not only spoken or written, but is made precisely when bodies appear together,

or rather, when through their action, they bring the space of appearance into being.’4%

Lysistrata makes an argument for female political agency that is not merely reducible to the
fact of women (played by men) displaying themselves in public (on the comic stage). Rather,
the play simultaneously shows female characters equally articulating themselves in public and
male characters equally constrained by their embodied condition. On both fronts the allegedly

‘natural’ (sexist) division of the sexes is undermined: men are granted neither a privileged

493 Compton-Engle 2015: 7-8, 56 sees this re-clothing, marked in the text unlike the assumed re-clothing of the
women, as confirmation of the recovery of men’s control. What seems to be going on, rather, is that the marked
re-clothing expresses the humiliation of the men and victory of the women, who put the men’s clothes back on
for them.

494 Zeitlin 1996: 352.

4% On the relation between Socrates’ unity of virtue argument and Aristophanes’ ‘feminine’ plays, see Bonnette
2014.

4% Butler 2015: 89. Although Butler’s interest is primarily in embodiment expressed through precarity and
persistence rather than passion and desire, the latter still comes into it, since she also sees human beings as
‘emotionally and sexually passionate beings, as bound up with others from the start’ (2015: 150; cf. 96-7).
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access to language nor a superior state of embodiment. In spite of all this, scholars unanimously
maintain that the play cannot be anything like as drastically egalitarian as | am suggesting,
primarily because the ending does make a markedly conservative gesture. Namely, the family
is re-established and the men reclaim their wives, who willingly return home (1182-7, 1273-
8):

Av. KaA®G Aéyete. VOV 0DV dmog GyveDoETE,
Omwg av ai yovoikeg VUGG £V TOAEL

Eevicopev @v v Taiot kioToig elyopey.

dprovg 6’ kel kal wioTy Aot dote. [1185]
Kdmetto TV abTod Yyuvaly VUGV AoV

dneloc’ €kaoTog.

Av. dye vov gmeldn Tl temointon KaAdG,
dmbryecOe TavTac, ® AGKOVES, TAGIES

VUEIC avnp 6 Topd yovaiko kol yovr [1275]
ottw mop’ Evdpa, kGt n’ dyaddic Evppopaic
opynodpuevol Beoicty evAaPdED

70 Aowmdv avdig un *Eapoaptévery £t

The ‘natural’ order, or ‘police’ in Ranciére’s terms, appears to be restored.*®” Yet the ending
may be significantly more open than scholars have allowed. There is, it is worth mentioning,
precedent for the kind of subversive reading | am going to propose, albeit from a different
scholarly tradition, in the ostensibly conservative ending of Shakespeare’s The Taming of the
Shrew. In that play, Kate ostensibly ends up proving that she has been successfully ‘tamed’ by
displaying her extreme obedience to her husband, first treading on her cap, and then making an
outrageously sexist speech that validates women’s subordination as creatures ‘bound to serve,
love and obey’ (5.1.131-91). Yet these gestures have provoked a strong ‘revisionist’ tradition
whereby scholars have read against the grain of the ending, which may less endorse the sexist
separation of gender roles and their misogynistic enforcement, than expose their artificiality

and implicitly condemn misogyny.*°® That, I believe, is in the spirit of the ending of Lysistrata.

497 Cf. Atack forthcoming: 15.
4% Crocker 2003 with 157 n.30. Konstan 1993: 431-3. has already pointed to the ‘mapping’ scene in
Shakespeare’s A Comedy of Errors as a parallel to the ‘mapping’ of Reconciliation in Lysistrata, but The
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To be sure, the wives’ return to the 0ikos in Aristophanes’ play provides thematic
closure, with Lysistrata’s plan successfully achieved and the plot thus rounded up (éye vov
Emeldn tAlo memointon Kah®dg, 1273); while it also achieves a sense of ritual closure depending
on how closely we want to map ritual elements onto this play.*®® It also satisfies in terms of
formal closure, with an exit song accompanied by dancing, along with references to victory —
although the final song, which honours Sparta and the Spartan Athena (1296-1321), may leave
a sour taste that has prompted speculative attempts to explain it away.>%

Nevertheless, as ever when it comes to Aristophanes’ endings as we have seen, closure
is not the whole story. In fact, Aristophanes seems to be deliberately deflating the play’s
closural force by incorporating several anti-climaxes into the final scenes, in that the chorus
repeatedly disinvite guests from their homes (1071, 1201-2, 1213-5), a titillating gesture which
recapitulates for the audience the way in which men like Cinesias are teased and left unsatisfied
in the play. More discomfortingly, the actual resolution has the quality of a deus ex machina,
disdained by Aristotle for resolving tragic plots all too artificially and improbably (Poet.
1454a33-b9), and lampooned by Antiphanes for being a lazy closural technique reserved for
tragic poets (fr. 189).°%! This may be particularly pertinent at the end of this play if Lysistrata,
possibly even dressed up as Athena, almost incarnates the goddess, ‘through her military
leadership, her use of reason and persuasion, and her role as mediator between male and
female.”®2 What this means here, as it often does in Euripidean tragedy,>® is that the main
closural gesture of this play is artificial and almost too good to be true. This is the case both
for the Athenians, who get the better deal, and for all the men, who agree immediately and
leave instantly (g téyoc, 1187; mg tdyiot’, 1188). Aristophanes is arguably being conservative
and schematic to the point of parody, a gesture that is signalled in the action by the grudging

performance of a ‘vulgar routine’ (@optikov 10 ywpiov) by the first Athenian delegate, who

Taming of the Shrew might be a more pertinent Shakespearean comparison. As a matter of fact, it was
Aristophanes’ Lysistrata that became the model for Fletcher’s revisionist sequel to Shakespeare’s play, The
Woman's Prize, or the Tamer Tamed, in which female agency is re-inscribed through the ‘taming’ of Petruchio:
see Crocker 2003: 157-8.

4% For a range of ritual readings, see Martin 1987 (on the festival of ‘new fire’ on Lemnos); Faraone 1997 (on
Attic mystery cults); Reitzammer 2008 and Markantonatos 2020 (on the Adonia); Bierl 2011 (on premarital
initiation rites); Stark 2018 (on various rituals of renewal). For an alternative ritual reading, exploring the ‘gap’
between ritual order and narrative disorder, see Bowie 1993: 178-204.

500 See e.g. Revermann 2006a: 254-60 (positing a reperformed Spartan addition to the original text); Anderson
2012 (suggesting a joke against the Spartans, who end up hymning Athens’ patron deity). See Di Bari 2013: 50
n.16 for a survey of views.

501 Cf. Napolitano 2015b: 96, suggesting that comic endings themselves are a form of deus ex machina,
something which has long been said of the rejuvenation of Demaos at the end of Knights: see Kleinknecht 1939.
502 Thonemann 2020: 133 with n.32.

503 Dunn 1996: 26-44.
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only ends up gratifying the audience’s desire out of an alleged compulsion to beat up a slave

standing in his way (1216-20):

dvorye Vv BOpav 60 Topaympelv 6 EOeL.
VUELG, Ti KaONnobe; pdV £yod T Aaumddt
VUGG KOTAKOOGM; POPTIKOV TO Y®Piov.

oVK (v mTomoaip’. €l 6& Tavv del ToDTO dpav,

VUiV yopicacHor tpoctaiammpnoopey. [1220]

There is a pantomime quality to this hackneyed abuse of the slave (discussed in more detail in
the next episode). That is something which might equally be said of the return of the wives to
their homes, an act which may be driven less by the plot’s internal logic than by the putative
need to satisfy the (male) spectators’ desire for the restoration of order and the closure it
implies.>* For the return of the women to the household now seems more absurd than their
presence in public, especially after Lysistrata had come up with such a striking vision for a new
kind of egalitarian politics that is never implemented. The wives’ return home is, on this
reading, a capitulation and a scandal — a Brechtian anti-closural technique too, as it happens.>%
Scandalous endings are hardly unique in Aristophanes’ plays, as we already saw in episode
two: they are a gimmick Aristophanes likes to stage, as in Strepsiades’ burning down the
Thinkery in the revised Clouds, Euripides’ Kinsman’s non-Euripidean escape and the Scythian
Archer’s running around the stage to catch him at the end of Women at the Thesmophoria, or
Aeschylus’ victory in Frogs. The ending of Lysistrata may even be the most scandalous of the
lot.

Above all, this is because the restoration of male control achieves precisely what caused

Lysistrata and the women to take action in the first place, which was their condemnation to

504 Compare the ending of Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera (3.16), where MacHeath is about to be hanged as the plot
threatens to become a ‘down-right deep Tragedy.’ This prompts a Player to bring an ‘Objection’ that is ‘easily
removed’ by the author, who intervenes in his surrogate persona of the Beggar to re-write the ending. Thus,
instead of dying, the hero is to be reunited with his wives (an inverse homecoming to that of Lysistrata), a
gesture designed to satisfy the audience at any narrative expense:
‘Beggar: For you must allow, that in this kind of Drama, ‘tis no matter how absurdly things are brought
about. — So — you Rabble there — run and cry a Reprieve — let the Prisoner be brought back to his Wives
in Triumph.
Player: All this we must do, to comply with the Taste of the Town.’
On this ending as a parallel for the Euripidean deus ex machina (also adapted by Brecht in his own version of
the play, The Threepenny Opera), see Dunn 1996: 26-7.
505 Consider, for instance, the endings of Mother Courage, where Mother Courage restarts her business despite
all the destruction it has wrought upon her family, and of The Life of Galileo, where Galileo admits that he
recanted not to fool the authorities but merely to seek self-preservation.
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domestic silence (esp. 507-9) and not just the ongoing war, a ring composition perhaps

symbolically enforced by the circular dancing of the chorus.>%

It is oddly circular indeed that
this strong-willed, revolutionary heroine ‘only speaks out in order to call for a return to silence,
the home, and traditional marriage and gender-role behaviour,” as Lauren Taaffe concludes,®’
since those were the very things that Lysistrata had explicitly spoken against earlier. Although
there is debate about whether Lysistrata actually speaks lines 1273-5, bidding the Athenian and
Spartan men to reclaim their wives, in either case the effect is jarring. If, qua Sommerstein,>%®
Lysistrata speaks, then she is being unusually self-contradictory by simply relinquishing
agency (Lysistrata sometimes being seen as otherwise Aristophanes’ most consistent
character); if she does not speak but remains on stage as a mute character, qua Henderson,>%
then she becomes an unsettlingly present absence at the end of the play that uniquely bears the
name of its female protagonist. The status quo thus ends up being exploded and disrupted in its
very re-affirmation: such is Lysistrata’s ‘arc of refusal.’>

Besides, as Lysistrata had warned at the start, ‘No husband can ever have a happy life
if his wife doesn’t want him to’ (00 yap ovdémot’ gv@pavinceTat / avip, €av un T yovouki
ovueépn, 165-6). We have already seen what women can do: what is to stop them from taking
collective action again, should the men continue to shut them away and not listen to them, or
from taking other innovative measures? “’Tis a wonder,” to adopt the quizzical final line of
Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew (5.1.201), that the women of this play likewise ‘will
be tamed so.” Indeed, as Assemblywomen proves, Athenian women have plenty more in their
locker — including putting into practice a version of Lysistrata’s unfulfilled gynecocracy...

In any case, even if we accept that the ending does mark an unusually straightforward
restoration of order, in which female agency is resoundingly neutralised, the sum of the play is
more than its ending. We should not let it overshadow the other scenes, as if it were an all-

encompassing feature of the theatrical experience, a hermeneutic practice Gamel refers to as

506 Cf. Dillon 1987: 103-4; Bowie 1993: 201-4. This circularity is also paralell to the exile of the women at the
end of Euripides Bacchae, an act read by Honig 2021: 89-90 as a ‘kind of emancipation to waywardness.” In
Euripides’ play, the women return to the city to reclaim it (as the women of Lysistrata had also done) but are
ultimately exiled from it — although, as Honig argues, that may be precisely what the women (secretly) desired
at the start, namely to be outside the city with its patriarchal constraints.

507 Taaffe 1993: 132.

508 Sommerstein 1990: ad 1273-90.

509 Henderson 1987a: ad 1273-8.

510 The phrase is crucial to the emancipatory reading of Euripides’ Bacchae proposed by Honig 2021: passim,
esp. 103-4. For Honig, some form of returning home is inexorable even for the committed political activist:
“You have the right to leave, the right to build elsewhere, but you also have an obligation to return because we
are all depending on each other’ (104).
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“end-gaming.”®!! Even so, just as it is the ‘liminal’ phase between the beginning and end of a
ritual that bears the most significant anthropological meaning, it is the disruptive moments
between the women leaving and returning to their homes in this play that might be said to bear
the most significant political meaning. This is especially so on a Rancierian account of politics,
for whom the political community is ‘a community of interruptions, fractures, irregular and
local, through which egalitarian logic comes and divides the police community from itself.’>*2
That may also explain why Lysistrata’s model of a political society is not realised in this play:

that would concretize the metaphor and stabilize the order of things, instantiations of

Ranciérian consensus.

v

Lysistrata, in the end, does not go the whole hog to imagine a world of lasting egalitarianism,
as the play appears to end up conforming to Athenian patriarchy. If, as Butler writes,

’513 the women’s going

‘revolution sometimes happens because everyone refuses to go home,
home in the end means that Lysistrata is not a revolution — though the majority of the play did
stage a series of refusals to go home, even in the face of major temptation to do so (706-80),
while the sex strike can be considered a particularly effective form of refusal in the face of
patriarchy’s scripting of women’s roles as wives and mothers. Yet, as | have been suggesting,
the apparent conservatism — and the conservatism is only apparent — might serve to veil and
licence an underlying radicalism. If, as Skinner argues, ideological change sometimes requires
concessions to the dominant ideology, then it would make sense for a committed artist like
Aristophanes to adopt an approach that could accommodate resistance: ‘Every revolutionary is
to this extent obliged to march backwards into battle.”>** The timing of 411, not long after the
disaster of the Sicilian expedition and shortly before the oligarchic coup, may have been an
opportune moment for Aristophanes to revolutionize what democracy means.®® That

necessarily includes women’s place in it.

511 Gamel 2002: 324, who also challenges the conventional reading of the end of Women at the
Thesmophoriazusae as restoring patriarchal authority.

512 Ranciere 1999: 137.

513 Butler 2015, cited in Honig 2021: 72.

514 Skinner 1988: 112. Cf. Honig 2021, discussing Agave’s return to Thebes at the end of Euripides’ Bacchae:
‘Sometimes change requires baby steps’ (79).

515 Scholars reading this play in relation to contemporary events have focused on the loss of life after Sicily and
spirit of female rebelliousness (Keuls 1985: 387-95; Henderson 1987h: 128; Sidwell 2009: 254-6); on the
upcoming oligarchic coup, heralded and even justified by the play’s revolutionary action (Sommerstein 1977,
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One of the first things the Athenians did after the Sicilian disaster in 413 was to create
an additional probouleutic board of ten elders, introduced to ensure a more thorough
investigation of proposals made by and through the Council (Thuc. 8.1.3-4). At about the same
time, some Athenians had begun to contemplate whether it was time for a new political order
altogether, eventually staging an oligarchic coup (Thuc. 8.63.3-71). It is in the context of a
democracy reflecting on itself after and in the midst of crisis, one which felt the need to
introduce moderating measures such as the institution of probouloi (abandoned after the
democratic counter-revolution later in 411), that Lysistrata can be better understood.>® For the
Proboulos of this play, who has been labelled a ‘proto-oligarchic’ figure,®’ is probably the
most repugnant of any Aristophanic character and certainly the most malignantly male. He is
also unnamed: Lysistrata does not thus vilify an individual through onomasti komaidein, the
practice comedy typically uses against real-life political figures like Cleon (in fact the only
politician attacked in this play is the democrat-turned-oligarch Peisander), but rather attacks
the institutional position this Proboulos represents (might the octogenarian Sophocles, elected
proboulos in 411, otherwise have been an easy target?).

As a result, the play may be a push for a kind of extra-, or even anti-, institutional
politics which does away with ‘expert’ figures like that. Indeed, the Proboulos will be
embarrassingly and hilariously foisted from stage (599-613): good riddance!®*® It may be
Aristophanes’ dramatic response to the increasing institutional control, regulation, and
exclusion that would soon manifest in the oligarchic coup and counter-revolutionary
government of the Four Hundred (and would then quickly be overthrown) — the exact opposite
to what Aristophanes sees as the essence of democracy, characterised by its quasi-anarchic and
hyper-inclusive energy. May it even be Aristophanes’ dramatic extension of the extra-
institutional agency expressed through the women’s mutilation of the Herms on the eve of the
Sicilian Expedition, as Keuls once hypothesised, partly using evidence from the Adonia

reported in Lysistrata?®®

Olson 2012; Canfora 2017: 85-138); and on the recent broaching of the Iron Reserve (Thonemann 2020: esp.
135-8).

516 Commentators note the ‘oligarchic overtones’ of the language of co@povicat and edtakteiv used by
Thucydides describing those measures (8.1.3-4), as well as the ‘quasi-oligarchic’ flavour of the office of the
probouloi (Gomme, Andrewes, and Dover 1981: ad loc) — an office explicitly described as ‘oligarchic’ by
Aristotle (6Atyapyucov & ol TpdPoviot, Arist. Pol. 1323a9).

517 McGlew 2002: 142-8.

518 His absolute dismissal of women’s voices, a move which many a tragedy has shown to precipitate disaster,
here too will lead to his comic ‘death’: see Henderson 1987: ad 387-423, 529-38.

519 Keuls 1985: 387-95. See also O’Higgins 2001: 156-7, discussing women’s potential capacity to express
political agency at such festivals.
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We do not need to go that far. In the late 390s, however, there was the possibility of a
more general post-war re-evaluation of women’s rights and roles in society.’?° More
pertinently, in the wake of two democratic counter-revolutions following the collapse of the
oligarchic governments of 411-10 and 404-3, with the latter’s subsequent program of lasting
constitutional reform, perhaps Aristophanes was ready to take on the institutional sphere and
women’s place in it head-on. Thus, Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen: a play which stages a full-

scale female revolution, and not just its promise.

Assemblywomen

Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen is similar to Lysistrata insofar as it shows women achieving
power in a hypothetically (if not strictly realistically or plausibly) achievable way, unlike other
Aristophanic fantasies, which might involve physically impossible travel to heaven or the
underworld, for example. It has been suggested that women are only ever granted preternatural
powers in comedy, whereas men are granted supernatural powers, ‘because Aristophanes did
not regard the women of classical Athens as participating in the thrilling project of citizen self-
refashioning as agents of sovereignty in the democratic city.’>?! Yet the converse may be true,
because Aristophanes may well be emphasising the fact that women’s empowerment is not so
crazy an idea after all: no supernatural ascents or descents required for that.

Nevertheless, Assemblywomen is different to the older play because it is more radical:
the women achieve legitimate, systematic, and lasting change, as is often noticed.?
Accordingly, it is often regarded as more problematic, with much of the play’s analysis
couched in terms of the degree to which the latter scenes showing Praxagora’s plan in action
are ironic.>?® The central issue typically comes down to whether the logic of economic and
sexual communism is undermined by the selfish man who may (or may not) get away without

having to contribute to the communal fund, and then by the young man who is forced to sleep

520 Bruns 1900; Rothwell 1990: 21-3; Jameson 1997. Tsoumpra 2019: 543-4, with further evidence detailing
women’s increased agency in the fourth century, sees Aristophanes reacting to it by going in the exact opposite
direction as | see him going.

521 Hall 2020a: 98-9.

522 Henderson 1996: 145; Zeitlin 1999: 74; Ober 2002: 150.

523 For ironic readings, see Flashar 1967; Foley 1982: 14-21; Saxonhouse 1992; Bowie 1993: 254-67; Said
1996; Zeitlin 1999: 78-86; Reinders 2001: 243-79; Tsoumpra 2019; Atack forthcoming: 15-23. For the opposite
view, see Konstan and Dillon 1981; Sommerstein 1984, 1998: 11-22; MacDowell 1995: 312-23; Henderson
1996: 150-1; Slater 2002: 228-32; Méllendorff 2002; 117-24; McGlew 2002: 191-211; Sheppard 2016. For a
balanced appraisal of the issue of irony in Aristophanes’ late plays, see Ruffell 2006.
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with old women before his girlfriend (or maybe the disobedient prick gets what he deserves).
Each interpretation bears on the representation of women in this play. If these scenes are not
ironic, then surely the empowerment of women in the first half of the play is not so much of an
issue. If they are, as | believe they must be, Aristophanes not being the type for straightforward
utopias,®?* then surely any anxieties stem from the fact that women are now in charge.

