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Abstract

Although it is often assumed that women were responsible for most textile manufacture in
ancient Greece, this idea has regularly been challenged. This paper considers the arguments that
have been made in favour of a substantial presence of professional male weavers and their role in
Greek economies. Analysis of the sources used to support the importance of male weavers
suggests that it has been incorrectly and inappropriately interpreted and that in reality there is
little positive or secure evidence for the direct involvement of men in the manufacture of
clothing and household textiles with the exception of a very small number of male slaves. Textile
manufacture, then, really was ‘women’s work’.

Introduction

How do we know who made textiles in the ancient Greek world? Although we have generally
assumed, for many good reasons, that textiles were primarily ‘women’s work’, this has regularly
been questioned. How can we be sure that it really was women who carried out most of the
textile manufacture that took place? The evidence to support this assumption is not, in fact,
straightforward, nor has it been systematically or sufficiently rigorously investigated. And yet,
properly ascertaining whether this fundamental premise is justified by solid evidence is critically
important, since the answer has profound ramifications for wider understandings of gendered
ideologies and practices, as well as gendered economies, in antiquity.

Most recently Peter Acton? has challenged the assumption that textiles were primarily the
products of women’s labour. Acton’s mission in his book Poiesis: manufacturing in classical
Athens (2014) is to highlight the importance of manufacturing in the economy of classical
Athens. Writing from the perspective of modern business strategy and based on his own
experience with a consultancy firm, he attempts to show how the principles of competitive
advantage, in tandem with potential for differentiation and barriers to entry structured Athenian
manufacturing.

Acton claims that “we know of many male weavers” for whom there is “abundant
evidence”.? He argues that textile production was carried out not only in domestic settings but in
large commercial workshops, regularly involving numerous male weavers as well as women,
since the textile industry catered for a lively retail market with a level of demand that home
production could not meet (Acton 2014: 152-9). Hence, he supports the idea first suggested by
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Wesley Thompson that domestic production of ‘ordinary’, basic textiles was carried out by
women in households, but specialist and finer quality textiles for the market were made by
largely by men in commercial workshops. 3

Thompson’s argument back in 1982 for the existence of two systems of textile production
in classical Athens was based largely on the evidence of Plato and Aristotle. However,
Thompson depends entirely on literary texts which he interprets at face value, accepting them as
documenting contemporary practice in fourth-century Athens.* Unfortunately, this paper remains
widely cited and has not been critically questioned by Acton and other scholars. For example,
Barbara Tsakirgis also suggested on the basis of Thompson’s conclusions that “men could spin
and weave as well as women” and that work on textile manufacture needs to be “freed from the
assumption that only women spun and wove”.> She too accepted the idea that luxury textiles
were largely made in specialist workshops, while more ordinary textiles were made by women at
home.®

There are numerous problems with both the methodologies and with the data that have
traditionally been used to address the question of who made textiles in classical Greece. Acton,
for example, clearly reveals his limited understanding of textile technologies and production in
ancient Athens and Greece more broadly, dependent as he is on texts to the neglect of material
culture and outdated scholarship. His technical calculations are poorly underpinned by solid data
and are uninformed by the key work of the Center for Textile Research.” He depicts technology
in ancient Athens as “primitive and static” and textile manufacture as needing minimal skills.®
Both of these premises are demonstrably incorrect. However, addressing these issues in full
ranges beyond the scope of this paper. Here I will focus on the evidence that Acton and others
furnish for the alleged importance of male weavers in late archaic and classical Greek contexts.

Weaving philosophical arguments

A close look at the texts on which arguments for the for the regular presence of male weavers in
Athens and ancient Greece more generally are based suggests that most of the apparent
references to them are in philosophical works largely written by Plato and Aristotle. In these
texts, references to craft, including textile manufacture, function as part of higher-level
philosophical arguments that have little to do with actual weaving or any other craft. The
passages on which Thompson and subsequent scholars have focused all appear in contexts where
they are part of exempla conveying some more abstract philosophical idea, largely in relation to
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statecraft and the proper governance and rule of a city. Gender (beyond grammatical gender) in
these passages is either irrelevant, was deliberately avoided, or is masculinised where the
productive roles of women in real Greek communities were deliberately being downplayed.
What this means is that these passages provide no evidence whatsoever for the realities of textile
production (or any other craft) in classical Athens or any other Greek community, and certainly
supply no useful information about the gender balance of the workforce or who did the actual
work of weaving and textile making, or how and where they did it.