On the contrary, | will argue that, even on the most ironic reading which sees a utopian
fantasy ending up as a dystopian nightmare, the problems that arise in the second half of this
play do not stem from the fact of women ruling. Whereas Lysistrata has two plots, which are
separate but end up working together to justify women’s claim to the political as we saw above,
Assemblywomen has two plots, which seem more difficult to reconcile. First, there is the
women’s takeover of the assembly, and then, unanticipated, the peculiar establishment of a
communist regime with its economic and sexual workings (or, rather, failings).>? This apparent
disjunction used to be regarded as evidence of the comic poet’s failing powers in old age,
explained away by MacDowell as a ‘fault that is not likely to have troubled the audience
much,’®? though there is evidently more to it than unfounded biographical speculation. In
response, scholars have taken a more synthetic approach, appreciating that a bipartite plot
structure is typical of Aristophanic comedy.%?” This reading has seen the economic and sexual
communism as the inevitable outcome of a matriarchal state and its ostensible failure as the
ultimate justification for the patriarchal exclusion of women from politics, thereby conforming
to mythic and ethnographic precedents (Amazons, Athenian women after the contest of Athena
and Poseidon, and Lemnian Women; Scythians and Spartans). 52 Scholars advocating the view
of Assemblywomen as an ultimately misogynistic play thus tend to place the interpretive load
on the second half, regarding the disturbing scenes with Epigenes and the old women as a
nightmare of female domination, and the conventional celebratory ending as the reassertion of
male control with the arrival of Blepyrus for the feast alongside younger women.5?°

Yet, as [ will argue, the play’s two halves are more jarring and incompatible than that.
For Aristophanes conceives of two entirely different political worlds in each half of the play,

just as we saw with Acharnians and will see again with Frogs in the next episode. It is not just

524 Ruffell 2014.

525 Rothwell 1990: 73-4; MacDowell 1995: 320-1. See also McGlew 2002: 199, commenting that the second
half of the play sees a shift from gynecocracy to gerontocracy; and Sommerstein 1998: 21, noting that the scene
with the old women is self-contained, the only one of its kind in Old comedy.

526 MacDowell 1995: 320. Cf. Murray 1933: 181, 198 (Aristophanes as ‘aging or overtired’); Dover 1972: 195
n.7 (Aristophanes had a stroke!).

527 Zeitlin 1999: 81-2 with n.19.

528 Esp. Zeitlin 1999: 78-86.

529 Esp. Foley 1982: 14-21; Said 1996; Tsoumpra 2019.
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about a world of male rulers versus a world of female rulers. Rather, if the first half dramatizes
the replacement of hierarchy by egalitarianism, the second half dramatizes the replacement of
egalitarianism by totalitarianism, a different and more pernicious form of hierarchy. The
problems in the second half of the play, I will argue, have little to do with gynocratic rule as
such, and much more to do with totalitarian rule, envisaged by someone who turns out to be a
dictator and whose regime ends up re-instating the rigid division of social roles that was the
problem in the first place (a form of circularity, we will remember, that was also the scandal at
the end of Lysistrata). What the play stages, in other words, is a movement from Rancierian
‘politics’ to ‘police,” a reading that is apt in the context of the institutionalization of democracy
in the late fifth and early fourth century.>® The fact that the two halves of the play are
completely at odds with each other is already hinted at by the fact that Praxagora withholds
information about what her gynocracy will look like until the women are already in power, her
plans even being described as ‘systematically misleading’ by Sommerstein.>3! There is nothing
inevitable about the system of government the women will impose nor about the consequences
of having female rulers. Old comedy, after all, is not a genre that is bound to following
conventional plot patterns; that is precisely what makes it so difficult to write by comparison
with tragedy, as the speaker in Antiphanes’ Poesis polemically complains (fr. 189).

By the end of the first half of the play, conversely, any logic behind the exclusion of
the female gender from the central institutional space of democracy is shown to be entirely
arbitrary, gender reality being shown to be ‘performative, which means, quite simply, that it is
real only to the extent that it is performed.’®3 The dress rehearsal scenes are perhaps more
radical in their implications for the relation between gender and politics than anything else in
Greek literature, and thus merit attention in their own right (whatever else one thinks about the
relation of the play’s two halves). Above all, this is because they vindicate the women’s
capacity to participate politically, and no longer just outside formal institutions as we saw in

Lysistrata, but even in the assembly itself.

530 Ostwald 1986; Hansen 1999: esp. 161-77; Wolin 2018b: esp. 85-8. On that political context in relation to
Assemblywomen, see David 1984; Rothwell 1990: 2-5, 13-19.

531 Sommerstein: 1998 ad 107. For more on the deviousness of Praxagora, a figure who ends up resembling an
extra-constitutional tyrant like Peisetairos in Birds, see Sommerstein 2009f; 215-6.

532 Butler 1988: 527.
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The women, ostentatiously leaving their houses (34, 325, 336-7), like the women of Lysistrata,
begin this play on the threshold of the assembly. Unlike the women of Lysistrata, who assemble
to take extra-institutional collective action, these women are gearing up (literally) to take intra-
institutional collective action. Exchanging the light of the torch in the bedroom (1-6) for the
broad daylight of the assembly, with dawn beckoning and proceedings on the Pnyx about to
begin (20-1, 82-5), it hardly takes anything for the women to cross that threshold. All they have
to do is dress up. The convention that allowed men alone to participate in the assembly is
exposed as mere convention, if participation is simply a matter of appearing and speaking in a
certain way that can be ‘imitated’ (ppodpuevar, 278; ppoovpévn, 545). While the women’s
cross-dressing in this play has typically been read as a display of the transparency and
inefficacy of female attempts to play men,* as a successful impersonation that only validates
masculinity,** or as a metatheatrical ploy,>® these readings do not allow the possibility that
gender itself is here shown to be a performance in the very sense defined by Butler. Developing
de Beauvoir’s formulation in The Second Sex that ‘one is not born, but, rather, becomes a

woman,” Butler writes (1988: 519):

‘In this sense, gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which
various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time — an identity
instituted through a stylized repetition of acts. Further, gender is instituted through the
stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which
bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of

an abiding gendered self.’

The display of a gender identity through the ‘stylized repetition of acts’ and the ‘stylization of
the body’ is exactly what we see in the first half of Assemblywomen, as the women learn to
‘become’ men through a process of rehearsal; that is, a process of speaking, looking, and acting
in ways that ‘constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self.’

The rehearsal scene begins with Praxagora asking if the women have done everything
they agreed when the plan was formulated at the Skira (57-9). Tellingly, this first of all entails
growing body hair and getting a tan so that they might no longer be ‘similar to a woman’

(yovauki Tpoopepng, 67). Male and female bodies, if different by nature, are not that different;

533 Saxonhouse 1992: 6-7; Taaffe 1993: 104-23, Said 1996: 293-6; Orfanos 2018; Reinke 2019: 23-5.
534 Compton-Engle 2015: 99-100.
535 Slater 2002: 215-6, 232.
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the first step in conventionally dressing up as men can even be achieved naturally, as it were,
without any need for cosmetics, but just some time without a razor and some sun. The next step
involves women bringing along attachable beards (68) and wearing men’s clothes (73-5). This
strategy is the inverse of that adopted in Women at the Thesmophoria by Euripides’ Kinsman,
who makes himself up as a woman by shaving his beard (Thes. 215-35) and putting on women’s
clothes (Thes. 249-67); whilst it closely follows the prescription of Agathon, who declares that
to be a woman or a man means nothing more than dressing up or behaving in a certain way,
and that whatever is lacking in the body can simply be added by ‘imitation’ (uiunoic) (Thes.
148-56).5%¢ Provided the women of this play do not implausibly show their bodies to the men
— in particular their most distinctively female bit, though tellingly referred to by the name of a
male politician Phormisios (97) — Praxagora reassures them that they will not fail to convince
(93-101). Practice, after all, makes perfect, Praxagora explains (116-21):

I1p. ovkodVv &mitndeg Euveréynuev évBdoe,

OmWG TPOHELETHOMUEY OKET OET AEYELV.

00K (v OAavoIC TO YéveloV AV TEPIOOLUEVN

Aot 67 doot AaAelv pepeAeTnKOGT TOL.

I'v. Tig 8 @ pél’, qudv od Aadeiv énictatar; [120]

ITp. 101 67 oV TEPLOOD KOl TOYEMG AV YEVOD.

It will not even take much practice, as Praxagora assures (and as the dress rehearsal will
validate): ‘Put on [your beard] and quickly become a man’ (mgp1d0d kai taEmg Gvip yevoD,
121). A prop, a conjunction, and an adverb are all that separate the two sexes according to
Praxagora’s logic, in which women are able not just to look like men but even to ‘become’
them (yevoD).

The audience, no doubt, are able to see through the disguise, and the incongruity of
male actors playing female characters playing men is a fine source of humour (thus hilariously
begins Monty Python’s The Life of Brian, for instance). This scene is funnier than Praxagora
realizes, surprised as she is when one of the women remarks that she looks ‘ridiculous’ in a
beard (nd¢ katayélaotov; 126) — like a roasted cuttlefish, to be exact (domep €l T1c onmiong /
noyovo tepdnceley éotabevuévarg, 126-7). Praxagora’s rhetorical question, ‘“Who seeing us

will not think that we are men?’ (tig 0Ok av Mudc Gvopag Nynood’ opdv; 101), is not as

5% Cf. Stehle 2002: 378-82.
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effective as she believes in front of the theatre audience who have seen the female characters
dressing up; but it is also truer than she realises in front of the theatre audience who are
watching male actors. It has been suggested that the comical disguise, constantly broken by the
women during the dress rehearsal and imperfect even in the actual performance when their
‘effeminate’ complexion fails to go unnoticed (385, 427-8), reveals an underlying female
‘nature’ that cannot be hidden but can be humorously exploited. Had the disguise been more
thorough, argues Susanne Said, ‘this cross-dressing could have been used to emphasize the
very conventional character of the differences between the masculine and the feminine, and to
discuss the reasons for the cultural asymmetry between the sexes.’%%’

Yet we need not invoke a counter-factual to make that exact point. The disguise is
flimsy, rather, precisely because the categories of ‘woman’ as well as ‘man’ are flimsy; they
are constructed and self-deconstructing right before the audience’s eyes. It is the dress rehearsal
and not the actual assembly that Aristophanes arguably chose to stage for this very reason. For
it allows him to show that gender itself is a performance based on external ‘appearance’
(oxfjno, 150, 503) that is ‘displayed’ (dmodeion, 295) and, as such, can be ‘rehearsed’
(mpoueretiompev, 117) and ‘perfected’ (axpipobnoetar, 162). This language anticipates
Butler’s own, in particular her description of gender as an ‘act which has been rehearsed, much
as a script survives the particular actors who make use of it, but which requires individual actors
in order to be actualized and reproduced as reality once again.’>*® In Aristophanes’ play, some
just play the roles of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ much more competently than others, like Praxagora
as opposed to the other women (170-1).5%° Their inability to act — to perform their new gender
role — does not prove that they are intrinsically constrained by their femininity. In fact, all the
mistakes the women make in impersonating men in the assembly — swearing by the Two
Goddesses and Aphrodite (155-9, 189-91), using the wrong grammatical forms (165-8, 299),
and adopting incorrect forms of assembly behaviour by asking for a drink as if it were a
symposium (132-44) and voting with their legs not their arms (263-7) — are not only
humorously excused but also easily corrected. Praxagora, already accustomed to public speech,
having learnt the tricks of the trade when she lived on the Pnyx (243-4) and with whom

537 Said 1996: 293.

538 Butler 1988: 526.

5% 1t is worth adding that the men of this play are also shown to be playing gender stereotypes, intentionally or
not: Agyrrhius is said to be ‘wearing’ (£ywv, 102) Pronomos’ beard to pass for a man, Epigonus is mistaken for
a woman in the audience (167-8), whilst Blepyrus is in Praxagora’s clothing while she is at the assembly (311-
75).
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Blepyrus apparently readily discusses political affairs (551-2),%*° scolds mistakes as mistakes
of convention: ‘Don’t be accustomed to saying it now’ (uno’ é0iov viv Aéyewv, 192).

Moreover, as it turns out, it is not too difficult for even these women, far from the
world’s best actors, to ‘memorise’ (uepvnuévag) their new role (285-7): they praise Praxagora
appropriately as a ‘man’ (avp, 204) and address themselves as ‘men’ (ovdpeg, 285, 290) or
by common male names (& Xaptriuidn / koi Zpikv0e koi Apdxng, 293a/b). The success of their
performance earns them praise from Praxagora for ‘becoming most manly’ (dvopetotaTot
veyévnobe, 519), not proof that speaking in public is strictly a masculine activity but affirmation
that each did exactly what Praxagora had asked (&vnp yevod, 121). This above all included
learning how to speak ‘like a man’ (&vopioti, 149), though that hardly took much learning at
all.>*! The link between public speech and manliness, deeply embedded in Greek (and Western)
thought,>*? is here shown to be a shallow construct in which the theatre audience is complicit,
having watched the women dress up as men in order to speak in public. The fact that this is
exposed during a dress rehearsal is also important because rehearsals are prefigurative.>*3 Next
assembly — perhaps even the assembly at the end of the festival — why should women not be
included on the basis of their gender?

Aristophanes shows that the distinction between men and women is little more than a
matter of acting — of becoming, not being, in De Beauvoir’s formulation. There is thus no
reason to exclude women from public decision making if social roles attached to gender are
not prescribed by nature. The fact that the women do not need to stay disguised once their plans
have been accepted, as they make emphatically clear (493-513), only confirms the arbitrariness
of the system: why, then, did they need to dress up in the first place?

The answer, of course, is that women are not recognised as political animals — that much
the men of Lysistrata already tried to make clear — and so these revolutionaries must march

backwards into battle by dressing up as men. In doing so, one of the women asks a version of

540 |n these respects, she is similar to Lysistrata, who learnt from men as well (Lys. 1126-7), but dissimilar to the
wives of Lysistrata, whose husbands simply silence them (Lys. 508-20). On the reality husbands discussing
politics with their wives, see e.g. Dem. 59.110-11, with Gould 1980: 50.

%41 Cf. Willi 2003: “‘The differences between men’s and women’s language may have been too small to be
comically contrasted with each other in a male-female dialogue’ (196); Sommerstein 2009a: ‘The impression
given is that any woman can learn without too much difficulty to speak like a man, and any man to speak like a
woman. The differences are definite but minor’ (18). Note also that there seems to have been no thoroughgoing
attempt at falsetto voices, on which see Willi 2003: 171-2 with n.63.

542 Beard 2017: 3-45.

543 On the prefigurative power of rehearsal, in reference to the women’s time on the heterotopia of Cithaeron in
Bacchae, see Honig 2021: 3, 32, 70-1, 92-4. Note that the assembly of Assemblywomen, unlike Cithaeron in
Euripides’ play, is not a heterotopic space: it is the self-same assembly within the city that the men of Athens
attend.
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what Beard calls in reference to the old satirical Punch cartoon the “Miss Triggs question”
(110-11)%4:

Kol TG yovaik®v OnAvepov Euvovsio

onunyopnoet,

The justification for women speaking in public before men (dnunyopnoet), Praxagora thus
replies, lies in their similarity to effeminate politicians who have been ‘shagged the most’
(mhelota omododvral, 113). This is evidently not meant to be taken at face value, however. Not
only is this a stock derogatory joke in comedy,®* but Praxagora also immediately qualifies
what she says: ‘This applies to us by some chance’ (uiv 8’ VapyeL TOVTO KOTA TOYNV TIVA,
114) — nothing ‘natural’ about it. This may explain why nothing more is made of the
comparison to ‘buggered’ politicians, a comparison which will not turn out to be the real reason
why women should rule, neither according to Praxagora’s argument nor to the men’s
acceptance of it. Even so, Praxagora’s argument, like Lysistrata’s before her, is still couched
in terms of women'’s traditional domestic qualities rather than any sense of genuine equality as
speaking and embodied beings. Her suggestion that women should be put in charge, after all,

first and foremost rests on their experience managing the household (210-12):

TOAG YOp yovou&i enud ypiivor v moAwv
Nuac mapadodvart. kol yop £v taig oikiong

TOOTOG EMTPOTOLS Kol Topionct ypoueda.

Is Praxagora here undermining any claim she has to being a fully-fledged political actor? She
may well be demonstrating the mutual interdependency of the concerns of the polis and
oikos,>* but is the performance of traditional domestic roles here the sole reason legitimating
female participation in public life? Perhaps not. There is a sense in which Praxagora’s argument
here is not quite so exclusively dependent on the values of the oikos at all, because her speech,
at least at this point in the dress rehearsal presented solely before her female companions (and

the audience), is laden with irony. As she goes on to make the argument in greater detail, it

54 ‘That’s an excellent suggestion, Miss Triggs. Perhaps one of the men here would like to make it’ (cited in
Beard 2017: 6, 34).

%% Sommerstein 1998: ad 112-3.

546 Foley 1982.
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becomes hard not to get the impression that this is all rather cliché: these arguments had already
been made in Lysistrata (and possibly other ‘women plays’), and here we go again, ‘just like
before’ (Homep kol mpo 100, 221-8). The ‘stylized repetition of acts’ is all gender is, we will
recall.

The argument is that women are staunch upholders of tradition (213-17) and opposed
to innovation (kouvov, 220). This is a point made ad nauseam with reference to the whole
panoply of female stereotypes, good and bad (215-40): women are bibulous (227), horny (225,
228) and mischievous (224, 226, 238), but they are also household managers (221, 223b, 236),
child bearers and carers (233-5), and performers of religious duties (223a). Yet this
traditionalist argument is evidently ironic in the context of women taking over the assembly
and doing what she says women have never done — never had the chance to do — by
overthrowing the démos (008¢ tov / dfjuov katalvsty, 452-3).%47 Moreover, if women were
held to uphold a stereotypical conservativism in language, as evidenced by Plato’s Cratylus
(418b-d), the women of this play show quite how false that is too, as they invent several new
words (| otpatnyde, 491, 500; xnpokawva, 713) and not least a new dish
(AomadoTeUaOGELNYOYOAEOKPOVIOAENY AVOSPLUVTTOTPLULOTOCIAPIOTUPOLEAITOKATOKEYVUEVO
KIYAETIKOGGVQOPUTTOTEPIOTEPUALEKTPVOVOTTTEKEPUAAOKIYKAOTEAELOAAY DOGIPOLO PPN TPOY L
vomtepuymv, 1169-75) — a hapax if there ever was one! As it turns out, the women’s decree is
ultimately passed into law precisely because it has never been done before (456-7) — nothing
to do with women’s domestic qualities — while the novelty of the subsequent communistic
setup is then emphasised (578-80, 583-7). The argument for women’s conservatism is not even
made in the actual assembly, as far as it is reported.

For Praxagora, women’s delimitation to the domestic sphere is less a natural given than
a conventional stereotype that can be manipulated when it suits. This is made just as clear in
the aftermath of the assembly, when Praxagora returns home and is asked by her husband to
explain her early morning absence. This gives her the chance to prove her worth as an actor
once more. Well-aware of men’s stereotypes about female unboundedness (522-26) and
infirmity (539), Praxagora convincingly improvises that she had to play the role of midwife
(527-34) (including swearing by the Two Goddesses which was forbidden to the other women

(532)!), and credibly feigns astonishment about the assembly’s decision (551-67). When

547 There is a similar layering of irony in Wealth, when the sycophant likewise claims that democracy is being
overthrown (kataivet... Tv dnuoxpatiav, Pl. 948-9). He is evidently wrong because the unblinding of Ploutos
is a democratizing move precipitating the redistribution of wealth, but he is also evidently right since he
explains that Chremylus’ actions (unlike those of the women in Assemblywomen) have shirked democratic
procedure (oBte TV PovAny OV / TV TV ToATdV 0lte TV ékikAnciav, Pl. 949-50).
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informed that the city has been handed over to women, she knows exactly how to play the
domestic card (555-6):

BA. Opiv 8¢ @aoct mopadedochor Ty moAw.
IIp. i dpav; Veaivew;

BA. oV ua A, GAL dpyewv.

Women would only ever concern themselves with trivial domestic pursuits such as weaving
and not the lofty activity of ruling, of course. The tone is once again dripping with irony. This
female heroine, as a matter of fact, does not merely stand for the values of the oikos in the polis.
More generally, as Henderson points out, the women of Assemblywomen, unlike the women of
Lysistrata or Women at the Thesmophoria, ‘are not portrayed as opposing the male world by
operating as a female “bloc” with a religious base or association with particular goddesses, but
address issues of universal concern to Athens from the centre of Athenian political life.”>*® The

very start of Praxagora’s rehearsal speech addresses the issue of universal equality (173-4):

guoi 8’ ioov pgv thode g Yhpog HéTa

dcovrep LUV

This is, of course, a woman played by a male actor speaking in the persona of a man
formulaically justifying his intervention in the assembly.5* But it is very easy for Praxagora’s
identity to slip out from beneath the masculine disguise and to hear her female voice claiming
an ‘equal part’ (icov) in the country, a claim similarly made by Lysistrata (Lys. 588-9, 651). In
fact, it is the being denied 10 icov, Aristotle suggested, that incentivizes revolution in the first
place (6Awg yap 10 ioov {nrodvreg oracialovaty, Pol. 1301b30).

Ultimately, the women’s takeover is legitimated by the men themselves, who by a
majority vote for it. In fact, the men are almost unanimously on board with the women’s
proposals: only a small minority of country folk grumble about it during the assembly (432-3),
while neither Blepyrus nor the Neighbour offers much opposition themselves. More
importantly, when Praxagora elucidates her specific plan for running the government, she is

explicitly licensed to speak by a neighbour cutting off Blepyrus’ interruption: ‘C’mon, man,

548 Henderson 1996: 145.
549 Sommerstein 1998 ad loc.
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let the woman speak’ (® Soupdvy dvSpdv, Thv yovoix® Ea Aéyewv, 564). This is a strikingly
different position to be in from that of the wives of Lysistrata, who, as we saw, had been
compelled to submit to their husbands in silence and whose speech the play’s men had
denigrated as mere ‘babbling’ (Aoeiv).> Praxagora, in stark contrast, will not be interrupted
or mansplained to in her home (588-9, 596). If Assemblywomen is more radical in its
implications than Lysistrata, then, it is not only because the women stay in power at the end of
the play. It is also because the women face little opposition and no violence — and even receive
positive support — from the men regarding their capacity as political animals endowed with
logos, encompassing informal speech in places like the agora (associated with the verb
AMoAeiv™®l) as well as formal speech in the assembly (Snunyopeiv, 111, 429; éyopedety, 130;
ékkAnowalew, 161). Assemblywomen, in this regard, is more democratic.

Assemblywomen, however, is at the same time more anti-democratic than Lysistrata, as
Praxagora’s revolution ends up taking a significant turn.>? The form of government that is
introduced turns out to be positively undemocratic, even as her plan is in principle described
by Blepyrus as ‘populist’ (dnpotikr|, 631), an idea already on the cards after Euacon’s ‘most
populist’ speech (dnpotikwtdtovg Adyovc) preceding Praxagora’s assembly address (411-26),
and even as the initiation banquet is said to be open to everyone (& mévteg dotoi, viv yap obtm
Todt’ Exet, 834).5° For what Praxagora establishes turns out to be a totalitarian regime.>®* That
is the part of her plan that is tellingly separate from the original plan conceived at the Skira
(17-18, 107-8) and is deliberately omitted in her rehearsal speech (229-32, 239-40):

TAVTAIGLY 0DV, MVOPEC, TOPASOVTES THV TOALY

U1 TepAoAdEY, UNdE Tuvhovdpeda

550 willi 2003: 191 has suggested that the very same verb seems to be recuperated by the women in
Assemblywomen as a more neutral verb of speech like ‘talking” (Aoreiv, 16, 119, 129).

%51 Gottesman 2014: 60.

%52 Ober 2002: 147-52 sees the new regime as an extension of democratic principles of equality to their ‘logical
extreme’ (150), but even if that is the case in principle, it ends up being so far extended as to be warped and
inverted, as we will see.

%53 On the ambivalence of the vocabulary in these passages, see Lauriola 2017: 352-3, 359-61. It is revealing
that the adjective used here is dnpotucdg (‘populist’) rather than dnpoxpatikdg (‘democratic’), used exclusively
at Ra. 952: it may be that only the latter word is reserved for ‘democratic’ in the genuine — egalitarian — sense,
discussed further in the next episode.

554 In the terminology of Sommerstein 2009f, it is an example of an ‘alternative to democracy,” which means
absolute monarchy. Cf. Sonnino 2017: 379-84.
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i ToT’ Apa Spav PEALOLGLY, GAL™ ATTAQ TPOT®

EDUEV Apyetv,

10 &’ GAL €dom: TadT’ €av mONGOE pot,

€0dHOVODVTEG TOV Plov dtdEete.

Specific details about it are only given after the demos have been persuaded to hand over the
reins of power. This makes the formal agon in this play between Praxagora and Blepyrus
redundant, strictly speaking, since Praxagora does not really need to win her husband over once
the change of government has been enshrined in law.>*> According to the new arrangement,
power will no longer reside in the people but in the figure of the sole ctpatnydg (246-7; cf.
491, 500, 727, 835, 870), Praxagora herself, who disappears halfway through the play with a
whiff of despotic distancing.>*® She nominally appoints the chorus as ‘advisors’ (EvpuBovroioy,
518), though they give no real advice and only submit to her (515), before virtually
disappearing from the action in the second half; while she also refers to the women as her
éraipon (23, 528), a word which has been said to carry connotations of oligarchic conspiracy.>®
For all her persuasive charm, Praxagora cuts a potentially dangerous figure.>®

Yet much more troubling than the character of Praxagora is the rigidly anti-democratic
society she has created. This is clear at first glimpse in the fact that key democratic institutions
are immediately abolished: the lawcourts are no longer in use (460, 561-2, 655-7, 676-9) — thus
there is no possibility for a graphé paranomon by which an assembly decree, including the
decree to establish this gynaecocracy, could be invalidated®® — while a central machinery of
democratic government, the allotment machine, is repurposed to allocate people to dining halls
rather than to public offices or courts (681-6). It is particularly telling that the women will ‘rear’
(Booknoopev, 599) the new state, a verb that refers to the nourishment of animals and tellingly
marks this play’s regression from the sphere of ‘political life’ (bios) to that of ‘bare life’ (zoé).
It is, in fact, it is the negation of the other quintessentially democratic activities of testifying

(noptoupeiv, 561) and informing (cvkopavteiv, 562), even if those are currently being abused

%5 In its place, as Sommerstein 1998: ad 571-709 notes, is ‘an exercise in persuasion by a single speaker’ that
corresponds in Aristophanes’ plays only to the future tyrant Peisetarios’ persuasion of the bird chorus in Birds.
556 Atack forthcoming 20-1, noting the trope of female tyrants in comedy.

%57 Scholtz 2007: 71-111.

5% For contrary views, see e.g. Rothwell 1990: 102 (‘not a deceptive manipulator, but a quick-thinking leader’);
Sheppard 2016: 468 (‘a leader skilled in assembly speech and able to rise above self-interest’).

559 Cf. Fletcher 2012: ‘the decree has outlawed any mechanism that might overturn it, and in this sense it seems
to have become a permanent nomos’ (134).
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by rogue individuals in contemporary Athens (as they invariably are according to
Aristophanes), that prompts Blepyrus initially to protest: ‘Don’t take away my bios’ (und’
apéAT pov tov Piov, 563).

The women’s capacity to engage in politics in the first place, qua embodied beings
capable of public speech, has nothing to do with any of this. The women may even be
exonerated, not just by the rapport they uniquely earn with the audience by constantly breaking
the ‘fourth wall,”>® but especially by the men’s responses to the women within the play. We
already encountered male validation of female empowerment in the first half of the play, in
particular with the neighbour’s interjection to let Praxagora speak (564). We encounter
something similar (if less explicit) in the second half of the play, since neither the selfish man
nor Epigenes complain about the fact that they are being governed by women, even as they
stand to lose out the most from the new state of affairs. Their complaints, rather, as we will see,
are to do with the nature of the law, not the gender of the lawgivers. In other words, Praxagora’s
rule is not problematic because she is ruling indefinitely; it is problematic mainly because she
is ruling indefinitely. And there is no more reason for only women to rule than there is for only
men to rule: both are forms of anti-democratic exclusion.*®!

The issue of the nature of the law is particularly germane in the context of the
institutionalization of Athenian democracy from 403.5%? Following the trauma of the Thirty
Tyrants and the democratic counter-revolution, the Athenians implemented several reforms.
These included the re-codification of the laws, re-inscribed between 403 and 399 and
considered permanent (a process that had already been begun in 410 and seems to have been
re-started), the introduction of a distinction between laws (nomoi) and decrees (pséphismata),
and the establishment of a board of lawmakers (nomothetai).>®® Crucially, these reforms
diminished the importance of the assembly as a legislative body and rendered decrees passed
in the assembly less weighty than laws ratified by lawmakers. Whilst contemporaries such as
Plato and Lysias were arguing for obedience to the law and the sovereignty of the law (e.g. Cri.
50a-54d; Lys. 2.19), and Aristotle would later criticize radical democracy for its settling of
everything by decrees and not by laws with their higher validity (Pol. 1292a4-7), Aristophanes

seems to be aware of the danger of that position to the democratic energies that could be

560 Moodie 2012.

%61 A similar observation is made by Casement 1986: 74-6, but his conclusion that the play primarily ridicules
the principle of equality itself is untenable, since, as | will discuss, the issue is not (democratic) equality but
(totalitarian) homogeneity.

%62 See above n.530.

563 For various legalistic readings of the play in this context, see Ober 2002: 145-7; Fletcher 2012; Sheppard
2016: 470-5.
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expressed through decrees of the assembly — including, for example, decreeing to give power
to women. Such a danger is something that seems to be already anticipated by Peisetairos’ anti-
democratic expulsion of the decree-seller from Cloud-cuckoo-land (Av. 1035-57), and in the
pro-democratic curse of the women in Women at the Thesmophoria against those who ‘seek to
substitute decrees for laws’ (] yneiopoto kai vouov / {ntodo’ avtipediotavor, Thes. 361-2),
they who also curse tyrants (Thes. 338-9, 1143-4).%%* Exactly such a substitution is what ends
up happening in Assemblywomen; indeed, the word vopog occurs more than three times as
frequently as the word yneiopa in this play (discussed further below).

The main premise of Praxagora’s rule is to replace the complementary democratic
principles of equality and freedom with the totalitarian principles of homogeneity and order. In

this new regime every single thing is shared and the same for everyone (594):

GAA’ Eva TO1® KooV Aoty Blotov kai TodTov Lotov.

Life will be ‘shared by everyone’ (kowov macwv; cf. kowvog dmoactv, 595; v yijv TpoOTIcTO
TOMGo® / KOWNV Tavimv, 597-8; é&v 1d kowvd ndvtov dviov, 661; Koy tdotv, 673), and the
women will ‘break down everything into one’ (cvppn&ac’ &ig &v dmavta, 673) and ‘provide
ungrudgingly everything for everyone’ (méiot yop &eBova mévto mapéEopev, 690).%%° Even so,
as it turns out, some individuals will still be more equal than others, which is in fact what
Athenian democracy had already accomplished by granting total political equality to all
freeborn adult males with two Athenian parents to the exclusion of everyone else, since this
society is arranged as a hierarchy that favours the old (619-34), rests on the institution of
slavery (651-2), and creates boundaries delimiting citizens from non-citizens (718-24). More
specifically, what Praxagora has constructed corresponds exactly to the sphere of Arendtian
‘labour.” For this society, comprising a ‘single household’ (piav oiknow, 673) that undermines
the human condition of ‘plurality’ and serving primarily to control its citizens’ needs for food
(605-6, 651-2), sex (613-5), and shelter (653-4, 673-4), anticipates Arendt’s own nightmare of

‘gigantic, nation-wide administration of housekeeping.’°®®

%64 Though the Athenians did not formally distinguish between laws and decrees before 403, as noted by Austin
and Olson 2004 ad loc. To the extent that they did so, however, on the grounds that the difference in the fifth
century came down to whether the emphasis was on the ‘content of the law’ (nomos) or on the ‘actual procedure
of decision-making’ (pséphisma), see Hansen 1999: 161-2.

565 Cf. Saxonhouse 1992, reading the women’s takeover as the manifesting the ‘obliteration of difference’ (2);
and Ober 2002: 122-55, describing the repeated adjective ama&dmag (‘all together,” 217, 719, 1148) as one of the
play’s ‘comic slogans’ (128 n.14).

566 Arendt 2018: 28.
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The two halves of Assemblywomen jar. The first half depicts citizens acting in the
presence of others in the polis; the second half shows citizens living in one giant quasi-oikos
serving solely to satisfy life’s necessities. Although the reduction to bodily functions is often a
source of celebration in comedy and a leveller (as it was, ultimately, in Lysistrata), in
Assemblywomen it becomes a source of tension and a burden that stifles political activity,
insofar as that meant the capacity for speech and action in public.>®” Even the comic celebration
at the end is rather underwhelming, especially in comparison to the wild exuberance we see in
earlier comic endings, as Blepyrus arrives late (1132-3) and is hastened on to dinner (un
Bpadvvete, 1140; i dfjra dworpiPeig Exwv, 1151; Tayd kai Taémg Aofe tpoPriov / elta kOVIGaL,
1176-7) — a dinner which, after the remarkable build-up (1169-75), consists merely of some
porridge (Aéxbov, 1178), and from which the audience are also characteristically disinvited
(1148, 1177-8; cf. Lys. 1071, 1201-2, 1213-5).58

Politics is annulled and its annulment of politics is enshrined in law, an archetypal form
of Arendtian ‘work”’ (see below), as the two episodic scenes demonstrate. In those scenes, the
selfish man and Epigenes respectively attempt to disobey the new economic and sexual laws.
Whether their motives and actions are right or wrong, the main question discussed at length by
scholars without clear-cut resolution, the bottom line is that there is no legal avenue for these
men to express their dissent at all. The laws have been duly decreed (vopovg dedoyuévovg, 759,
763, 764; cf. 854), to be sure, but blind obedience to them, the selfish man suggests, is foolish
behaviour (767-8):

Av. 10 tattdpEVoV YOp OET TOLETV TOV COPPOVAL
I'e. paota Tévtov.

Av. TOV H&V 00V aPELTEPOV.

The irony is that the ‘moderate’ (co@pova) man really should do as he is told (as the neighbour
assents), though the selfish man uses cd@pwv to mean something like ‘intelligent,”®® since

moderation is precisely the virtue designed for people to stay in their ‘naturally’ prescribed

567 Cf. Foley 1982: 16-18, describing Praxagora’s regime as reducing men to leading ‘a drone-like life of
pleasure’; Saxonhouse 2014: 105-6, writing that ‘Athens in a sense disappears, and all that is left is a family to
satisfy the pleasures of the body with food, wine, and sex from a common source... Unlike Lysistrata, who
aimed at expanding the boundaries of the political actor to the whole of Hellas, and unlike Dikaeopolis who
created the singular political actor, Praxagora makes the political actor disappear.’

568 On the anti-closural gestures associated with this ending, which negotiate a tension between utopian
abundance and dangerous depoliticization, see Wilson 2007: 280-4.

569 Sommerstein 1998: ad 767.
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places.>® The selfish man continues to dispute the new regime with further arguments against
democracy, next pointing to the Athenian propensity for fickleness (797-8), with ‘such decrees
passed all the time’ (del Towadta yryvouevo yneiouata, 813), to claim that the new state of
affairs will never last. This explains why it is equally stupid to contribute personal property to
an inevitably temporary order, as previous experience would allegedly dictate (814-29), a point
Praxagora and the neighbour had both made earlier (219-20, 586-7). But he is proven wrong,
since the new laws, nomoi not psephismata, are here to stay.

Praxagora’s orderly regime that is resistant to change is the precise antithesis to
democracy conceived as a necessarily disorderly and impermanent form. Arendt argues that
the act of legislation itself, a form of ‘work’ (poéisis), is at one level anti-political because it
bounds and delimits the sphere of ‘action’ (praxis): ‘It is as though they had said that if men
only renounce their capacity for action, with its futility, boundlessness, and uncertainty of
outcome, there could be a remedy for the frailty of human affairs.”®’* This is what we see
happening in this play. Praxis, the root of the heroine’s name and the good which she had
promised to ‘do’ (mpa&at, 108) by taking over ‘the doings of the city’ (tfjg méAewg 10 Tpdypata,
107), has been quite explicitly replaced by poiésis in the form of Praxagora’s constitution, a
concrete thing she ‘will make’ (mowmcewv, 594, 597, 614, 624, 673, 674, 676).572 Halfway
through Assemblywomen, Praxagora and the women stop acting, both in the theatrical sense of
playing the role of assemblymen and in the Arendtian sense of expressing themselves through
word and deed. This coincides exactly with the death of political institutions which, ‘no matter
how well or how badly designed, depend for continued existence upon acting [(wo)]men; their
conservation is achieved by the same means that brought them into being.’®"®

It is this hyper-ordering of the new society that above all serves to align Aristophanes’
Assemblywomen with Plato’s Republic — that document of totalitarianism for more than a few,
not least Arendt and Ranciére®™* — quite as much as the communistic organisation of family
and society.®” Indeed, in Aristophanes’ play, it is as if democracy had degenerated into its next

logical phase according to Plato, tyranny; or, better, as if certain women became Platonic

570 See above n.456. See also McGlew 2002: 180 with n.24, suggesting that the language of ‘moderation’ in the
fourth century became ‘a mantra of the political obedience now expected of Athens’s lower classes.’

571 Arendt 2018: 195.

572 Cf. Wolin 2018b: ‘A political constitution is not the fulfilment of democracy but its transfiguration into a
“regime” and hence a stultified and partial reification’ (96).

57 Arendt 1961: 153.

574 Arendt 1990: 90-103, 2018: 222-30; Ranciére 1999: passim.

575 For the surface similarities between Plato’s Republic and Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen, see Rothwell 1990:
10. For a more systematic reading of the interplay between the two works, see Tordoff 2007; Freydberg 2008:
115-57.
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philosopher-queens and everyone else stayed in their ‘proper’ places. Yet in contradistinction
to Plato’s argument that “unrestrained freedom’ (dkpotdrng érevbepiag), including freedom
given to women, breeds the degeneration of democracy to tyranny (Rep. 563d-64a), here it is
democracy that degenerates into what looks like a tyranny precisely when freedom is restrained
and restricted. Moreover, in contradistinction to Plato’s companion argument that the
democratic individual is one who seeks to gratify desires without moderation (Rep. 558d-62a),
it is precisely the dissolution of democracy that leads the citizens of this new state to live a life
which solely consists in immoderate desire-gratification. This is not to say that Assemblywomen
validates civil disobedience, the kind of which is exemplified by the selfish man. It is left
pointedly unclear at the end of the scene (872-6), after all, whether the selfish man succeeds in
shirking authority.>’® Rather, it is to say that the only version of democracy that is properly
democratic rests not upon the absolute force of laws (nomoi) determined by a narrow body of
lawmakers, but upon the transitory nature of decrees (psephismata) voted on — by anyone,
irrespective of their gender — in the assembly.>”’

The second episodic scene, where we encounter Epigenes being forced to sleep with
comically grotesque old women, shows quite how pernicious total order and obedience can be.
On top of the perverted descriptions of the sex in this scene in terms of impotency/sterility
(906-10), bestiality (1072, 1101, 1104), incest (1039-42), and necrophilia (1098-111),%"8 the
scene is troubling for the way in which Epigenes has no freedom to express any dissent (941-
5):

En. 00 yap dvacyetov 10010 v’ EAev0Ep.
I'p. a. oipdlov dpa v Ao oTodNoELS.

oV yap tami XaptEEvng téd’ €oTiv.