In Plato’s Gorgias, Socrates explores with his companions and the rhetor Gorgias the
craft (techné) of rhetoric.® Throughout the dialogue Socrates in his questioning uses illustrations
and scenarios from other crafts, regularly flagged as an ‘eikon’ (image, illustration) to present the
philosophical points he is making about the value and utility of rhetoric compared to other crafts.

Socrates asks what orators and statesmen have done for the city and its people through
the illustration of the craftsmen and retailers who supply the body with crude physical wants and
needs (in contrast with those skilled in the crafts of medicine and athletic training which can
moderate and advise on appropriate and healthy consumption (the contrast underlying the eikon
is, of course between the value of rhetoric and philosophy).©

[517C] I at all events believe you have more than once admitted and decided [517D] that
this management of either body or soul is a twofold affair, and that on one side it is a
menial service, whereby it is possible to provide meat for our bodies when they are
hungry, drink when thirsty, and when they are cold, clothing, bedding, shoes, or anything
else that bodies are apt to desire: | purposely give you the same illustrations, in order that
you may the more easily comprehend. For as to being able to supply these things, either
as a tradesman or a merchant or a manufacturer of any such actual things—miller or cook
[517E] or weaver or shoemaker or tanner—it is no wonder that a man in such capacity
should appear to himself and his neighbours to be a minister of the body; to everyone, in
fact, who is not aware that there is besides all these an art of gymnastics and medicine
which really is, of course, ministration to the body, and which actually has a proper claim
to rule over all those arts and to make use of their works, because it knows what is
wholesome or harmful in meat and drink [518A] to bodily excellence, whereas all those
others know it not; and hence it is that, while those other arts are slavish and menial and
illiberal in dealing with the body, gymnastics and medicine can fairly claim to be their
mistresses. Now, that the very same is the case as regards the soul you appear to me at
one time to understand to be my meaning, and you admit it as though you knew what |
meant; but a little later you come and tell me that men have shown themselves upright
and honourable citizens in our city, and when | ask you who, you seem to me to be
putting forward men of exactly the same sort in public affairs; as if, on my asking you
who in gymnastics have ever been or now are good trainers of the body, you were to tell
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me, in all seriousness, “Thearion, the baker, Mithaecus, the author of the book on Sicilian
cookery, Sarambus, the vintner—these have shown themselves wonderful ministers of
the body; the first providing admirable loaves, the second tasty dishes, and the third