KOTO TOV VOLLOV TODTO TOLETV

€0t dikawov, el dnpokpatodueda.

The name of democracy is surely being invoked ironically here, as it is in Aristophanes’ only

other use of the verb (Snpokpatodvtor, Ach. 642).57° As Fletcher points out: ‘It was the role of

578 For readings which see the ambiguity as carefully calibrated in this scene, see Christ 2008: 178-82;
Zumbrunnen 2012: 108-13; Halliwell 2020: 128-33.

577 Fletcher 2012 arrives at the opposite conclusion, reading the play as showing the need for law which has
been abrogated by the women.

578 Tsoumpra 2019: 532-3.

57 Lauriola 2017: 338, 353-6.
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the courts to use the law to obtain justice, but now to dikaion consists of obeying the law.”>°
Like the selfish man who realises that he is without legal recourse (862-5), Epigenes is trapped,
with no possibility of being ‘bailed’ (doaipfiton, 1023-4), ‘released’ (doievor, 1000, 1075,
1083-5), or — like real women — having any choice over whom he can sleep with ‘whether he
wants to or not” (fjv/éav te BovAn v’ fiv te un, 981, 1097). Epigenes may try to get around law
by any means possible (982-91, 1006-29) and proclaim that he will ‘never obey’ (kovK Gv
mboiunv ovdémot’, 1011), but he doth protest too much. He ends up being ‘dragged off” by
competing older women (&\kewv, 1020, 1037, 1050, 1054, 1055, 1056, 1066, 1087, 1094), while
the violent enforcement of the law materializes exactly Blepyrus’ fear at the start (dvaykalmwot
mpog Piav, 467; mpoc Piav, 471).%8 The old women force him to ‘do as he ought’ (momtéov,
1081), invoking the absolute authority of the law which must be ‘obeyed’ (zelotéov, 1022) and
at one point ascribing agency to the law itself (GAL’ 0Ok yd, / GAL’ 6 vopog Elkel 6°, 1055-6),
while the language of necessity, that which Milton called the ‘tyrant’s plea’ (Paradise Lost
4.394), resurfaces throughout Praxagora’s hyper-regimented regime (avayxn, 714, 1029; def,
700, 721, 762, 939, 1008, 1013, 1026, 1077, 1090, 1098; ypijvar, 590).582

The most telling aspect of the old women’s behaviour, however, in the light of events
after 403, is how they collapse the newly made distinction between a vouoc (944, 988, 1022,
1049, 1056, 1077) and a yheopa (1013; cf. 649). An example of the latter is actually read out
by the first old woman (1015-20):

“€00&¢e Toic yovau&iv, v avnp véog

véog EmBuut], U omodEV ATV TPiv v

TNV YPOOV Tpokpovon TPATO. fjv 0 un| ‘0EAN
TPOTEPOV TPOKPOVELY AAA" EmBuut] THG vEac,
10ig mpesPutéparg yovauéiv €otm TOV VEOV

glkewv avatel Aafopévag tod mattdiov.” [1020]

This is a permanent decree that also assigns impunity (évatei) to the old women. The same
adverb, in fact, is used by Thucydides to describe the oligarchic revolutionaries, who took over

the Kolonos assembly in 411 to establish a new form of government and passed motions to

580 Fletcher 2012: 134.
%81 Violence is particularly marked in Epigenes’ comparison to the legendary Procrustes (1021) and his being

forced to submit ‘by Diomedes’ necessity” (1029): see Sommerstein 1998: ad loc.
582 Cf. Said 1996: 312.
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deny any challenge to its illegality (Thuc. 8.67.2) — another instance of the démos
democratically voting democracy out of existence. It is strikingly different in nature from the
kinds of decrees passed all the time according to democracy’s critics, such as the selfish man
of this play. The fact that the new laws are written down in the first place (ypouudtov
eipnkotov, 1050) undermines the open-ended spirit of assembly decrees, which, as Pelasgus
proclaims in Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women (946-7), ‘are neither inscribed on tablets, nor sealed
in folds of books’ (tadt’ ov mivaiiv €otv €yyeypappévo / ovd’ €v mtuyaig PifAwv
Kateo@payiopéva). They are meant to be unfixed by writing.

In the end, Assemblywomen can be read as an enactment of what happens when, in
Ranciére’s terms, ‘politics’ is replaced by ‘police.” That is an inevitable consequence of
democracy being compromised by what Derrida labels its condition of ‘autoimmunity,’*® and
Wolin its ‘fugitive’ status;®* that is, its being an open and unstable, hence easily
misappropriated and subverted, form. Something like this had happened in Athens in a violent
way following the oligarchic revolutions of 411 and 404, and then in an institutional way with
the reforms implemented following the democratic counter-revolution of 403. In the 390s, at a
time when the Athenian polis had reinvented itself by constraining the possibilities for action
in the assembly, Aristophanes wrote a play that radically expands those possibilities. For
Assemblywomen imagines a political world in which the assembly retained its transformative
power, including the power to give women power. The central irony — if we want to stick with
the ‘ironic’ label often attached to this play — is that the women’s democratic empowerment

ends up undermining democracy.

Taaffe writes in the preface to her monograph Aristophanes and Women that her aim is not to
‘dismiss these works from the canon of great books because they perpetuate women’s silence
and invisibility.”>® My contention, by contrast, is that they are even more worthy of a place in
the ‘canon’ (whatever that may mean) precisely because they confound the propriety of
women’s silence and invisibility. They demonstrate, in Ranciere’s words, ‘the lack of
foundation, the sheer contingency of any social order.”®®® Against Aristotle, these works show

that men are not ‘by nature more apt to rule’ (pvocer nyepovikmtepov, Pol. 1259b1-2); they

%83 Derrida 2005: esp. 35-9, 74. Cf. Brown 2009: ‘And what democracies have not committed suicide, often
even electing to kill themselves? Athens during the Peloponnesian Wars is the original suicide’ (123).

%84 Wolin 2018c.

585 Taaffe 1993: x. The case for their dismissal has been made by Case 1985, going so far as to assess that
‘feminist practitioners and scholars may decide that such plays do not belong in the canon — that they are not
central to the study and practice of theatre” (327).

%86 Ranciére 1999: 15-16.
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even go so far as to challenge the idea that there is such a thing as uniquely male or female
‘nature’ at all. Aristophanes is writing in a context of sophistic relativism, after all, with novel
possibilities opened up by the nomos/phusis debates.>®’ If ‘feminist’ is too anachronistic and
value-laden a term to describe Aristophanes — for the poet who makes light of rape (e.g. Lys.
160-3) and objectifies the nude female body (e.g. Lys. 1162-74) is evidently not advocating for
women’s rights in ways familiar to us after and in the midst of waves of feminism — it should
not stop us from daring to see Aristophanes as a counter-cultural figure of resistance to
patriarchy. That, after all, is how Plato presents Aristophanes in his Symposium: the figure
whose hiccough, itself a disruption of bodily order, interrupts the order of speeches (185c-d),
and whose speech provides a thoroughly heterodox and anti-hierarchical account of Eros that
uniquely acknowledges female sexuality (189b-93e).

It is common to see Aristophanes more broadly as a figure of dissent, though, as we
saw in my ‘prologue,’ scholars regularly see him as a critic of the demos and democracy from
a broadly conservative perspective, insofar as they do attempt to pin down his political agenda.
While those scholars typically adopt that position by focusing on the particularities of comic
advice in the parabasis or on the abuse of certain individuals, neither angle gives away much
in these plays in particular. For one matter, in Lysistrata the parabasis offers nothing concrete,
while in Assemblywomen there is no parabasis at all; for another, in both plays relatively few
historical individuals are the butts of jokes. Aristophanes’ dissent in these plays, | am
suggesting, can be better conceptualized by thinking about it in terms of Rancierian dissensus:
that is, through the sudden, explosive, and disruptive moments of female emancipatory action.
These moments expose the arbitrariness of women’s exclusion from the citizen body and the
artificiality of prescribed gender roles in the first place. Aristophanes’ comic women may
relinquish their power or wield too much power in the end, since they return to their homes in
Lysistrata and a “police’ order is founded in Assemblywomen. Yet those endings are designedly
discomforting and scandalous. For they shut down the egalitarian possibilities that are

constitutive of democracy.

587 Kerferd 1981: 159-62.
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EPISODE FIVE

Slaves

The idea of women being equal to men is one thing, but the idea of slaves being equal to free
is another. According to Aristotle at least, some categories of person were more inferior than
others (Pol. 1253b9-10): women were said to possess qualified deliberative capacity that was
completely absent in slaves (Pol. 1260a9-14), and to be on equal terms with slaves only among
barbarians (Pol. 1252b5-6). In fifth-century Athens, the status of the slave in ideological
antithesis to the freeborn citizen as well as full human being is well documented.>®
Nevertheless, it is also well recognised that slaves — male slaves, at least — were
potentially much closer to the citizen and human than any ideological construction could ever
admit. That slaves were practically not as different from free citizens as the latter may have
liked to believe is a point made not just by democracy’s fiercest critics, who jibed that slaves
in Athens were indistinguishable in terms of appearance and behaviour from the lowly sorts of
people who get to be citizens.>® It is also made by more than a few accounts that take for
granted such indistinguishability.®® Even the boundaries set up to demarcate slave from free
in Greek law could be fuzzier than they might appear, since slaves were afforded some legal
privileges, including protection against hubris and being killed with impunity, and the right to
own property (and even other slaves)®®; while in the lawcourts themselves it was not
uncommon for citizens to be proclaimed slaves and slaves to be proclaimed citizens.*® In the
face of empirical evidence which denies that slave and free are naturally and irrevocably
distinct categories (the former irrational, violable, animal-object, Barbarian; the latter rational,
inviolable, human-subject, Greek), including onomastic evidence which shows remarkably less
distinction between citizen and slave names than might be assumed,®® the idea(l) of an

exclusive and homogenous free citizen body defined in opposition to slaves could hardly be

%88 DuBois 1991: 35-68; Cartledge 2002: 133-166; Oshorne 2010a, 2010b.

%89 ps,-Xen. 1.10-12; PI. Rep. 562b-3c.

590 Arist. Pol. 1254b28-34; Aeschin. 1.10, 1.138-9; Dem. 47.61, 53.16. This is generally backed up by visual
evidence, on which see Osborne 2016. Connecting this cultural anxiety surrounding issues of appearance and
social mobility to comic ‘down-dressing,” see Reinke 2019: 70-4.

591 Todd 1993: 184-94; Hunter 2000: 5-15.

592 Citizens proclaimed slaves: Andoc. fr. 5; Lys. 13.18, 13.59-60, 30.2; Dem. 18.129-31, 25.79; Aeschin. 1.114-
5, 2.79, 3.171-3. Slaves proclaimed citizens: Ps.-Dem. 59.9, Isae. 6.19-24.

59 Vlassopoulos 2010 (with the data); Vlassopoulos 2015 (with the implications).
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sustained in practical actuality.>®* It is particularly unsustainable, moreover, in the context of
the sophistic relativism of the late fifth-century, which set out to shatter preconceived notions
of human ‘nature’: the ‘human being’ (&vOpwmoc), as Protagoras’ famous maxim declares, is
‘the measure of all things’ (mévtov ypnudtov pétpov) (Plat. Theat. 152a; Sext. Emp. Adv.
Math. 7.60).%% The slave, then, can be said to have embodied the same kind of “disquieting in-
betweenness’ that has been shown of the metic.>%

In actual fact, slaves were closer to metics than Athenian women, in the sense that they
were omnipresent in many areas of public life open to the former but closed to the latter. That
is to say, some slaves were already quasi-participants in democracy, even if not as speakers in
the assembly and jurors in the lawcourts (though certain slaves known as demosioi did also run
the bureaucracy®®), but rather as rowers in the same navy, workers in the same professions,
and occupiers of the same ‘free spaces’ as the poorer members of the power-holding démos.>®
Furthermore, the possibility of manumission and naturalization meant some slaves could, even
if only in extraordinary circumstances, become or at least give birth to fully-fledged citizens
themselves.>®® Once more, the structuralist gridding of societies into ‘self’ and ‘other’ may just
be too neat, just as the institutionalist focus on politics as the spheres of the lawcourts and
assembly may just be too narrow.

Athenians did not need a comic poet, then, to dream up a situation where the distinction
between free and slave could immediately be dissolved; that would not necessarily be
imaginative (like going to Hades) but rather imaginable (like women speaking in the assembly).
Indeed, contrary to the suggestion that the Greeks could never genuinely conceive of a world
without chattel slavery,®® there is evidence that utopian slaveless societies could be imagined,

most expressly in the fragments of Crates’ Wild Animals (esp. fr. 16; cf. Athenaeus 6.267e-

59 Perhaps it is because slavery is so unjustifiable that it is never systematically theorised until Aristotle, whose
account, itself hardly systematic, is routinely shown to be inconsistent and indefensible by modern scholars: see
e.g. Pellegrin 2013, with further references. Aristotle himself, in fact, does not hesitate at times to recognize
slaves as human (e.g. Pol. 1254a14-16; EN 1161a32-b8).

5% On the homo mensura as kernel of pro-democratic theory, see Farrar 1988: 44-125. Tracing the overarching
concept of ‘the human being’ in antiquity, see Baldry 1965, though there is scant reference to Aristophanes.

5% Kasimis 2018, quoted at 60. On the problem of the slave for rigid hierarchical thinking in a Roman context as
well, with particular reference to Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, see Bradley 2000.

597 Ismard 2017.

%% The evidence, also including aspects of Athens’ demography and cosmopolitanism that worked to blur
citizen and non-citizen identities, is detailed persuasively in Vlassopoulos 2007, 2009, 2010. Further arguments
concerning slave agency are made by Gottesman 2014: 44-76, 155-79.

5% On the complex status of manumitted slaves, the majority — but not entirety — of whom were never fully
integrated into the citizen body, see Zelnick-Abramovitz 2009; Vlassopoulos 2016. Cf. Roselli 2011: ‘What
naturalization did was to problematize not only conceptually but literally the very notion of civic identity and
thus to raise some doubt over the very constitution of the civic body’ (148).

600 \/lassopoulos 2011.
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70a).%%! Closer to reality, the possibility that the Athenians might lose the Peloponnesian War
provides the clearest evidence that the Athenians themselves acknowledged the flexibility of
their own status distinctions, however anxiously and reluctantly. For the consequences of
losing were said to have led the Athenians to fear being treated as they had treated the Melians
among others (Xen. Hell. 2.2.3; cf. Thuc. 7.75.7); while those consequences did in fact lead
the Athenians to grant citizenship to a large number of slaves for serving at Arginousae (Ar.
Ra. 33-4, 190-2, 693-9; Hellanikos FGrHist 32a F25).6%2

The possibility that free or slave status could be reversed was also an established literary
trope.%%3 This goes back to Homer and the projected enslavement of the Trojan women (11.
6.454-63, 22.731-4) as well as the beggaring of Odysseus (Od. 4. 244-8, 13.397-403, 429-37),
the latter also likened to a woman about to be led off to slavery (Od. 8.521-31). It is a trope
that is amplified and embedded in tragic form by the Aristotelian notion of peripeteia (Arist.
Poet. 1452a22-3), dramatized with particular bite in plays like Euripides’ Hecuba,
Andromache, and Trojan Women. In the mythic tradition, it is perhaps Heracles who best
embodies the possibility of status reversal. This is a point amusingly drawn out in
Aristophanes’ Frogs, when Dionysus, (implausibly) ignorant of Heracles’ mythic history as a
mortal and a slave and a god, wrongly claims that Xanthias is a fool to think a mortal and a
slave could be a son of Alcmene (530-1) — a claim that will then humorously be used to
Xanthias’ advantage (582-3).5% It is no coincidence that it is Aristophanes who makes the most
of that possibility. In contradistinction to tragedy, where peripeteia is so central but where
‘characters cannot improve upon the social status into which they were born,”®% in comedy
there is always the possibility of upward, as well as downward, mobility for anyone. Sausage-
sellers can become political leaders (Knights) and disgruntled Athenians rulers of the universe
(Birds), just as women can become men (Assemblywomen) and slaves masters (Frogs).

My argument will be that Aristophanes exaggerates those existing literary-historical
tendencies, which had already served to unsettle otherwise entrenched views about slavery at
Athens. He radically flattens any ontological distinction between slave and free, offering

perhaps the most sustained ancient criticism of the essentialist categorization of the slave

891 On the quasi-abolitionist potential of that play, see Konstan 2012. While it is often noted that Aristophanes’
seemingly egalitarian utopias in Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen and Wealth do not abolish slavery (Eccl. 593-4,
612-29, 717-24; PI. 517-26), one might retort that the continued need for slaves points to those plays’ rather
dystopian bent.

802 For the details of the citizenship grant, see Hunt 2001.

803 For a survey of slaves in Greek literature, see Hunt 2011.

604 See Sommerstein 1996a: ad 531.

805 Hall 1997: 112, noting the one textually dubious exception at Eur. Heracl. 789-90, 888-90. See also Reinke
2019: esp. 15-16.
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crystallised in Aristotle’s ‘natural slave.” As such, he might well be considered one of those
whom Avristotle himself opposes — but never names — for viewing the slave-free distinction as
an unnatural and unjust convention alone (Pol. 12530b20-3).6% None of this means that
Aristophanes is advocating abolishing slavery as an institution (any more than he is promoting
women’s rights), but it does mean that he is, | daresay, very interested in undermining the
‘fiction of citizen equality’ that, as Osborne has shown, relied upon the presence of slaves at
Athens.®®” Through his plays, Aristophanes shows that civic equality in a democracy is mere
fiction indeed, as long as the slave exists as a category ‘out there.’

Recent scholarship on Aristophanes has begun to point in this direction. Sommerstein’s
observation that comedy often inverts ideological prejudices against slaves has been developed
by several essays from the 2013 volume Slaves and Slavery in Ancient Greek Comic Drama.%%
This especially concerns the starring roles played by Xanthias in Frogs and Karion in
Wealth,%%° though the unnamed slave in the second half of Peace (819-1126) might plausibly
be seen as an earlier precursor to them.®? It has even been suggested that Aristophanes may
have invented the autonomous, dynamic slave as a comic type that distinguished him from his
rivals.®!! As these readings have variously shown, Aristophanes’ slaves are not merely passive
instruments, easily distinguishable from their masters, and objects of laughter and abuse — they
can be that too, no doubt, though so can anyone in comedy. They are also active agents, who
do not look or behave or speak differently from their masters, often build greater comic rapport
with the audience than their masters, and typically share in the struggle and success of their
master’s comic project. The fact that slaves and ex-slaves sat among citizens in the audience

and were sometimes publicly manumitted in the theatre only gives this view more weight.®?

808 On the unmentioned proponents of this conventionalist view, hardly given any airtime in a rather un-
Avristotelian manner, see Cambiano 1987. Surviving expressions of slavery as a matter of convention include:
Eur. lon 854-6, Hel. 726-33, fr. 851; Soph. fr. 854; ¥ ad Arist. Rhet. 1373b18; Ath. 6.263b-c; Philemon fr. 95.
1-2, 8. The fact that these all come from drama suggest that it is drama against which Aristotle may be primarily
reacting.

807 The quote is from Osborne 2010a: 100. As Osborne continues: ‘It was not democracy as such which slavery
enabled in Athens, but a particular conception of the citizen body as made up of an essentially homogenous
body of men, none of whom were subject to constraints imposed by other individuals’ (101).

608 Sommerstein 2009e; Akrigg and Tordoff 2013.

899 As Tordoff 2013 summarises of these two figures: ‘Xanthias is a slave who might have been (but was not)
freed at the battle of Arginusae and that Karion was once a free man who fell into slavery through inability to
pay off a debt: their liminal status is the thin end of a widening wedge that threatens to split the ideological
unanimity of citizens in Athens in the late fifth and early fourth centuries’ (60-1). Similar remarks are also made
by Dover 1993: 43-50.