wine” 11

[517C] éy® yodv 6e mOAMGKIC Olpon dporoynrévar kol Eyvakéval, [517D] dg épa i)
abtn g 1 Drpaypateio Eotv Kol mepl 10 odpa Kol TEPL TV YoV, Koi 1 PV £T€pa
Sraxovikn 6Ty, 1) Suvarov eivar dkmopilet, dav pdv mewf o copoTa UV, ottia, &0v
8& Suyi, moTd, &0v 8¢ Pryd, ipdtia, oTpdpata, Voduate, AL OV EpYEToL COMATO EiC
gmbopiov: kol E€emitdéc 6ot d1d TAV adTAV EIKOVOV AEY®, Tva piov Katapddng. todvtwov
YOp TOPIGTIKOV £tvar T} kamnhov dvta §| Eumopov §| dnuovpydv tov avtdv [517E] tovtwv,
OLTOTOOV 1| OYOTTOLOV 1| VPAVINY T) GKLTOTOLOV T) GKVTOJEYAV, 0VOEV BV HACTOV 0TIV
dvta TorodTov §6&a Koi adTd Kol Toic BALOLS OEPATEVTV EIVOAL GOMATOG, TAVTL TG W)
€106T1 8Tt E0TIV TIG TOPA TAOTOAG ATACAG TEYVY YOUVAGTIKY] TE Kol 10TpIkn, 1| o1 T® OvTL ye
€oTiv cdpoTog Oepameio, vrep Kol TPOGNKEL TOVT®V APYEV TAGHY TOV TEXVAV Kol
xpTo0at toig TovTEV Epyorg o1 T €idévar 8Tt ¥pNoTOV Kai TovNnpov TV ClTimVv 1| ToTdV
gotwv €ig apetnv [S18A] cdpatog, Tac 6° dAAAG TAGAG TAVTOS AYVOETV: O10 1) Kol ToTOG
L&V SOVAOTPETEIG TE Kol S1KOVIKAG Kl AVEAELOEPOVG EIVOL TTEPL COUATOG TPOYULOTEIOY,
10 BALOG TEYVOG, TNV 8& YOUVOSTIKTV Kol lotpiknv kotd 1o dikoiov deomoivag ivar
T00TOV. TADTE 0LV TadTA 6TL EGTIV KoL TTEPL YuYHV, TOTE PéV Lot Sokelc pavidvery 8t
Aéym, Kol OOAOYETG (g ldmG OTL Eyd Aéym: Tikelg 0& OAiyov Dotepov Aéymv 8Tt dvBpwmot
Kahol kayaboi yeyovoot moditon &v Tij moAel, Kai [518B] énedav éyd Epwtd oitiveg,
JOKETC Lot Opo10TATOVG TTPoTEivEGHL AVOpDOTOVE TTEPL TO TOMTIKA, BoTEP AV €l TEPL TAL
YOUVOAGTIKA ELOD EpWTAVTOC, oitiveg dyaboi yeydvaowy 1 gici copdtov Oeparevtal,
Eleyég pot mavy omovdalwv, Osapinv O dptokdmog Kai Mibatkog 6 v dyomnotav
oUYYEYPOPDE THY ZikeMKTV koi Tapappog O kamnrog, 8Tt 0vTot Davpdsctor yeyévact
copatmv Bepamevtai, [518C] 6 puev dptovg Bavpoaoctovg mapackevalmv, O 8¢ Syov, O 8¢
otvov.
In this passage, the miller, the delicatessen provisioner, the weaver, the shoemaker and the
tanner, in fact, have no grammatical gender indicators in the form of definite articles. One of
these words, sitopoios, certainly occurs most often as a feminine in classical period texts, where
gender is indicated.'? The point is that this passage is not about real millers, weavers or
shoemakers, it is about the utility of people who, in the abstract, mill grain, produce delicatessen
foods, weave or make shoes (whose skills and products Plato clearly did not value very highly,
as least in the abstract). For the philosophical point he is trying to make, about the superiority of
some crafts (especially statecraft) and the inferiority and subservience of others (notably
rhetoric), the gender of the individuals in the exempla who might do these jobs in real life is

1 Tr. W.R.M. Lamb, adapted.
12 For example, Htd. 3.150; 7.187; Th. 2.78; 6.22; Thphr. Char. 4.7.



irrelevant and Plato is plainly not interested in this. We cannot therefore assume that the gender
of those who actually undertook any of these occupations in ancient Athens (or elsewhere in
classical Greece) was regularly (or even occasionally) either male or female on the basis of this
passage, or similar illustrative passages, eikones, in philosophical arguments.

Again, in the Phaedo, Plato uses the eikon of a weaver and the cloak they wove as an
illustration of the relationship between the body and the soul in the context of mortality.*®

[87B] I think I may, like Simmias, best express myself in a figure. It seems to me that it is
much as if one should say about an old weaver who had died, that the man had not
perished but was safe and sound somewhere, and should offer as a proof of this the fact
that the cloak which the man had woven and used to wear was still whole and had not
perished. Then if anyone did not believe him, he would ask [87C] which lasts longer, a
man or a cloak that is in use and wear, and when the answer was given that a man lasts
much longer, he would think it had been proved beyond a doubt that the man was safe,
because that which was less lasting had not perished. But | do not think he is right,
Simmias, and | ask you especially to notice what | say. Anyone can understand that a
man who says this is talking nonsense. For the weaver in question wove and wore out
many such cloaks and [87D] lasted longer than they, though they were many, but
perished, | suppose, before the last one. Yet a man is not feebler or weaker than a cloak
on that account at all. And I think the same figure would apply to the soul and the body
and it would be quite appropriate to say in like manner about them, that the soul lasts a
long time, but the body lasts a shorter time and is weaker. And, one might go on to say
that each soul wears out many bodies, especially if the man lives many years. For if the
body is constantly changing and being destroyed while the man still lives, [87E] and the
soul is always weaving anew that which wears out, then when the soul perishes it must
necessarily have on its last garment.. .24