610 Walin 2009. Against that view, see Akrigg 2013.

611 Sells 2013.

812 On slaves in the audience see Roselli 2011: 148-54. On slave manumission in the theatre, see Zelnick-
Abramovitz 2009: 304-6, Roselli 2011: 151.

144



And yet, even in these interpretations, the structuralist-informed model of reading
drama in terms of transgression and reaffirmation remains dominant. Slaves are considered an
‘other’ whose ‘natural’ identity is said to be attested by Aristophanes’ use of slavery as an
insult against opponents,®'® and whose agency is said to be compromised as ‘good’ slaves in
comedy (like Eumaeus in the Odyssey) typically conform to their masters’ wishes or the comic
project.5* More generally, Aristophanes’ experiments with slaves are said to be ‘licensed’ in
the name of theatrical and carnivalesque inversion, and can thus be explained away as being
funny, temporary, and in the end non-threatening.®® Comedy is therefore said to end up
fulfilling a similar function to the annual festival of the Kronia, which played out the fantasy
of a Golden Age where slaves are no longer needed and, in doing so, provided a ‘safe space’
for anxieties about asymmetrical power relations to be vented.®'® And so, even if some of the
evidence may point towards something like a common humanity — as | am going to maintain
from the perspective of ‘corporeal humanism’®!’ — it is typical for scholars to end up concurring
with Ben Akrigg’s reading of Frogs and Wealth, which concludes that we should ‘resist the
easy assumption that what we are seeing is an interest in the humanity of slaves and a closer
relationship between them and their masters — if only because there is no reason why the
Athenians should at this time have been just nicer than other slave-owners.”®®

But what if the free-slave distinction, like the men-women distinction as we saw in the
previous episode, is flimsier and less straightforwardly recuperated than scholars have tended
to appreciate? | am going to argue that we should embrace, not resist, the possibility that

Avristophanes might even dare to take an interest in the humanity of slaves.®®

613 |_ape 2013: 78-81.

614 Sommerstein 2009e: 153; Olson 2013.

615 Hunt 2011: 30-2; Tordoff 2013: 36-52; Agrigg 2013: 121-3; Griffith 2013: 33.

616 On the Kronia, see Tordoff 2013: 36 with nn.193-4. Versions of that myth are sometimes dramatized in
comedy itself, according to Athenaeus (6.267e-68d).

817 The term comes from Murphy 2011: ‘The new corporeal humanism, grounded in the ontological fact of
vulnerability, dispossession, and exposure, offers a more expansive and inclusive paradigm, one that is still
attentive to the differences that mark bodies, and respectful of the radically different ways that vulnerability and
dispossession are lived’ (589).

618 Akrigg 2013: 121.

61° That is not to say that this is true of every slave across the Aristophanic corpus (just as not all comic women
are like Lysistrata and Praxagora). Some slaves get a ‘rougher’ treatment than others: mute, nude females and
Scythian archers, for instance, on which see Zweig 1992 and Hall 2006: 225-54 respectively. Even so, ‘rough’
treatment of slaves is hardly left unproblematized by Aristophanes, as we will see.
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Frogs

If so, it is in Frogs that he most urgently collapses the distinction between free and slave,
especially in the context of the recent enfranchisement of the slaves who had fought at
Arginousae, though that was only one of a series of issues challenging the integrity of the
citizen body in the late fifth-century.®° Susan Lape has already begun to suggest as much in
her reading of the first half of the play, exploring the deconstruction of essentialist identities
through Xanthias’ cross-dressing and role-playing aptitude, such that the slave succeeds in
showing distinctions conventionally thought to be natural to be in fact conventional .?! Indeed,
Xanthias the slave easily ‘becomes’ the master ‘Heracles’ (o0 pév yevod ’ym, 495), just as we
saw how each woman in Assemblywomen easily ‘becomes a man’ (évnp yevod, 121), both
cases manifesting what Rancicre calls the ‘re-distribution of the sensible.’

It is worth mentioning as well that even before we get to Xanthias (and Karion,
explicitly not born a slave (PI. 147-8), after him), Aristophanes has already started to chuck the
essentialism underpinning the category of slave into the bin. For throughout Aristophanes’
plays slaves are often hard to tell apart from citizens in terms of their (ugly) appearance,’?2
while already in Knights, Wasps, and Peace the slaves who deliver the prologues (not to
mention the slave in the second half of Peace) prove themselves to be no less Greek in their
speech, no less mentally proficient, and no less concerned about the political situation than any
citizen.523 What is it that actually justifies the differentiation between slave and free? That
precise question may never be near the forefront of the audience’s minds, however, until Frogs,
a play which puts a slave centre stage, and which radically obliterates any supposedly ‘natural’
differences between slave and free. It does so not just by demonstrating the performative
dimension of civic identity (qua Lape), but also, more drastically, as | will suggest, by reducing
the play’s master-slave duo to an inexorable and status-defying condition of corporeality,

vulnerability, and precariousness.

620 See Akrigg 2013 on the rapidly changing demographics, including the ongoing depletion of the male citizen
population over the course of the war and the slaves’ desertion en masse at Decelea, which meant that dynamics
between masters and slaves were more generally changing, as slaves were becoming more valuable and harder
to replace.

621 |_ape 2013: 81-6.

622 Wrenhaven 2013.

623 On this last point, consider the slaves at the start of Knights, where they resolve to steal Paphlagon’s oracles
that will provide the key to their own salvation as well as that of the city (cotnp T1j TOAEL KOl VOV @aveic, EQ.
149), and those at the start of Wasps, in which Sosias dreams about the ‘whole ship of state’ (mepi tfig TOAEWC
vap éo11 T0D okdpovg Hrov, Vesp. 29) and Xanthias expresses concern about ‘our people’ (tOv dfjpov UMV,
Vesp. 41).
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‘But not a word about me’ (mepi €pod 8’ 00deic Adyog, 87, 107, 115).

Although Xanthias plays a starring role in the first half of Frogs, he is typically viewed,
or rather neglected, by scholars as little more than a foil to the god-cum-citizen Dionysus, the
protagonist who is onstage the entire play and has been said to unify the play’s distinct
halves.®?* Even as it is made to look as if Xanthias’ position as a slave and Dionysus’ as master
are the wrong way around, Xanthias being rational and courageous and Dionysus silly and
cowardly (285-308, 479-502, 590-604), their roles and costumes repeatedly swapped (494-502,
522-533, 579-89), and ultimately Aeacus’ failing to distinguish between the two in the torture
scene (668-9), these drastic inversions of status are often explained away. This is especially the
case in influential readings that view the play as an ‘initiation’: the god is seen as a citizen
undergoing a ‘rite of passage,” an experience which necessitates the loss of civic identity in the
first half of the play in order to consolidate it in the second half.®*® While there are plenty of
reasons for not accepting wholesale the ritualist and teleological bent of that approach,®?® its
main problem for my purposes is its narrow focus on Dionysus qua initiand-subject.®?” For that
approach comes at the expense of neglecting Xanthias in his own right.

So let us spare him a word, as he implicitly implores by protesting ‘not a word about
me’ in the presence of Dionysus and Heracles who are ignoring him. If we do, we will find
plenty of scope for viewing him not merely in structuralist vein as an innate ‘other’ who
facilitates Dionysus’ initiatory experience, but as a potential ‘self” who merits attention as an
embodied, suffering, precarious human being. Xanthias is, after all, the play’s only living
human. Moreover, even though he disappears during the agon, his disappearance does not
represent his being put back in his place, nor does it serve as further evidence of the play’s
ultimate conservatism, something sometimes said of the second half of the play with particular
emphasis on the pro-oligarchic advice in the parabasis and the resurrection of the ostensibly
aristocratic Aeschylus.5?® As | will argue in the second part of this episode, Frogs is at pains to

624 Esp. Segal 1961.

525 Moorton 1989; Bowie 1993: 228-53; Konstan 1995: 61-74; Lada-Richards 1999: 45-122.

626 Edmonds 2004; Griffith 2013: 150-99.

627 See e.g. Lada-Richards 1999, writing that ‘our view of the play in its entirety is bound to be conditioned by
our interpretation of its protagonist’ (2).

628 Segal 1961; Padilla 1992; Rosenbloom 2012: 431-40; Lape 2013: 86-8.
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undercut its own conservatism, including undercutting the exclusion of Xanthias, who may
even return to be included in the procession at the very end of the play.

Let me make clear that | am not reading Frogs through the figure of Xanthias on a
whim. This move might be justified by the play’s Eleusinian dimension, which invites a more
open perspective, since the egalitarian Mysteries were accessible to (Greek-speaking) slaves
and thus offered an ‘alternative blueprint for community formation to the stratified Athens of
the Panathenaia or the Dionysia.’®?° It might also be warranted by the play’s Dionysiac
dimension, Dionysus himself being an outsider to the traditional pantheon and a figure who
incorporates otherness within himself, a view corroborated in Frogs (e.g. 156-7, 458-9).5% |t
might even be in keeping with the play’s paraenetic dimension, since the specific advice that
the chorus gives to re-enfranchise the oligarchs rests upon the démos having already accepted
and been uniquely praised for the decree to enfranchise the slaves who had fought at
Arginousae (686-705), both being acts that include the excluded.®3! Yet the reason for paying
close attention to Xanthias goes beyond the Eleusinian or Dionysiac or paraenetic frames,
which come into focus only as the play unfolds. Xanthias, rather, is front and centre from the
play’s opening line, as we will now turn to see.

The prologue of Frogs seems designed precisely to shine a spotlight on Xanthias. We
have already seen in episode one how he is the centre of comic attention, the one who has the
first word and initiates the dialogue with metatheatrical and comedic self-awareness by
proposing to make jokes in the first place (1-2). | suggested that the function of the prologue
was to divide and alienate the audience through meta-reflection on laughter. That, however,
may not be the prologue’s only function, which may also simply serve to draw attention to
Xanthias. And Aristophanes is at pains to keep Xanthias in sight beyond the prologue through
the following scene where Dionysus and Heracles converse, even when he is no longer the
prime focus of the action. For Xanthias repeatedly complains in asides, a strategy designed to

generate rapport with the audience in comedy,®3? that nobody is taking note of him and the load

629 Willey forthcoming. For various readings of the play which stress ritual openness in post-Arginousae Athens,
see also Bowie 1993: 228-53; Edmonds 2004; Sells 2012. For the evidence that slaves could be initiated at
Eleusis, see Dem. 59.21; IG ii? 1672.207.

830 | ada-Richards 1999: 17-44, 258-60, with references to other Greek sources.

831 McGlew 2002: 163-70; Ruffell 2011: 283-4; Griffith 2013: 52. Connecting Aristophanes’ praise of the
citizenship grant to Lysistrata’s advocacy of extending citizenship in her wool-weaving metaphor, see
Sommerstein 1996a: ad 696.

832 Sommerstein 2009e: 146; Walin 2009: 31-2 n.8; Moodie 2012.
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he is being forced to bear (87-8, 107, 115, 159).5% He thereby articulates his own exclusion
from the story of Frogs, and in doing so disavows that exclusion. Unlike the silent characters
at the start of Aeschylus’ tragedies as caricatured later on in this play (911-26),%%* Xanthias will
not stand idly by. He will, of course, become much more prominent once the scene shifts to
Hades itself, eventually earning the full admiration of the chorus (590-7), who admire Dionysus
only ironically (534-40). Yet even when being entirely disregarded by Dionysus and Heracles
he is making himself known to the spectators, loud and clear.

Why all this focus on Xanthias, even when he is no longer the centre of comic
attention? What is there to notice, apart from the fact that he can be extremely amusing? A
plausible answer, only briefly noted by Bruce Heiden, is that the focus is not merely on
Xanthias as a representative of a certain kind of lowbrow, Old comic humour bearing the load
of joke-making (he can be extremely witty too, after all), but also, and more acutely, on his
bodily suffering.®®® That might be a better explanation for Xanthias’ specific choice of jokes at
the start of the play, since jokes involving baggage-carrying routines need not be the only ones
so repugnant to Dionysus; they are not actually mentioned in the programmatic parabaseis of
Clouds or Peace as a ‘no-go’ (while jokes about causing slaves to suffer are said to be so in
that of Peace: see below). They may have been chosen, rather, to emphasise the suffering of a
man being ‘squished’ (mélopan, 3), ‘squashed’ (OA{Bopar, 5), ‘bearing a load’ (&ybog €’
ELant® Qépav, 9), and questioning why he needs to carry the stuff in the first place (ti 671’
£oel pe tadta ta okedn eépetv, 12). The load is being shouldered ‘quite unbearably’ (Bapémg
névv, 26, trans. Henderson), the adverb always being used in Aristophanes to denote
misfortune.®® At least there is the solace that he can joke about his ‘damned neck’ (&
TpLoKaKodaip@y dp’ 6 Tpdyniog ovtooi, 19) as it is being ‘squashed’ (611 OAPeTon pév, 20) —
but wait (10 6¢ yéholov ok €pel, 20)! The effect, then, is that Xanthias is constantly being
reduced to his suffering body all in the space of a few minutes of stage action. There is a sense
of urgency to these jokes involving a man in pain, jokes which, as Telo has argued, themselves

trigger the desire to feel a masochistic ‘pleasure in pain’ in the spectator-figure Dionysus.%*" If

833 These are not the only rapport-generating asides delivered by Xanthias, since he also plausibly speaks asides
by making inflammatory, and characteristically humorous, remarks that otherwise mysteriously bypass the
master at lines 33-4, 41, 308, and possibly at 51 and 311: see Dover 1993: 44-5.

834 Taplin 1972.

835 Heiden 1991: 107.

836 Cf. Nu. 716; Vesp. 114, 158; Thes. 385, 474; Ra. 803; Eccl. 175.

837 Teld 2020b: “When Dionysus disingenuously warns Xanthias not to repeat yet again the ‘I am hard-pressed’
(‘mélopon’) gag — which the slave’s burdened condition is precisely meant to evoke — he treats the hoary
scatological joke almost as a trauma, a recursive nightmare, to which he is deeply attached. Casting this specific

149



we accept this, then Xanthias and Dionysus are already suffering together, albeit in different
ways for now (the former suffering from the physical burden of the load he is carrying; the
latter from the experience of laughter). It is their shared experience of pain that will be drawn
out in the first half of Frogs, culminating in the torture scene.

Let us return to the prologue, however, before we get there. Ignoring the plight of his
slave, Dionysus condemns Xanthias’ ‘insolence and great luxuriance’ (OBpi¢ koi ToAAT TpLOY,
21) for complaining, and claims that he has done his slave a favour to spare him from ‘toiling
and carrying a load’ (iva un toAoimopoito und’ dybog eépot, 24) by walking in front of the
donkey carrying the slave carrying the baggage. This smacks of the ‘Old Oligarch’s’ complaint
about the tpven afforded to slaves at Athens (Ath. Pol. 1.11), except here Aristophanes may
be showing how ridiculous that idea is in the face of the very real toiling of slaves and of the
actual luxuriance of masters.®*® Confronted with Dionysus’ denial that, in the face of empirical
evidence to the contrary, he is carrying anything since he is being carried, Xanthias curses his

luck and makes the play’s first reference to the events after Arginousae (33-4):

oipLot KoKoSaipmv: Tt yop £€y® 00K EVOLLAYOLV;

7 T8V 6& KOKOEW dv EKELEVOV HAKPAL.

If only Xanthias had served, he might be free; he was that close to shedding his servile status
just like that. Indeed, it was only a matter of bad luck that on the day of the naval battle Xanthias
‘happened to have an eye problem’ (£tvyxov O6pBoiudv, 192; cf. oipor kaxodaipwv, T@®
Evvétuyov E&umwv; 196) that prevented him from serving. In the parabasis, the chorus
specifically applaud that specific citizenship grant (695-6), active praise (émawv@®) for past
political action by the démos that is unique in Aristophanes’ plays — this poet being one inclined
to criticize and admonish individuals, such that, for example, in Peace Nicias does not even
get a mention for the peace he has just arranged.5*° While the démos may have had a more self-
interested reason for biting the bullet and granting citizenship to certain slaves after
Arginousae, namely to save their own skins (and not for the first or only time),®*° Aristophanes’

insistent references to that decision in this play — even as other ancient sources may have

joke and the next one, ‘I am crushed’ (‘OA{Bopar’), as sources of pain — ostensibly abhorred, intimately longed
for — Dionysus seems to construe laughter as a kind of pleasure in pain.” (54).

838 On the negative connotations of tpve, a term associated with aristocratic luxuriance in democratic Athens,
see Kurke 1992: 102-6.

63% Noted by Henderson 1990: 307-8 with n.133.

640 See Vlassopoulos 2016 for other rewards of manumission, including at the battle of Marathon for example.
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preferred to keep it quiet — may have served to provide further retrospective justification for it.
In fact, it has already been argued that what we see during the scene where Dionysus learns to
row in ‘competition’ with the frog chorus (197-268) is precisely the legitimation of the
enfranchisement decree, which linked participation in a trireme to participation in
democracy.%** There should be no qualms, so the chorus argue in the epirrhéma, that the slaves
who rowed for democracy earnt their right to participate in democracy as fully-fledged citizens.
Tellingly, the possibility of full political inclusion for ‘all people’ (ndvtog avOpmdmovg) who
rowed at Arginousae means accepting the former slaves as ‘kinsmen’ (cvyyeveic) as well (701-

2):

névtag AvOpdTOVG EKOVTEC GLYYEVEIC KTnoMUEDD

KAmTipovg Kol moAitog, 6oTic av EuVvovpoym.

Civic ideology, which aimed to naturalize exclusion with the idea of a birthright, is thus turned
against itself. Even so, it is Xanthias’ not serving that is stressed, a fact that is re-emphasised
by the unusually narrow-minded Charon shortly after, when he refuses to let the slave onto his
boat-cum-trireme for that reason (190-2).54? It is precisely because of this, let me suggest, that
Frogs is able to gesture towards a place where even slaves not included in that grant, Greek
slaves like Xanthias at least,5% might have a claim to inclusion as well.

It is partly the fact that naval service is merely one example of a load that slaves could,
and did, bear for their Athenian masters. If Athenians were willing to let those slaves become
citizens for putting their bodies on the line, then why should they not let other slaves become
citizens for doing the same in other contexts? On this reading, part of the possible ‘shame’
(aioypov, 693) that might ensue from enfranchising slaves stems not necessarily from the fact

that apparently worthy (potential) citizens still remain disenfranchised,®* but rather from the

841 Clay 2002; Edmunds 2004: 126-35. Note also Dover 1993, who writes of that scene that ‘the implications of
a contrast between a foolish master who cannot row and a bold slave who could have won his freedom by
rowing cannot have escaped Aristophanes and his audience’ (50). For extensive details about slave participation
in the navy, see Hunt 1998: 83-101.

642 Edmonds 2004 notes that ‘Charon in other myths takes passengers indiscriminately from all ranks’ (128).

843 The Greekness of Xanthias is suggested not only by his command of the Greek language but also by his
name, unattested among real slave names but attested among real citizen names: see Vlassopoulos 2010: 123,
139. Slaves in comedy do not need to be Greek, of course: in this play, for example, there is a reference to
Scythian archers with foreign sounding names (6 AwtvAog x® Zkefrvag xd [Hapdoxac, 608), and to ‘redheads’
(muppioug, 730), that being a typical characteristic of Thracians and a regular name for slave characters in New
comedy (Sommerstein 1996a: ad 730). Arguing that Xanthias is exceptional by his capacity to control his own
name and thus act like a citizen, see Olson 1992: 309-12.

644 Qua Dover 1993: ad 693.
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fact that those who only ‘served in one naval battle’ (vavuaynoavtag uiov, 693) became
‘masters instead of slaves’ (kdvti d00AmV deondtac, 694) — my emphasis on piav being
justified since the verb vavpoayéw is used elsewhere on its own to refer to Arginousae (33, 191).
Other slaves had rowed in other naval battles too. They had also toiled for Athens in all sorts
of other ways, above all in the mines at Laurium: might the ensuing reference to silver coinage
(718-26) possibly recall the work of the slave-miners there? Many of those slaves, after all,
would have been non-Greeks, alluded to by the ‘foreigners and redheads’ (kai EEvoig kai
noppiarg, 730) insulted in the antepirrhema; while the current debasement of the Athenian
currency partly stemmed from the mass desertion of slaves from the mines after the Spartan
occupation of Decelea.*® In any case, any negativity stemming from the particular
enfranchisement decree after Arginousae is immediately disavowed (ko0d¢ ... AL’ Emavd,
695-6): this is praise, not shame or even blame.54

Yet Aristophanes’ bid to include the slaves goes deeper than the chorus’ unique praise
of the enfranchisement decree. Any claim in any Aristophanic parabasis, after all, might be
subject to ironic deflation, although it is the antepirrhéma and not the epirrhéma that has been
particularly subject to such readings in the scholarship (see below). More significantly, Frogs
goes so far as to demonstrate the non-naturalness of a citizen identity, an identity which is
perhaps most determinately, if not solely, grounded on the inviolable body of the free person,
particularly as set against the violable body of the slave (cf. e.g. Dem. 22.55, 24.167),
constituting the so-called ‘democratic body’ in Halperin’s words.®*’ For when it comes down
to it, the human condition of embodiment, revealed above all through common suffering, is a
great leveller. We all end up in Hades, after all, a location with particular pertinence given that
the death toll at Arginousae was higher than that after any battle during the whole
Peloponnesian war, with the exceptions of Delium and the Sicilian expedition.®*® Moreover,
this Hades, at least in the first half of Frogs, seems to put particular emphasis on the lack of
status distinctions among the dead, since the chorus of initiates include women as well as men
(157, 445 with X ad Eq. 589) and profess their righteousness towards all (457-9), granted that
initiation is an activity that divides those in from out.®*® By serving in the naval battle, described

845 On the context, see Griffith 2013: 46-7.

646 Cf. Dover 1993: ad 730, seeing no contradiction between the initial commendation of the granting of
citizenship to slaves, and the subsequent condemnation of political leaders equated to slaves.

847 Halperin 1990: esp. 96-9. Cf. Hunter 1992.

648 See Sommerstein 1996a: 2 with n.12 for details, though no source explicitly gives casualty numbers.

849 The second half of the play envisions a stratified Underworld, comprised of a mass of Euripides fans versus
an elite of Aeschylus lovers (772-83), a form of division that is exactly in keeping with the ‘police” ordering of
that part of the play: see below.
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by Charon in an oddly corporeal image literally meaning the battle ‘about the flesh’ (tnv mepi
6V Kpedv, 191),%° the slaves were able to prove themselves equal to citizens simply by being
able-bodied enough to row (and suffer in rowing); and if the fat, incompetent citizen-hoplite
Dionysus ‘son of Wingjar’ (viog Xtapviov, 22) can do it (and suffer doing it) then so can anyone
(197-268, esp. 203-5). And so what actually distinguishes the bodies that compose the citizen
body from the bodies of non-citizens? Frogs confirms that the answer is nothing.

As we have seen, Frogs begins by emphasising Xanthias’ body and the painful load
pressing upon his neck (tpéyniog, 19) and his shoulders (®pov, 87). It is a load that is
burdensome enough for Xanthias to throw it down (160) and for even an unnamed corpse to
refuse to carry it for anything less than two drachmas (172-8)! As the play goes on, however,
itis also and equally Dionysus’ body which is subject to pain, though the pain affects different
regions of his body, each body being vulnerable in its own way.®! This is first of all made clear
in the rowing scene. As the pot-bellied (ydotpwv, 200; cf. 663-4, 1095) god begins to row, he
moans that his arse is hurting (éya® 8¢ v dAyelv dpyopon / tov 6ppov, 220-1) and, as Xanthias
had complained about being neglected before by Dionysus and Heracles (87, 107, 115), that
this is of no concern to the frogs who are providing the timing of the stroke (Ouiv 6’ iowg 006EV
péret, 224). While Xanthias is strolling around the lake to meet Dionysus easily on the other
side, a trip that involves the ‘rest stops’ (&dvomaviaig, 195) that Dionysus had craved for his
own comfort (113) — that really is the kind of tpuen Dionysus had wrongly imputed to his slave
earlier (21)! — Dionysus is struggling to row across it. He continues to moan as the frogs

gleefully croak away, this time irritated by blisters and a sweaty arsehole (236-8):

At &y ¢ pAvkTaivog Y Exm,
YO TPOKTOG 1dieL ThAa,
KQT avtik’ dkkdyog pei—

Xo. Bpekekekes KOUE KOAE.

While Xanthias had grumbled that he (or rather his neck) could not say (£pei, 20) anything
funny while being physically oppressed (though at least he got the joke out by praeteritio),

Dionysus here cannot say (épei, 238) anything at all, since he (or rather his arsehole) is

850 This reading seems preferable to the alternative reading mepi t@v vekpév, which would (too) contentiously
refer to the generals’ failure to reclaim the bodies (Dover 1993: ad 190). In either case, however, corporeality is
at stake.

851 Bergoffen 2001: 132-3; Murphy 2011: 578.

153



immediately cut off by the frogs’ croaky refrain (Bpexekexes koo kod&). When Dionysus tells
them to shut up (mavcacOe, 241) they respond by croaking all the louder (pdAiov pév odv /
@0eyEonect’, 241-2), displaying a sort of Schadenfreude towards Dionysus’ struggles that
prefigures the feelings mutually displayed by Xanthias and Dionysus later on, as each takes
disturbing pleasure in the violence inflicted upon the other (563-8, 606-12, 618-21, discussed
below). Dionysus finally pulls through, however, ostensibly winning the first ‘contest’ of the
play, as he is able to beat the frogs at their own game only by out-croaking them — nothing to
do with his rowing abilities, that.®>? In doing so, Dionysus becomes functionally equivalent to
those frogs, just as Xanthias had protested that he was functionally equivalent to the stage
donkey in the first scenes (159). Both animals, moreover, are present at but not participants in
the Mysteries. By the time we get to the parodos, then, the doubling of Xanthias and Dionysus
is well under way, a doubling that is predicated above all on their mutual reduction to quasi-
animal bodies that feel pain.

Attention then shifts to less earth(l)y matters in the parodos, as the chorus enter having
shed their amphibian identity to become sacred initiates who, existing ‘without toil’ (&vev
noévov, 402), have transcended corporeality. Yet once Dionysus and Xanthias reach Pluto’s
palace, the pair’s vulnerable bodies are put into increasingly sharp focus, building up to the
torture scene. Physical punishment is the order of the day when they are greeted by Aeacus,
who threatens Dionysus in extremely visceral terms with retribution for Heracles’ heroic
exploits in stealing Cerberus (465-78): laceration of guts, grabbing of lungs, and tearing
asunder of bleeding balls and entrails. In fear of being completely mutilated, Dionysus shits
himself (éyxéyoda, 479; cf. 308) — a different kind of corporeality being shown there —and in
doing so becomes the direct object of derision (& kotayéhact’, 480).6°2 Master and slave are
becoming increasingly hard to tell apart, a point dramatized by the frequent changes of
costume, even as it is denied by Dionysus, who retrospectively maintains that ‘Heraclo-
Xanthias’ (Hpaxiewo&avOioav, 499) is never really anything more than ‘whip-fodder’
(nootryiag, 500) and that first costume swap was only a joke (522-5). It is said to be only a
‘joke’ (yéhowov, 542) as well for the master to get hypothetically punched in the face without
being able to retaliate (542-8); and it is presumably meant only as a joke when Dionysus invites

Xanthias to take a swing at him for free (585), as a reward for swapping costumes for a third

852 Note that the contest simply ends when the boat reaches the shore, as pointed out by Del Corno 1985: 170, so
it is not even so much of a victory — something that applies to all the contests staged in Frogs.

853 Cf. Sommerstein 2009¢, writing that ‘Xanthias is possibly going too far when he uses this form of address to
his owner who is, moreover, a god’ (110). Yet the point of this straight insult instead of a subversive aside is
surely that the master and slave are interchangeable here.
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time in fear of further physical threats from an outraged innkeeper (572-5) — this time teeth-
bashing, execution, and disgorging of the windpipe. Dionysus is asking for it. The joke will be
on Dionysus when he is actually ‘to be whipped’ (paotiyotéog, 633) in the torture scene.

There, the embodied identities of Xanthias and Dionysus, both having stripped (641) to
remove any external signs of identification,®®* become fused together in pain. The result is that
they become entirely indistinguishable, for at the end of it all, Aeacus cannot decide who is
who (668). Yet what matters is not just that the ‘test,” which recalls exactly the Athenian
judicial procedure of ‘evidentiary” torture (basanos),®>® completely and utterly fails. That much
has already been noticed: ‘the test that is supposed to shore up the difference between slave
and god leads only to an emphasis on their underlying similarity ... The basanos’ inability to
uncover a hidden, authentic identity suggests that there is no inner ground of being that truly
separates Dionysus from Xanthias.’®®® As such, it is worth adding, the scene undoes the
paradigmatic tale reported by Herodotus about the Scythian slaves’ ‘recognition’ of their
inherent servitude at the mere sight of the whip (4.1-4), ideological justification for ‘natural’
slavery like none other.%®” For Xanthias, unlike those Scythians, is animated rather than
submissive at the prospect of being beaten: “bring it on!” is the sentiment of his responses
(dikouog 06 Aoyog, 637; kaddg Aéyelg, 643). Above all, however, what ultimately matters here is
that the specific framing of the test draws attention to the embodied experience of the
vulnerable human being, who, as we have been constantly seeing in Frogs, feels pain.

This is because there is a shift in emphasis in the scene.®®® The basanos is initially
proposed as a legal procedure to settle a dispute about Xanthias’ (i.e. Heracles’) innocence
(615-7). Aristophanes might well have chosen to show how absurd the use of torture to validate
evidence would have been, if it were ever actually followed through; indeed, one can easily
imagine an alternative comic scenario where Dionysus and Xanthias say absolutely anything
to make the torture stop, an argument that could be deployed to discredit the evidence gained
by torture, as advised for instance by Aristotle (Rhet. 1376b-77a). Yet it ends up becoming an
ontological issue, on the (evidently disputable) grounds that gods do not feel pain (634), about
which of Xanthias and Dionysus is a god. That shift is extremely telling. It implies that what is

854 On the stripping consisting in the removal of outer garments but not padded body suits, see Sommerstein
1996a: ad loc.

85 For different views on the basanos, see Gagarin 1996 (invoked as a rhetorical strategy); Mirhady 1996 (used
for privileged evidence); Hunter 1994: 174-6 and Thir 1996 (ideologically distinguishing the slave from the
citizen).

656 |_ape 2013: 84-5.

857 Finley 1980: 118-9.

558 Noted by Sommerstein 1996a: ad 634.
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at stake is not whether the testimony of a slave can be trusted, but rather whether the objects of
torture are human at all. The joke is that the god, who is a free quasi-citizen too, is just as
vulnerable as the human. The latter, described at one point by Aeacus during the torture as a
‘sanctified human’ (GvOpwmog iepdg, 652; cf. 299), just happens to be a slave.

Try as Dionysus and Xanthias may to mask the fact that they have sensation
(aniocOnoetar, 634) and are concerned (mpotnoavtd, 638, mpotiuds, 654; 0VOEV pot péAEL,
655), and to deny the fact that torture causes them to feel pain (@dvving, 650; HAynocev, 660,
664) and wail (Khavoavta, 638, KAdelg, 654), neither is anaesthetised to the lash of the whip.
Each manifests his precariousness in the sense of ‘a primary vulnerability to others, one which
we cannot will away without ceasing to be human,” and fails to uphold the ‘fantasy of mastery’
that denies human vulnerability.®*° This is proven, above all, when at various points each utters
an ineffable cry (atrotod, 649; iov 100, 653; oiuot, 657) that is the outward sign of the body in
pain.®%® The more they try to explain away their cries by turning them into jokes — one of which
has Xanthias defeat the point by saying that he exclaimed oipot only because he was taking a
painful thorn out of his foot (656) — the more brutal the lashings become and the more pain is
felt. After several rounds of ‘blow for blow’ (mAnynv mapda minynv, 643), Aeacus becomes
frustrated with the lack of progress and, upon Xanthias’ prod that Dionysus is breaking (659-
1), goes on to whip Dionysus even more cruelly on the front (662-3). This prompts Dionysus
to respond with even more intensity: whereas he started off explaining away his pain by
referencing mundane incidents (646-7, 653-5), he ends up reciting a passage of tragic verse
(664-7 = Soph. fr. 371), thus also implicitly giving the game away.

Yet none of this proves anything for Aeacus. His indecision must be the consequence
of both characters’ conspicuously failing the test to prove who is a god, rather than of both
demonstrating their divine anaesthesia. The whole exercise, in any case, has been in vain, as
Dionysus protests too late, since he claims the gods of the underworld will immediately
recognise their divine relative (670-3) — also an echo of courtroom procedure in cases of
disputed identity where nothing more than who is willing to vouch for you is key.®%! The gods
could have easily distinguished the god from the human, it may be retrospectively admitted,

89 The quotes are from Butler 2004: xiv, 29.

850 Scarry 1985. As Scarry shows, drawing on Sophocles’ Philoctetes as a work of art dedicated to the
expression of pain (5, 10, 17, 53), pain ‘does not simply resist language but actively destroys it, bringing about
an immediate reversion to a state anterior to language, to the sounds and cries a human being makes before
language is learned’ (4).

861 \/lassopoulos 2009.
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but could they have distinguished the slave from the free, or at least a slave body from a free
body? The answer the play gives is a resounding no.

The effect of this scene, nevertheless, is typically said not only to generate laughter, but
also to normalize the use of torture against slaves and to reinforce their legal status as violable,
a point often made about the comic abuse of slaves more generally.®®? In fact, even advocates
of ‘corporeal humanism’ hesitate when pronouncing the vulnerable body to be an incentive for
ethical obligation, since the perception of vulnerability might in other cases inspire violence or
abuse.®® Accordingly, we might say that the pleasure Xanthias and Dionysus take in witnessing
the violence inflicted upon each other models not so much a feeling of corporeal solidarity that
transcends status distinctions; although that is the response that | am suggesting the scene is
designed to elicit.

It is the case that, in the spirit of Schadenfreude, Dionysus first eggs on Aeacus to
punish Xanthias (606-12), just as Xanthias had earlier egged on the Innkeeper to punish
Dionysus (563-8); but then, once the tables have been turned and Dionysus is offered up for
torture as a slave-witness, Xanthias relishes the prospect of his former master’s suffering. He
bids Aeacus torture him in whatever excruciating manner he desires (618-21) — binding to a
ladder, hanging, whipping with bristles, flaying, laying on a rack, forced snorting of vinegar or
anything else — and then negotiates away any compensation for maiming (623-5). The sadistic
parody of the procedure for offering a slave up for torture, followed by the enactment of a form
of torture which seems never actually to have been followed through in Athenian courts and
which in any case turned out to be entirely unnecessary here, might be said to reflect the
Athenians’ unenlightened sensibilities (not that ‘we’ moderns, with ‘our’ Sarah Kanes and
Quentin Tarentinos, are much better). It is the fact that a god is being tortured, not the use of
torture itself, that is said to be incongruous and hilariously so. Here, unlike in scenes of tragic
suffering where the feelings of the sufferer meld with those of the spectator, the comic suffering
is thought to prompt ‘not empathy but alienation, not infectious grief but disengaged, self-
conscious laughter.”®64

Yet it is precisely the fact that (some of) the spectators are laughing at bodily suffering
—and thus also re-enacting the masochistic laughter of Dionysus at the start®®® — that makes the

torture scene extraordinarily uncomfortable. For the violence staged in the torture scene of

662 DuBois 1991: 33-4; Hunter 1994: 165-9; Osborne 2010a: 99; Hunt 2011: 31.
863 Bergoffen 2001; Murphy 2011.

664 _ada-Richards 1999: 117.

665 See above n.637.
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Frogs is so gratuitous, so over the top, and so extraordinary on the ancient stage that it seems
to be calibrated to create a cognitive dissonance between empathy for and alienation from the
sufferers. After all, this is the most viscerally and uncompromisingly violent scene staged in
Greek comedy, if not in all of Greek drama, excepting the beginning of the Aeschylean
Prometheus Bound (1-81) and one scene from Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women (825-907).56¢
Given how often comedy breaks down the boundaries between fantasy and reality, one may
wonder how violently and realistically this scene would have been staged, and how much pain
the actors in padded body suits (even after stripping off their outer costumes) would have felt
in performance.%®’ At any rate, even if the staging makes it clear that the actors’ bodies are not
being harmed, scientific knowledge about mirror neurones shows that completely fictional and
unrealistic representations of pain still trigger an empathic response®®; while the fact of theatre
as ‘an art of bodies witnessed by bodies’ means that the staging of bodies in pain produces its
own ‘intercorporeal’ effect on the audience.%®

This, in fact, is where the Brechtian ‘Verfremdungseffekt’ may be particularly
punchy.®’® This is not merely because not everyone is necessarily laughing, including any
slaves and ex-slaves in the audience who may have been subjected to violent abuse themselves
and whose mirror neurones may have been particularly triggered.®”* It is especially because
both Dionysus and Xanthias take so much pleasure in each other’s pain, even as pain will be
equally inflicted upon themselves and their own bodies — bodies that time and again collapse
any inalienable distinction between inviolable ‘self” and violable ‘other.” Given how easily
status distinctions can be reversed with a mere change of costume in this play, and in a context
where the prospect of mass enslavement by losing the Peloponnesian War might have been felt

to be all too real (Xen. Hell. 2.2.3), the joke may ultimately be on those Athenians who, like

%66 Tragedy tends to place extreme corporeal anguish well off stage, even as it might be the genre which
typically shows the ‘misadventure of the human body’ (Zeitlin 1996: 349-52). Comedy regularly stages the
infliction of bodily violence, on the ubiquity of which see Kaimio 1990, but nothing quite as prolonged or
extreme as in this scene.

867 Slater 2002 goes so far as to see the actors’ pain as constituting a ‘significant part of the audience’s
enjoyment’ (190).

%68 Freedberg and Gallese 2007.

89 The quote is from Shepherd 2006: 73. On ‘intercorporeality’ in tragedy, see e.g. Weiss forthcoming, with
further references.

670 | ada-Richards 1999, in fact, cites Brecht’s desired effect, “I laugh when they weep, I weep when they laugh”
(117, quoting Brecht 1964: 71), without quite following through the political implications of such alienation: see
my ‘parabasis.’

671 On ex-slaves in the audience of Frogs see Hall 2006: 200 with n. 58, 2020: 97. For a unique slaves’
complaint about the grim reality of being whipped (poaotiyovopog), see the tablet at Agora inv. IL 1702 with
Harris 2004.
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Dionysus, felt themselves to be inviolable and invulnerable. The difference is that Dionysus,
unlike the Athenian citizen, is a god who can get away with it.

The first half of Frogs thus anticipates a kind of ‘politics of the vulnerable body,” to
adopt the phrase used by Debra Bergoffen to call for recognising vulnerability as the grounds
for a more humanistic ethics.%”2 The more Xanthias is noticed — and we will remember his
implicit call to be noticed at the start (mepi éuod 6’ ovdeic Adyog, 87, 107, 115) — the more he
can be seen as a vulnerable human and not merely a violable slave. With that in mind, we may
go even further and argue that Xanthias is not the only slave in Aristophanes’ plays who is
meant to be perceived as such in moments of corporeal anguish.