pOg On TodT0 TOOE Emickeyat, €1 TL Aéym: eikdvog Yap TvoC, Mg E0lKev, KAY®D DOTEP
Zppiog oéopat. £poi yap dokel opoimg AéyesBan tadta domep dv Tic mepi AvOpdmOL
VEAVTOL TpesPuTov dmobavovtog AEyol TodToV TOV Adyov, OTL 00K ATOAMAEY O BVOp®TOG
GAL" €0TL TOV GMG, TEKUNPLOV O ToPEYOLTO HOIUATIOV O NUTEIYETO ADTOC VENVAUEVOS OTL
€0Tl oV Kol 00K andAwAev, Kai € Ti¢ [87&] dmioToln avTd, AvepwTON TOTEPOV
TOALYPOVIDTEPOV EGTL TO YEVOG AVOp®TOL 1 1aTiov &V ypeia T& HVTOG KOl POPOVEVOD,
AmoKpvapLEVOL 01 TVOG OTL TOAD TO TOD AvOp®TOV, 0101T0 ATodedeTYOUL OTL TOVTOG Bpat
paArov & ye GvOpwTOg DS £0TLV, EMEDN TO YE OALYOYPOVIDTEPOV OVK ATOAMAEV. TO &
olpat, ® Zippio, ovy obTog Exel: oKOmEL Yap Kol 6V & Aéyw. Tic yap dv dmordpor dtt
gbn0ec Aéyet 6 TodTO Aéymv: O Yap VOAEVING 00TOC TOAAY KaTaTpiyog Totadta ipdTia ol

13P|, Phd. 87B-E
14 Tr. C. Emlyn-Jones.



VONVAUEVOC EKEIVDV HEV DOTEPOG ATOA®AEY TOALDV [878] dvtwv, ToD &€ TeElevTaion
oipat TPOTEPOC, Ko 00SEV TL FALOV ToVTOV Eveka avOpOTAg £oTtv ipatiov pavidtepov
008 dc0evésTepov. THY oIV 88 TaTNV olpon sikdva SE€art” &v yoym mpdg odpa, Kol
TIg Aey@v aOTd TadTo TEPL AVTOV PETPL &V Lol Paivolto AEYELY, MG 1) LEV WYOYN
TOAVYPOVIOV 0TL, TO O€ AU AGOEVEGTEPOV KOl OALYOXPOVIDTEPOV: GAAL YO GV Qain
EKAOTNV TOV YuY®OV TOALL chpaTo Kotatpifety, BAA®G Te KOV ToAAL ETn Prd—el yap
pEot 1O o®dpa Kol amoAlvorto &t {dvTog Tod avOpmdmov, [87¢] AL 1) yuym del TO
KaTaTPBOUEVOV AVLQAIVOL—AVOYKOTOV HEVTAY €1, OTdTE ATOAADOLTO 1) Yuy1|, TO
TEAEVTOIOV DQUGLO TVYETV adTTV EYovoav_Koi ToOToV HOVOL TPOTEPAV ATOAALGOL

As is clear from the explanation of the eikon in 87E, this metaphor was chosen as particularly apt
for illustrating the relationship between the duration of the soul and the body that Plato wanted to
explain. However, the weaver is always described as an anthropos. The gender of the weaver,
perhaps better translated as ‘person who weaves’, is completely irrelevant to the illustration; it is
the relationship of clothing and personhood as a metaphor for body and soul that is key for the
philosophical point. Again, this cannot be interpreted as evidence for the regular presence of real
male weavers in Athens.

In the Republic®®, weavers and other crafts people are mentioned when discussion turns to
the kinds of skills that are essential for supplying basic needs for the ideal city.