Consider the following: his namesake Xanthias in Wasps (Vesp. 1292-1325), the
unnamed slaves in Lysistrata (Lys. 1216-24), and ‘Manes’ in Birds (Av. 1313-36), the three
examples cited by Dover which are said to attest to the ‘extraction of humour from the
mistreatment of slaves.”’®”® In each case, however, Aristophanes seems to be at pains not to
allow the comic slapstick to overshadow the plight of the slave.®’* Xanthias’ envy of tortoises
with their protective shells (Vesp. 1292-6; cf. 429) and intent to get out of his violent master’s
way (Vesp. 1325) is an admission of his own vulnerability, even as his violability is asserted
by the chorus. Adopting the kind of perverse logic of the Unjust argument followed by
Pheidippides in Clouds, the chorus of Wasps say that it is right to call anyone who takes a
beating, including an old man, a ‘slave’ (noig, Vesp. 1297-8) (also meaning ‘child,’ ironically
applied here). Yet that comment, enacted by Philocleon during the symposium as he beats up
his slave to the refrain of nai moi (Vesp. 1307), becomes rather awkward in the light of the
protagonist’s hyper-aggressive behaviour, which includes beating up people who are not slaves
but citizens. As a result, they legitimately threaten legal recourse (Vesp. 1332-4, 1388-91),
exactly what Xanthias in Frogs does by calling the people around to witness that he is being
assaulted by Dionysus (tadt’ &ym paptopopot, 528), his alleged crime being clothes-stealing
(lopodusia). This is a legal right denied to slaves in reality but which plenty of Aristophanic

characters — in all other instances citizens — express when they too are being flagrantly assaulted

672 Bergoffen 2001. For Bergoffen, however, it is the violation of consent rather than the infliction of pain that
is the key expression of vulnerability and constituent of a so-called crime against humanity: ‘In adopting the
standards of pain and suffering, we have set the bar too low’ (120). Aristophanes — not a human rights activist! —
nevertheless seems to be setting a bar.

573 Dover 1972: 206. Further examples are cited in Dover 1993: 43-4, where one of the prime functions of slaves
is said to ‘elicit laughter by being hurt, threatened, or frightened.’

674 Gestures towards this position are made in Kaimio et al. 1990: 66-8; Ruffell 2013: 248-54. See also
Sommerstein 2009e: 140-44, observing that slaves are not solely victims but are sometimes the ones
perpetrating the violence against citizens, and that, whereas comic heroes who are violent against fellow citizens
are usually triumphant, comic heroes who are violent against slaves are usually the ones to come off badly.
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by rowdy protagonists.®”® As for ‘Manes’ in Birds, he might not complain about the beating he
is dealt by Peisetairos for being too slow to follow his orders, even as he may be running around
as fast as he can,®’® yet as with Philocleon, the bossy tyrant of Cloud-cuckoo-land is hardly
slow to beat up citizens who also threaten legal recourse as well (Av. 1397, 1462-9). In neither
case is the assault of slaves merely tolerable, slaves being covered by the law on hubris after
all (something grudgingly ceded by the ‘Old Oligarch’: Ath. Pol. 1.10; cf. Dem. 21.47-50;
Aesch. 1.15) — unless you believe assaulting citizens is tolerable too.

The Lysistrata example is more disturbing: the Athenian delegate knocks over the
doorkeeper and then callously threatens to set the slaves’ hair on fire, in a plainly gratuitous
act of abuse designed to make them wail. But even there that action is being performed only
reluctantly in order to gratify the audience (ovx v momcoup’. i 8¢ Tavv Sl TodTO dpdv, / HUIV
yapicacOat, Tpoctaiammproopey, Lys. 1219-20). It is just not on, the Athenian protests. What
is more, the action is described as a ‘vulgar routine’ (poptikov 10 ywpiov, Lys. 1218), exactly
the kind of thing which is often said to represent bad taste on the comic stage, but is almost
immediately restaged when the slaves reappear only a few lines later as ‘whip fodder’
(nootryion) to be chased away once more (Lys. 1239-40). The gag is designedly unfunny, at
least according to the usual ‘Aristophanic’ standards of sophisticated humour.

The most direct example of comic bad taste relating directly to slaves, however, comes
from the parabasis of Peace, in which the chorus boast that one feature of Aristophanes’ plays

is that he does not ‘do’ scenes involving slaves getting a beating (742-7):

Kai oG d0VAOVG TapEALGEY
TOVG PEVYOVTOG KAEATOTAVTOS Kol TULTOUEVOVG, Emitndeg
{ob¢ éEfyov KA dovTag del, kKai TovTovg obveK TOLOi}
v’ 0 cOvdovrog okdyag odTod Tag TANYAG eit’ dvépotto- [745]
«? , ;N , s o L~ N s g ’
® Kakooapov, i 10 d0épp” Emabeg; pdV VoTPLYig elcEParéy Got

€1G T0C TAELPAG TOAAT GTPATIY KASEVIPOTOUNOE TO VDTOV;”

675 Sommerstein 1996a: ad 528. For a more charitable view, which regards the ‘criminal’ actions of the comic
heroes as legitimate, see Spatharas 2008.

676 Dunbar 1995: ad 1317 suggests that the scene is more ‘dramatically effective if [Peisetairos] becomes
impatient and annoyed at 1324-5 despite the obvious speed with which the slave is running out and in.” For
other slaves who do complain about abuse against them, see Eq. 4-5, 64-70; Nu. 58; PI. 1144.
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That, as the chorus go on to say, is a terrible ‘vulgarity’ (poptov, Pax 748) and a form of
‘lowbrow buffoonery’ (Bopoloyxeopot™ dysvvi], Pax 748) said to be entirely out of keeping
with Aristophanes’ ‘high art’ (téyvnv peydinv, Pax 749). Of course, Aristophanes is being
disingenuous, as usual in his parabatic professions; Peace itself is the play involving the most
blatant use of violence by a (divine) master against a (divine) slave, in this case Polemos against
Kudoimos (Pax 255-62). Nevertheless, it is revealing that he would even suggest that mockery
(oxdwyag, Pax 745) combined with the violent abuse of slaves, including the use of the bristle-
whip (cf. Ra. 619) and the beating of the sides and back (cf. Vesp. 1295), represents the opposite
of what Aristophanic comedy is said to stand for. When Aristophanes does employ (twists on)
those very gags, then, might it be disgust rather than derisive laughter or vicarious pleasure that
is being deliberately prompted? In the end, Dionysus at the start of Frogs may actually have a
point about jokes involving baggage-carrying slaves: perhaps their comic abuse for no other
reason than that they are conventionally slaves is an emetic after all (un 70, iketed®, TANV vy’

Otav HEAM® ’Eepetv, 11).

Frogs changes tack after the parabasis. This is the case at the level of plot, since the agon
between Euripides and Aeschylus does not appear to have any immediate connection to
Dionysus’ catabasis to save Euripides (it just so happens that Dionysus — like those two tragic
poets but, somehow, not Sophocles! — is in Hades at the right time). It is also the case at the
level of theme, since the second half is about tragedy and the responses it ought to provoke
(esp. 1008-10), whereas the first half is about comedy and the responses it ought to provoke
(esp. 1-20); while, more importantly for the present purposes, the agonistic (‘tragic’) part of
the play appears to resurrect forms of essentialism that had been killed off in the katabatic
(‘comic’) part. That the play ends up taking a conservative turn is a reading that is common in
the scholarship. For some scholars, it comes from privileging two loaded moments in the play
and taking them at face-value: first, when the chorus in the antepirrhema of the parabasis
advise the audience to make use of noble leaders and to reject those without a birthright,
including those such as the slaves who after Arginousae had ‘arrived latest’ (Votdtolg
agprypévototv, 732) into the citizen body; second, when Aeschylus, the poet who ostensibly

embodies traditional and aristocratic values, is resurrected at the end of the play.’” According

677 See above n.628.
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to other scholars, it comes from reading the play in terms of Dionysus’ successful initiation
and subsequent reintegration into a civic society that is inherently exclusive.t’® When it comes
to Xanthias, the character who is central to understanding the play’s political meaning
according to my reading, his time in the spotlight is up, as the hierarchical order of things is
restored. As Segal writes of his role after the parabasis, which is to set up the agon in prologue-
style dialogue with another slave (738-813) before apparently disappearing altogether, ‘the
proper separation is made between 10 ypnotov, and 10 dovAkdv, and each element is to go its
own way: the slave element disappears after Dionysus’ proper attainment of his true divinity
and his appointment as judge.’®"

Against those conservative readings of Frogs, however, there are plenty of convincing
alternatives, which regard the advice of the parabasis as detached, ironic, or contradictory, and
the choice of Aeschylus as ambiguous, arbitrary, or scandalous. Regarding the parabasis, it
has been shown how the very first words after the antépirrhema, in which the citizens were
urged to make use of noble leaders (esp. 727-9), deflate exactly what it means to be considered
noble, since Dionysus’ description as a ‘nobleman’ (739, yevvadog) — a word previously
applied only to Xanthias (179, 640) — is immediately defined in terms of knowing how to ‘get
trashed and smash’ (mivew ... xoi Pveiv, 740).58° The choice of Aeschylus, not unreasonably
described in Hypothesis | as being ‘against expectation’ (mapd mpocdokiav, 31) given
Dionysus’ desire to revive Euripides at the start (66-7), has come under even closer scrutiny. It
has been argued that Aeschylus and Euripides are much less different than their assigned comic
characters would like us to believe, and that the play does not represent the straightforward
triumph of an ‘aristocratic’ over a ‘democratic’ poet®®!; that neither tragic poet comes across
particularly well, and that it is really (if anything) Aristophanes and comedy that come out on
top in the end®?; and that Dionysus’ decision to swap allegiance from Euripides to Aeschylus
utterly fails to convince, with the result that Aristophanes is undermining not just the higher

value bestowed upon Aeschylus but also the very notion of literary value.583

678 See above n.625.

679 Segal 1961: 216. As he continues: ‘This disappearance is not merely an economy of actors (for presumably
the same two men would impersonate Aeschylus and Euripides in the second half of the comedy), but a
reflection of the careful structuring of the play about the developing character of Dionysus’ (216). I do not think
we should simply discount the requirements of staging a priori, since it simply would not work to fit Xanthias
in. That said, | am going to argue that we cannot get away with ignoring Xanthias, even after he has
disappeared: see below.

680 Goldhill 1991: 203-4.

881 Scharffenberger 2007; Telo forthcoming.

882 Heiden 1991; Alonge 2014.

683 Rosen 2004; Halliwell 2012.
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Following these accounts, the failed basanos at the end of the first half of the play is
more repeated than reversed at the end of the second half. Indeed, Dionysus, exaggerating
Aeacus’ indecision in the torture scene and an admittedly poor judge (dvokpitwgy’ &y, 1433),
continually cannot decide between the poets until he is absolutely compelled to do so — and
even then, his reasoning is hilariously non-committal (esp. 1413, 1468). Basanos may work as
a ‘touchstone’ for coins in the numismatic metaphor of the parabasis (719-26), but it blatantly
does not work for people (basanos as ‘torture’, 616, 618, 625, 628, 642) or poetry (basanos as
‘test’, 802, 826, 1121, 1123, 1367). The advice in the parabasis and the choice of Aeschylus
thus need not be taken at face value to indicate Aristophanes’ aristocratic-oligarchic political
inclinations, but rather as artificial and unconvincing efforts to re-assert essentialist oppositions
that are constantly being undercut: not just slave-free, but noble-base and Aeschylus-Euripides
too. It is in keeping with what we have already seen in Frogs that structural binaries are
artificially set up only to be collapsed. That, we might say, is Aristophanic peripeteia in action.

Frogs is structured as a kind of peripeteia overall. The play’s two halves give a
particularly strong impression of jarring, hardly unique in Aristophanes’ plays, as we saw
already with the bipartite structures of Acharnians and Assemblywomen; hence the old
argument that Frogs is a play composed of two separate plot ideas that have been artificially
wedged together is entirely discreditable.®® What is crucial is the jarring of political worlds
therein. In the other plays, we saw how Dicaeopolis and Praxagora had achieved ‘political life’
(bios) only to end up forsaking it for ‘bare life’ (zoé). In this play, however, there appears to be
a progression from conditions of zoe, marked by the focus on bodily pleasures and especially
pains afflicting the protagonists in Hades, to conditions of political life, signalled by Aeschylus’
procession to Athens out of Hades at the end. Yet Frogs is not so different from the others as
it may seem, since the apparent progression turns out to be a regression. For the form of bios
that emerges, a form associated with the triumphant ‘Aeschylean’ essentialism, turns out to be
associated rather with what Ranciére terms ‘police.” It is antithetical to democratic politics,
which ‘exists when the natural order of domination is interrupted by the institution of a part of
those who have no part.’%® That, as we have seen, is manifested through the emancipation of
Xanthias, someone about whom nobody speaks (nepi éuod &° ovdeig Adyoc, 87, 107, 115), a
part without a part and a body that interrupts the natural order of domination by proving to be

no less vulnerable than any other body. Hence, the subsequent return of Xanthias to his ‘proper’

684 Dover 1993: 8 n.9.
685 Ranciére 1999: 11.
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place as a violable slave and then his disappearance never to speak or be spoken about again
might be said to prove that Frogs ends up shutting down the egalitarian possibilities that it had
promised. That, after all, is the direction in which Acharnians and Assemblywomen, as well as
Lysistrata, had gone as well.

But just as there was resistance to the ‘police’ order in those plays, so there is resistance
in Frogs, and perhaps even more directly. If we are meant to find the advice of the
antepirrhéma of the parabasis troubling and Aeschylus’ victory problematic, and if we are
meant to view the entire agon as farcical, even pointless, then it will be much easier to see how
Frogs ends up resisting the hierarchical structures it appears to set up. What is more, if we stop
end-gaming the play or reading it backwards, as if the choice of Aeschylus is what determines
the entire play’s political meaning (Aristophanes being one to resist neat closural gestures, as
we saw), and if we pay more attention to the dynamics of the first half that in political readings
of the play are often underestimated, then a very different conception of the politics of Frogs
will emerge. As we will now turn to see, the egalitarian possibilities of the first half do continue
to interrupt the ‘police’ order, occasionally but perceptibly resurfacing in repackaged or
disguised form in the second half. This includes, above all, the re-emergence of Xanthias qua
fully-fledged human being, even after he becomes a slave again and then disappears — and then
possibly reappears silently in the procession at the end.

Immediately after the parabasis, Xanthias returns to the stage in conversation with a
fellow slave who may be Aeacus,%®¢ having suddenly shed his most recent identity as the
‘Heraclean’ master of Dionysus to play the role of an extraordinarily ‘slavish’ (dovAkov, 743)
slave. In this scene, the cat seems to have been put back into the bag, just as we saw at the end
of Lysistrata when the women willingly consented to go back to their homes, since the two
slaves recollect all the ways in which they enjoy getting one over their masters even after
suffering physical punishment (741-53) and take for granted their own violability (756, 812-
3).

And yet just as the ending of Lysistrata seemed too good to be true for the men, the
conservative gesture of ‘order restored’ is so sudden, artificial, and excessive that it arguably
undercuts itself. This is largely because Xanthias’ conversation with a fellow slave is entirely
stereotypical of slaves in Aristophanes’ prologues, as in those of Knights, Wasps, Peace, and
Wealth, in which they comically express grievances behind their master’s backs before

delivering an exposition of what is to come. Here is just another role for Xanthias to play. The

86 On the identity of the slave in this scene, named Aeacus in the manuscript, see Dover 1993: 50-5.
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point about role-playing is reinforced if the slave in dialogue with Xanthias is indeed Aeacus:
that would be further evidence that the slave is a conventional role that could be played by
anyone, as it also was by Heracles in the parallel ‘door knocking’ scene at the start — the role
of slave having been played interchangeably by Dionysus and Xanthias as well, of course. That
role, it is worth adding, still allows slaves to retain a considerable degree of informal agency.
As potential meddlers (moAla mpattmv, 749), eavesdroppers (Tapakov®V deomoT®V / dTT GV
Aoddot, 750-1), and above all spreaders of gossip (toig Ovpale Tadta katalordy, 752), even
in this most ‘servile’ picture of slaves, they are not merely passive, obedient instruments to be
used.%8’

More specifically, the dialogue at one particular moment directly hints back at the
indistinction of slave and master that had been paraded over the course of the first half of the
play. This comes when the fellow slave announces that he ‘feels like an epoptés’ (énomntevewv
dok®, 745) when cursing behind his master’s back; the reference is to the person who has
passed through all the stages of initiation at the Mysteries, which could include Greek-speaking
slaves.®® Whereas Xanthias had in the early stages of the play complained about being
equivalent to the donkey excluded from the Mysteries (159), here the slave boasts about the
feeling of ‘nirvana’ (trans. Henderson) experienced by the complete initiate. As with the
double-edged definition of nobility that kicked off the conversation (738-40), here the very
exposition of servility (the pleasure in cursing behind a master’s back) may contain the seeds
of its disavowal (given the possibility of equal participation alongside masters in ritual). And
S0 even as a more narrow, hierarchical vision of Athenian society is to be erected over the
course of the second half of Frogs, Aristophanes slips in a reference to a more expansive,
egalitarian vision. If the latter vision is predicated on the inclusivity of Eleusis, the former is
predicated on the exclusivity of the Apaturia, which is alluded to in reference to the weighing
of poetic art like the weighing of sacrificial meat (ueloryoyncovct Ty tpaypdiav, 798).%° But,
as proven by Xanthias’ comic scepticism about that evaluative act here as well as by Dionysus’
hesitancy and the scales’ inefficacy later on (1365-1410), the act of weighing is a complete
absurdity. So too is a world of elitism and exclusivity. The inclusive atmosphere of the first
half of Frogs is never entirely — and certainly never convincingly — squashed. It will keep on

interrupting.

87 On slave agency at Athens in these regards, see Hunter 1994: 70-95.
888 Dover 1993: ad loc.
889 Dover 1993: ad loc.
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Xanthias may subsequently depart from the stage, but, picking up on that glimpse of
Eleusinian openness, there is enough for the spectators to catch several glimpses of him, or
rather of the model of political inclusion for which he stands, during the agon. The most glaring
hierarchy-defying interruption comes in Euripides’ ‘daring’ (tolu®dvta) — once again that
quality associated with democratic empowerment — to stage women and slaves in his plays.

That, contends Euripides, is a ‘democratic’ (dnpokpatikov) act (948-53):

Ev. &ne1t’ and 1@V tpdtemv Endv ovdéva mapiik’ dv apyov
GAN Eleyev 1) yovi Té pot x® SodAhog 00SEV fiTToV

10D 0€GTOTOL YN TaPOEVOS YN YPODG dv.

Av eito 8fjta [950]
oVK amofavelv og TadT’ ExpTiv TOAUDVTO,

Ev. pa tov ATOAA®:
ONUOKPATIKOV Yap adT’ Edpmv.

A, 10dT0 P&V 0GoV, M TAV.

0V ool Yap €oTt Tepinatog KAAMGTO TEPT Y€ TOVTOL.

The adjective dnpoxparikog, used only once in the entire corpus of Aristophanes and never
attested in Greek earlier than this passage, is here defined as the act of giving everyone,
including women and slaves, a place in his plays. Aeschylus does not deny this, but merely
lambasts the audacity of the gesture and, with characteristic and hypocritical intransigence,
asserts that it is worthy of the death penalty. Dionysus seems to suggest that it is ironic for
Euripides to claim to act democratically for unspecified personal reasons, but also does nothing
to reject Euripides’ definition and prefers to move on swiftly to a new subject.®® Aristophanes’
Euripides envisions an inclusivist and egalitarian conception of democracy, hyper-democracy,
and does so without direct challenge. That conception, with its ‘utopian tendency’ since it is
exactly what Athens was not,%®! is what was being presented and enacted during the first half

of Frogs before Aeschylus came along to shut it down.

8% See Sommerstein 1996a: ad loc for some suggestions about Euripides’ aristocratic connections. For what it is
worth, it may be that Dionysus, not the most perceptive of commentators, is completely misreading Euripides’
personal connections, since in Frogs (as elsewhere in comedy) the poet is presented as quite the opposite of an
aristocrat: allegedly the son of a greengrocer mother (840) and a collaborator with the slave Cephisophon (944,
1408, 1452-3).

691 See Hall 1997: 125-6. See also Wohl 2015: 63-88, discussing the tension between egalitarian content and
non-egalitarian form in Euripides’ Electra.
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Or at least he tried to. For Aeschylus himself might be less opposed to these Euripidean
(and Aristophanic) hyper-democratic tendencies than he makes out, and not just because it is a
fact of his own art that he too stages wives, slaves, masters, maidens, and old women in his
own plays. It is especially so because he makes several explicit references to Athenian naval
affairs (1065-6, 1071-7, 1463-5), including having the last word in the agon, where he gives
the (rather riddling) ‘advice’ to save the polis that involves concentrating Athens’ resources on
the fleet (1463-5).%%2 These references take on new meaning in the context of the slaves’
participation at Arginousae, which had precipitated the ‘democratic’ extension of the citizen
body. After all, as we know from the play’s distinctively insistent recollection of the
enfranchisement decree, it is slaves as much as anyone who put their bodies on the line to
support the navy — and slaves who might thus become citizens.

Even as Aeschylus appears to stand for the traditionalist position that hopes to restore
Athens’ naval power apparently corrupted by Euripides (1069-72, 1076-7), he is thus also
advocating a more radical position. Whereas Euripides’ concluding advice according to one
version of the text restated the aristocratic advice of the parabasis to ‘make use of” (ypdc6aur)
the noble leaders (1446-50; cf. 718-37), a losing argument as it turns out,%®® Aeschylus’
concluding advice ends up carrying the democratic edge by focusing on the Athenian navy.5%
The link between democracy and thalassocracy, made elsewhere in Aristophanes (e.g. Ach.
161-2; Eq. 567-8; Vesp. 1091-1100), was given a theoretical basis by the ‘Old Oligarch’ (Ath.
Pol. esp. 1.11-2). And so, the more opponents of democracy drew attention to the association
of rowing with democracy, including drawing attention to the contributions of slaves in the
navy — thus the ‘Old Oligarch’s’ striking expression that naval power makes the Athenians
‘enslaved to slaves’ (toig avdpanddoig dovAdevewv) — the more proponents might also fix on that
feature as key. Might Aeschylus’ focus on the navy in the end, if anything, be the clincher in
the contest? There is a hint of confirmation that it might be when Pluto invites Dionysus and
Aeschylus to a banquet in his halls where he will entertain them before they ‘sail away’

(dmomAeiv, 1480). The nautical image is telling, since there are plenty of other verbs of

892 On the putative practicality of this advice in 405, see Sommerstein 1974. On the textual problems at the end
of Frogs (1407-67), controversial since antiquity, see MacDowell 1975.

89 Cf. Goldhill 1991: 218-9.

89 In another version of his concluding message, Euripides also advises Athens to ‘fight naval battles’
(vavpoyoiev) and bombard the enemy with vinegar (1440-1), which would in the end mark him as rather similar
to Aeschylus and his newfound demacratic affiliations.
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departure, after all, and surely more pertinent verbs to describe ascent from the underworld.%%
As at Arginousae, sailing and saving the city once again go hand-in-hand.

Finally, what about Xanthias himself? For one thing, the limits of comic staging could
not incorporate him as an actor alongside Euripides, Aeschylus, Dionysus, and Pluto during
the agon.®% Yet even if he may never reappear as a principal character, there is reason enough
for him to return to the stage as a silent extra, if it is he who is asked to carry the death-
harbouring objects that Pluto is gifting to allegedly dangerous Athenian politicians like
Cleophon (1504-13).%%7 This would make sense in terms of the comic convention of having
slaves bear such loads to accompany their triumphant masters, a slave called Xanthias
performing this role for Dicaeopolis celebrating a rural Dionysia (Ach. 241-79) for instance.
More importantly, having Xanthias return would make sense in terms of the dynamics of Frogs,
which opened precisely with him as a baggage-carrying slave who represented the distilled
essence of comedy and whose role was essential in progressing the plot. As Xanthias himself
had warned earlier, here is another time when he may be needed (¢pod denbeing dv, i 0gog
0é\ot, 533), the slave without whom Dionysus would never have made it so far in the first
place.®® Above all, Pluto makes several explicit references to conventional punishments of
slaves, now reserved for certain politicians: tattooing, binding with fetters and sending them to
a harsher place of work (1510-4).%%° And so with a baggage-carrier present and the category of
the slave back on the agenda, we end close to where we began, quite possibly with Xanthias
back onstage as well. Here, however, the slave is nothing more than a rhetorical construct used
to threaten those politicians who will not hurry down to Hades. Xanthias (or whoever is
carrying the items) may be playing a slave role, but, tellingly, there is no ‘slave’ addressed as
such by Pluto. The slave seems to have shed the tag. If it is specifically and distinctively

89 For other offhand naval and nautical references throughout Frogs, besides the prolonged rowing scene and
the explicit recollections of Arginousae, see 48-52, 303, 361-5, 430, 535-7, 824-5, 933, 999-1003, 1207, 1220-1,
1382.

8% |t is sometimes suggested that the actor playing Xanthias, possibly Aristophanes himself, goes on to play
Aeschylus (Segal 1961: 216; Heiden 1994). That does not of course preclude the character Xanthias from
returning even if played by another masked actor, namely the one who had played Euripides, or by an extra. The
role is silent, after all.

897 Of course, his return could have been made into a bigger deal in performance than the text alone allows us to
know. Arguing for the presence of Xanthias, along with Persephone (another marginalised figure), see
Sommerstein 1996a: ad 1500-27; Griffith 2013: 209-12.

898 Cf. Griffith 2013: ‘Xanthias provides indispensable service and support, both practical and moral, without
which his cowardly and bumbling master would never have succeeded in his quest’ (210). Xanthias’ comment
on the importance of slaves is generally true of comedy, in fact, where slaves’ contributions are manifold: as
agents of humour performing baggage-carrying and other comic routines, as stagehands present in every
production, and as enablers of the success of the comic hero’s project, especially throughout the first half of
Frogs and the entirety of Wealth.

69 Sommerstein 1996a: ad loc. On the tag of slave as a rhetorical insult that could be used against politicians in
lawcourt speeches, see Vlassopoulos 2009: 355-6.
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Xanthias, then the focus is once again on him, the only human to make it to the underworld
and back.”®

If it is not, however, the effect may be even more pronounced. For we then might ask
who is carrying the items. It might be an anonymous slave, or it might rather awkwardly (and
uncharacteristically in comic endings) mean that Dionysus or Aeschylus would have to carry
the objects along with their torches — and so now they would be playing the role of the slave,
the baggage-carrier being a ‘comic signifier of slave status,”™ thereby resurrecting the trope
of role reversal once again. Considerations of staging aside, the most pointed effect of an absent
Xanthias takes us right back to the start of the play and his repeated outburst ‘but not a word
about me.” For what remains in this case is an absent presence — a sort of Aeschylean silence,
if you will. If Xanthias is not included in ‘our city’ (méiv v Nuetépav, 1501), the one that
Pluto bids Aeschylus to save, it is downright scandalous. In the end, then, it is up to the audience

to notice him without his needing to protest.

00 Noted by Griffith 2013: 212. Griffith also intriguingly entertains the possibility that Xanthias might be the
play’s most successful initiate: ‘He began the play so sympathetically, and seemed to embody so vividly and
concretely the essence of the suffering ritual victim: slave and donkey, carrying the burdens of the world,
abused, tortured, patiently enduring all, assisting his master and carrying out all his duties, if not entirely
willingly or uncomplainingly, at least conscientiously and successfully’ (198). Yet for Griffith this is not the
whole story since Xanthias ‘remains a victim, a slave, and seems finally to lapse into the status of forgotten
man’ (198). That is a conclusion I have been trying to resist.

701 Compton-Engle 2015: 105.
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EXODOS

Reperforming Frogs and Aristophanes’ ‘Commitment’

Of all extant comedies, Frogs parades itself as the most paraenetic and is the play that most
insists on the didactic capabilities of the poet. It is the quality of the advice given by Aeschylus
over Euripides that supposedly determines the winner of the agon, while the advice given in
the parabasis to re-enfranchise the oligarchs and replace the ‘bad’ leaders with ‘good’ ones is
rare in Aristophanes’ plays for being genuinely (as opposed to wishfully or fantastically)
practicable. That advice, it has been argued, may have been directly taken up not long
afterwards with the decree of Patrocleides (Andoc. 1.73-80), which did actually restore
citizenship rights to many (though not all) of the oligarchs who had been disenfranchised after
the democratic counter-revolution of 410; while Cleophon, the democratic politician whose
death is anticipated in the parabasis as well as at the very end of the play (Ra. 684, 1504), was
actually executed by the Thirty.”®? The case for a causal link between the comic and the political
stage draws upon two testimonia, which have always been somewhat of a thorn in the side for
those scholars who see comedy as having no influence on reality at all, but who cannot simply
ignore them.”® They tell us that Frogs was reperformed precisely because of its parabasis (Ar.
test. 1.35-9; Hyp. 1.39-40):

‘[Aristophanes] was especially praised (é¢xnvédn) and much admired (qyann6n) by the
citizens, because he endeavoured to show through his plays (¢ t@v avtod dpapdTmv)
the Athenian political system (v t@v AOnvaiov molteiav), that it was free and not
enslaved by any tyrant; and that it was a democracy (GAL> &1t dnpokpartia €oti) and,
since the people were free, that they ruled over themselves. Therefore because of this
(tovTov odv ydpwv), he was praised (énmvédn) and garlanded (éote@avmdn) with a shoot
of the sacred olive, which was regarded as an honour equal to a gold crown, having
spoken those words in Frogs about the disenfranchised (sindv éxelva ta &v toig
Batpdyoig mept tdv dtipwv): ‘It is right for the sacred chorus to offer good advice to

the city [= Ra. 686-7]

702 Salviat 1989; Sommerstein 1993; Rosenbloom 2012: 431-3; Canfora 2017: 257-342.
703 See e.g. Heath 1987: 19-20, with MacDowell 1988: 217.
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‘The play was so admired because of its parabasis (610 trv £v avt® mtopapaoctv) that it

was produced again, as Dicaearchus says.’

But could the parabasis really be a driving force behind major political events and the
explanation for the entire play’s reperformance? There is, in fact, a different reading of the
testimonia, originally proposed in 1882 by Henri Weil and recently revived and developed by
Rosen.”®* According to this reading, while we have no reason to doubt the fact of reperformance
(the exact date of which can only be conjectured), we do have reason to doubt whether the
déemos really did grant such a thing on the basis of a mere nineteen lines from the parabasis,
and especially of lines advocating the re-enfranchisement of the oligarchs.”® Weil’s
explanation for the reason behind the reperformance therefore comes from proposing a bold,
though long since discredited, emendation of Hypothesis 1. This suggests emending &ic “Atdov
kotafooty for év adtd mapdfacty not only on textual grounds — for the words év avt@® are both
clumsy and redundant (‘inutiles”) — but more importantly on aesthetic and dramaturgical ones,
including the fact that Dionysus’ catabasis is damn funny.’®® Be that as it may, as we know
well from reading Aristophanes today, originally ‘good’ jokes may travel no better from their
immediate context than originally ‘good’ political advice; while, as we saw in episode one, the
katabatic portion of Frogs is not even continuously and uniformly funny.

Whatever reasons there may be for valuing Frogs as an exceptional work of art — and,
if anything, the agon proves the difficulty if not impossibility of straightforwardly evaluating
aesthetic criteria’®’ — it is worth revisiting the political grounds that may have been behind the
play’s unique reperformance. What if the demos really did appreciate Frogs for its politics,
defined not in terms of practical or specific advice offered, but rather in the way it effects a
Ranciérian ‘redistribution of the sensible’ to imagine new political worlds? As a matter of fact,
the actual line cited from the parabasis of Frogs in the Life testimonium is not merely the
prelude to the bit about the disenfranchised oligarchs (nepi tév atipmv), as its author says. The
very ‘first’ (mpdrtov, 686) thing the chorus in the parabasis say, rather, is that the ‘citizens
should be made equal’ (¢€io®oon Tovg Tolitac, 687), before going on to make the case for the

704 \Weil 1882; Rosen 2015a.

%5 For other sceptical accounts of the reperformance on the basis of the advice in the parabasis, as well as on
the relevance of Cleophon to a play in which he is hardly the object of a sustained attack (not least by
comparison with the titular character of Plato Comicus’ Cleophon that was being staged in the same
competition), see Goldhill 1991: 203, 1995b: 87-8; Sidwell 2009: 41-4; Rosen 2010: 275-77.

706 Weil 1882: ‘N’est-il pas vrai que les premiéres scénes, que nous sommes disposés a considérer comme un
hors d’ceuvre, sont ce qu’il y a de plus amusant dans toute la piece?’ (99).

7 See above n.683.
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inclusion of the oligarchs as something that is only justified by the inclusion of the slaves. That,
as we saw, represents the culmination of the democratizing logic of the first half of Frogs. In
fact, if we were looking for direct causal linkage between Frogs and actual political events, we
might then equally point to the fact that the demos did pass a further enfranchisement decree
in 401/0 to the slaves and metics who helped to restore the democracy (although it was
subsequently indicted by a graphé paranoman),’® or to the fact that they granted citizenship
to the people of Samos later in 405/4 and then again in 403/2.7%°

But to seek to unearth Aristophanes’ political agenda from the perspective of the
efficacy of his advice in the parabasis (or anywhere else for that matter) is surely to take the
wrong approach. It is out of the comic poet’s control, after all, how his work is received; thus
if Frogs was taken to be aristocratic propaganda, Aristophanes may simply have been
heinously misread.”*® The fact that Aristophanes never wrote another parabasis, at least as far
as we can tell from the two subsequent plays that survive, may itself suggest that, as a result of
Frogs, the comic convention had been taken too far. Instructing the démos how to conduct their
affairs in the assembly was never really the point; there is, after all, more than enough ironic
deflation of the advice given even in this play’s unusually self-contained and formally
simplistic parabasis.”** The Life testimonium, nevertheless, might still be worthwhile in
intimating a different appreciation of Aristophanes’ political agenda than the one usually
assumed.

The first part of that passage in fact points towards a very different explanation of the
politics behind the reperformance.”? For it says that it was ‘because of this’ (ToHTov odV yaptv)
that Aristophanes was honoured, ‘this’ referring back to his praise (éxnvéfn) and admiration
(MyamnOn) by the citizens on the grounds that he showed ‘through his plays’ (510 T@v avtod
dpaudrwv) that Athens was free, not enslaved to any tyrant and a self-governing democracy.
On this account, the reperformance of Frogs seems more like a unique ‘lifetime achievement’
award (Rosen’s phrase) for his plays (plural), the best of which may at some point have been

deemed to be Frogs. This in turn may have earned him further praise (¢xnvébn) and specifically

708 Arist. [Ath. Pol.] 40.2; Rhodes and Oshorne 2003: no. 4.

% Rhodes and Osborne 2017: no. 191 and 2003: no. 2.

10 Cf. Rosen 2020: ‘even if it were true [that the play was reperformed because of its pro-oligarchic message in
the parabasis], it tells us only about what Athenian audiences allegedly felt about the parabasis, not what
Aristophanes thought he was trying to accomplish with it’ (20 n.22). For what it is worth, the advice to re-
enfranchise the oligarchs did not turn out to be so useful, as the reign of the Thirty Tyrants would prove: see
Arnott 1991.

"1 Esp. Goldhill 1991: 201-4.

"2 Cf. Sidwell 2009: 42; Rosen 2015a: 243. In the analysis of Sommerstein 1993, to which those scholars are
largely responding, the first half of the testimonium is ignored.
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a garland (éotepavmbn), although it was all of his plays that embodied an idea of what
democracy means. On this account, then, the dating of that award, the language of which does
resemble that of an honorific decree (even if an original inscription may be impossible to
reconstruct verbatim), need not be limited to a date after the decree of Patrocleides and before
democracy was restored.’*3 Rather, it makes more sense for Aristophanes to have received an
award at some point in the fourth century as a champion of democracy once it had been re-
established. His plays of the fourth century are, as a matter of fact, ostensibly more aligned
with democratic values — ‘democratic’ in the inclusivist sense uniquely defined by Euripides
in Frogs (948-52) — than anything staged earlier, especially with the dramatizing of women’s
empowerment in Assemblywomen and the casting of a slave protagonist in Wealth. The
testimonium may therefore imply, even as its author seems to ignore or reinscribe, a very
different political agenda from the one usually ascribed to Aristophanes, one that admits of
Aristophanes’ political commitment to democracy. After all, it is in the Life testimonium that
we read that Aristophanes endeavoured to show ‘that [Athens] was a democracy’ (8t
dnuokpatio £0ti).

All of that said, my argument in this thesis as a whole does not rely on how we read
these testimonia, hence the ‘perlocutionary’ effect of comedy. Even so, | have tried to
incorporate that evidence, sometimes misused as external ‘proof” of Aristophanes’ opposition
to democracy, in support of my case for Aristophanes’ alignment with a particular conception
of democracy. That conception sees the political heart of comedy contained in its distribution
of freedom and equality to all, in its sympathies and allegiances with marginalised figures, in
the truths it exposes about democracy through bodies on stage. This model of comic politics is
more than just a reflection on civic processes and institutions, something that has particularly
been said of tragic politics, but includes and advocates for the non-civic and extra-institutional.
It is also not limited by the practical constraints of the lawcourts and assembly; it can afford to
be radical, explosive, and idealistic. It is, above all, constituted by the embodiment of the
marginalised as effective political agents within the ‘sensible’ realm of public space (the theatre
being every bit as much a ‘political” space as the assembly or lawcourts). Euripides’ staging of
women and slaves in itself was the democratic act, we remember (Ra. 948-52). In the final

analysis, we might say that it is in Aristophanes’ plays that ‘democracy’ (dnpoxpatic) becomes

13 For selective and antithetical attempts to reconstruct the decree, see Sommerstein 1993: 465 contra Sidwell
2009: 44. Rosen 2015a; 253 with nn.35-6 notes that there was a tradition of posthumously honouring poets and
even establishing hero cults for them, usually in celebration of their entire career rather than of any specific
work.
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‘democratic’ (dnuoxpatikn) — or, to put it differently, democracy becomes hyper-democracy.
Otherwise, as a minority government run by free adult citizen males (and typically elite males
at that), the Athenian political system could only ever be a ‘democracy in name’ (cf. Thuc.
2.65).

In the light of this, it is possible to maintain that Aristophanes is a ‘committed’ (engagé)
author, in the strong sense of the word coined by Sartre in reference to the socially responsible
artist (notwithstanding Sartre’s limitation of littérature engagée to prose).”** Discussing
‘commitment’ in terms of the formal ‘autonomy’ of texts rather than the purportedly
irretrievable intentions of authors, Adorno writes that ‘committed art in the proper sense is not
intended to generate ameliorative measures, legislative acts or practical institutions... but to
work at the level of fundamental attitudes... It is not the office of art to spotlight alternatives,
but to resist by its form alone the course of the world.”’*® Ranciére, exploring the shared terrain
of aesthetics and politics, makes a similar point, claiming that what ‘makes an action political
is not its object or the place where it is carried out, but solely its form, the form in which
confirmation of equality is inscribed in the setting up of a dispute, of a community existing
solely through being divided.”’*® What we have seen over the course of this thesis is that the
political punch of Aristophanic comedy lies in its disruptive and emancipatory strategies of
what Ranciére calls dissensus. Yet I have also suggested that Aristophanes’ ‘commitment,’
while neither pragmatic nor practical, is also not strictly formal and a(nti-)historical. It is, |
maintain, historically determinable: it was Aristophanes’ intention to reconceptualise what
democracy means in the highly contested political atmosphere of the late fifth century.

Aristophanes’ ability to create hyper-democratic political worlds, even ones which only
ever last momentarily before they are replaced, is remarkable. The fact that these remained
largely unrealized, so far as we can tell, in Aristophanes’ own time does not lessen their
political force. On the contrary, as Butler argues, ‘unrealizability’ may be a ‘condition of

possibility’ for politics to emerge at all (2009: 305):

‘If, with regard to politics, we were to restrict ourselves to what has been realized or

what is currently conceived as realizable, we would ratify the status quo, offer

714 Sartre 1967. Sartre’s polemic against those whose creed is /’art pour [’art — “We must take up a position in
our literature, because literature is in essence a taking of position’ (206) — itself seems an apt response to those
classical scholars who see comedy as being ‘mere’ amusement, a view that has never gone entirely out of
fashion since Gomme 1938 made an influential case.

5 Adorno 1974: 78.

16 Ranciére 1999: 32.
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legitimacy to forms of social and legal positivism, and undermine the critical capacity

to differentiate what is from what might have been or is yet to be.’

Aristophanes imagines the unrealized and even the conceivably unrealizable. That, ultimately,

is the political task of our poet.
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