[369D] Now the first and chief of our needs is the provision of food for existence and
life.

Assuredly.
The second is housing and the third is raiment and that sort of thing.
That is so.

“Tell me, then”, said I, “how our city will suffice for the provision of all these things.
Will there not be a farmer for one, and a builder, and then again a weaver? And shall we
add thereto a cobbler and some other purveyor for the needs of body?”

Certainly.
The indispensable minimum of a city, then, would consist of four or five men.
[369E] Apparently.

[369D] dAAd prv TpdTN YE KOd peyiotn @V ypeidv 1 ThG Tpo@fic Tapackevr) Tod sivai te
Kai Cijv €veka.

TOVTATOGT YE.

devtépal o1 oikNnoemc, Tpitn 8¢ £601T0G Kol TOV TO10VT®V.

15 P|. Resp. 369D-370E.
16 All passages from PI. Resp. tr. C. Emlyn-Jones.



£0TL TODTOL.

Pépe 3, NV & &yd, TdG M| TOMG ApKéSEL &Ml TOGOVTNY TAPAGKELTV; BALO TL YEWPYOC MEV
€1G, 0 8¢ 0ik0dONO0G, BALOG OE TIC VEAVTING; T Kol GKLTOTOOV aTdGE Tpochfcouey 1 TV’
AoV T®V mePL 1O oM BepoamenTnV;

TOVL YE.

e & av 1] ye avayKoloTdtn TOAIS €K TETTAPMV T| TEVTE AVOPDV.

[369E] ¢@aiveto.

[370C] The result, then, is that more things are produced, and better and more easily
when one man performs one task according to his nature, at the right moment, and at
leisure from other occupations.

By all means.

Then, Adeimantus, we need more than four citizens for the provision of the things we
have mentioned. For the farmer, it appears, will not make his own plough if it is to be a
good one, [370D] nor his hoe, nor his other agricultural implements, nor will the builder,
who also needs many; and similarly the weaver and leather worker.

True.

[370C] ék &7 tovtVv mheio Te Exaoto yiyveton kKai KGAAOV Kai pdov, 8tav €ig &V KaTd
QOO Kol &V Kap®, GYOATV T@V GAA®V dywv, TpdTTn.

TOAVTATAGL UEV ODV.

mAedvav 81, & Adsipavte, Sl ToMT@V 1| TETTAP®V £ TG TUPUCKEVAG OV ELEYOUEY. O
YOp YeE®PYOS, dG E0IKEV, OVK ODTOG TOWCETAL EQVTG TO APOTPOV, €1 LEAAEL KAAOV Elval,
[370D] ovd¢ opuvimy, 008E tarlha dpyava doa mepl yempyiov. 008" ad O 0iKodOMOGC:
TOAAL®V O Kol TOVT® Oel. MoAHTOS & O VPAVING TE Kl O GKVTOTOUOG: T 0V;

GANO1).

In this passage, the most basic needs are identified as food, shelter and clothing, for which a
farmer, builder, weaver, leather worker and ‘someone to tend the body’ are identified, initially by
Socrates specifically as male (andres): “the bare necessity for a city would be four or five men”
(369D). However, this statement subsequently turns out to be an absurdity, and the reason they
are called ‘men’ rapidly becomes evident when Socrates points out in 370C that “we need more
than four citizens (politai) for the provision of the things we have mentioned”. In Plato’s view,
citizens, politai, were by definition men in the ideal city he envisaged.'’

17'PI. Resp. 449A.



Plato’s most extended deployment of weaving as an illustration for understanding the
‘proper’ relationships of governance is found in the Statesman (Politikos).'® Here, the creation of
a woollen garment (himation) is used as an illustration to explain the operation of statecraft, to
show how the whole entity (the overall construction) relates to the component elements included
within it (and subservient to it) and which can be separated off from the overall construction.

[279B] Stranger: What example could we apply which is very small, but has the same
kind of activity as statesmanship and would enable us satisfactorily to discover that
which we seek? What do you say, Socrates, if we have nothing else at hand, to taking at
random the art of weaving, and, if you please, not the whole of that? For I fancy the art of
weaving wool will be enough; if we choose that part only it will probably furnish us with
the illustration we desire.®

[279B] ZE. Ti §fjta mopadetypd Tic dv, Exov TV otV ToMTIKTE Tpaypatsioy,
oukpotatov mopadépevog Bikavde dv ebpot 1o (nrovpevov; Bovret Tpdg Adg, &
TOKPATES, €l U TL TPOYEIpOV ETEPOV EYOUEV, GAL’ 0DV THV Y€ DQAVTIKTY TPOELDUED;
Kol To0TNV, €1 00KETL, un moav; dmoypnoetl yop icmg 1 mept T €K TAV Epimv VEAouATO
TaYo Yop v MUV Kol ToDTo TO HEPOG AVTHG LapTupnoete Tpoapedey 6 BovAdueda.

*khkk

[279E] Now to these protective coverings made of materials fastened without extraneous
matter we give the name of clothes; [280A] and just as we called the art statecraft which
was concerned with the state, so we shall call the art concerned with clothes, from the
nature of its activity, clothes-making, shall we not? And may we say further that
weaving, in so far as the greatest part of it is, as we saw, concerned with the making of
clothes, differs in name only from this art of clothes-making, just as in the other case the
royal art differed from statecraft?

TOVTOLGL 1) TOiC &K TV £0Toic GuVSoLUEVEVE EpyacBsicty dpuvTnpiolc Kol GKETAGHAGL
10 pev dvopa ipdtio EkaAécapey: Ty 0& TOV ipatiov HOAGTo EMUEAOVUEVNV TEXVTY,
[280A] domep toTE TV TG TOAEWG TOMTIKTV EIMOUEY, OVTO Kai VOV ToHTNV
Tpoceimmuey A’ ahTod ToD TPAYIOTOG ILATIOVPYIKNV; GAUEV OE Kol DOAVTIKIV, OGOV Emi
i T®V ipatiov pyocig péytotov v HoOpIov, Indev Slapépety TANY OVOLOTL TAVTNG THG
1HOTIOVPYIKTG, KaBdmep KAKET TOTE TNV PACIAMKNV THC TOATIKAG;

During the course of this extended illustration, the discussion unpicks the various skills
and tasks which are together essential for making a piece of clothing (the whole composition,
synkritiké), but none of which can do so on its own (the division, diaskritiké). However, some
ambiguity sets in with the term talasiourgia, as it appears to be a term encompassing both the

18 P|. PIt. 279B-283B, see also 308D.
¥ Tr. H.N. Fowler, adapted.
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https://www-loebclassics-com.liverpool.idm.oclc.org/view/plato_philosopher-statesman/1925/pb_LCL164.85.xml?result=33&rskey=iOvq4b#note_LCL164_84_1

assembly or composition of a piece of clothing as well as being a skill within it. However, the
Stranger’s argument attempts to demonstrate that this is not in fact the case. This digression is
interesting as it may reflect that the common usage of the term to cover generic textile-work
(even though strictly speaking it refers to spinning), threatens to derail the analogy with statecraft
crucial for the philosophical argument.

[282B] Stranger: And wool-working comprises two divisions, and each of these is a part
of two arts at once.

Young Socrates: How is that?

STR: Combing, and one half of the use of the weaver’s rod,! and the other crafts which
separate things that are joined—all this collectively is a part of the art of wool-working;
and in all things we found two great arts, that of composition and that of division.

YS: Yes.

[282C] STR: Now combing and all the other processes just mentioned are parts of the art
of division; for the art of division in wool and threads, exercised in one way with the rod
and in another with the hands, has all the names just mentioned.

YS: Yes, certainly.

STR: Then let us again take up something which is at once a part of the arts of
composition and of wool-working. Let us put aside all that belongs to division, making
two parts of wool-working, by applying the principles of division and of composition.

YS: Let us make that distinction.

STR: The part which belongs at once to composition and to wool-working, [282D]
Socrates, you must allow us to divide again, if we are to get a satisfactory concept of the
aforesaid art of weaving.

[282B] ZE. T\g o1 tahactovpyikiig 000 TuipHatd €6ToV, Koi TovToty Ekdtepov Gpo dvoiv
TEPVKOATOV TEXVALY LEPT).

NE. ZQ. I1&g;

EE. To pev Eavtikov kai O TG KEPKIOTIKNG UIoL Kol Ooa Ta Suykeipeva an’ AAANA®V
apioot, Tav ToVT0 MG &V Ppalewv g T€ TaAas1IoVPYiag aVTHG £0Tl TOV, Kol HeyOAa TIVE
KOTO TAVTO MUV IOtV TEXVA, 1) GUYKPLTIKN TE KOl SIOKPLTIKT.

NE. 2Q. Nai.


https://www-loebclassics-com.liverpool.idm.oclc.org/view/plato_philosopher-statesman/1925/pb_LCL164.93.xml?result=33&rskey=iOvq4b#note_LCL164_93_1

[282C] ZE. Ti|g toivuv drakprriki|g 1 e Eavtikn kol ta vov o1 pnbévta dmavtd Eotv 1
yOp €v €ploig T€ Kol OTHUOGL SLOKPLTIKY], KEPKIOL UEV GALOV TPOTOV YiyvouEVN, XEPOL OE
gtepov, £oyev 6oa aptimg ovopato Eppnon.

NE. ZQ. [T4vv pév odv.

ZE. Ad01g 81 méAy cuykpiTikic Hoptov dpe kai Todastovpyiag &v anth yryvouevov
MaPopey: oo 8¢ Tiic Stakprrikiic N, ovTo0t peddpuevEEOumaVTO, Siya TEUVOVTEG TNV
TOAQGLOVPYIOV SLOKPITIKG TE KO GUYKPLTIKG TN LOTOL.

NE. 2Q. Amprcbo.

ZE. To cuykpttikdv totvov ad 6ot kai Todaciovpykdv [282D] éua popov, & TdKpates,
JpeTEOV, EIMEP TKOVAG LEALOUEY TNV TTPOPPNOEIGAY VPAVTIKTV QUPNCELV.

There is every reason to think that these discussions do not reflect the actual practice of
crafts and trades in classical Athens or any other Greek city. In the first place, the discussion is
hypothetical, about the kinds of citizens that would be needed in an ideal city, not about the
kinds of citizens or indeed other people, that lived and worked in Greek cities in reality. In
addition, the specialisation and in the Republic, insistence on the benefits of (full-time)
specialisation of workers clearly does not reflect reality in Greek communities where many
trades such as sailing, construction and ceramic production were often practised seasonally,
sometimes by necessity, in conjunction with other activities.?® Hence the gender, and indeed
political status, of these workers is irrelevant for this discussion, and should not be interpreted as
reflecting the actual operation of textile manufacture or demonstrating the regular presence of
male weavers in the Athens of Plato’s time.

In fact, Plato only comes to the place of women and children in his ideal city in book 5 of
the Republic, where in the dramatic setting of the dialogue Glaukon and Adeimantus chide
Socrates for neglecting the place of women and children in the ideally constituted city, supported
by the rest of the company.?* Following this, Plato, through the character of Socrates, in the first
part of this book presents a discussion of the roles of women in the ideal city premised on their
inferior and weaker nature.??

In Plato’s vision of the ideal society, there appear to be limited productive roles for
women, only reproductive functions.?® Because of their inferior nature they are unable to do the
same jobs as men to the same standard, even though the best of the women should be trained in

20 Foxhall (2020) and see below.
21 PI. Resp. 449C-450.

22 p|, Resp. 451C-457C.

2 PI. Resp. 453B-C.
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the same was as men according to their natural talent and inclinations.?* Clearly this does not
reflect the reality of any classical Greek society.

[453B] Then let’s say this on their behalf: “Socrates and Glaucon, there’s no need for
others to argue with you, since you yourselves agreed at the founding of the state which
you were setting up, that every citizen must each engage in one job to which he is
innately suited.”

We did, I think; yes, we did.
So are there not aspects where a woman is by nature completely different from a man?
How can she not be different?

So is it appropriate to assign different jobs to each of them according to their innate
ability?

Certainly.

[453C] So how can you not now be wrong and contradict yourselves by asserting that
men and women must do the same jobs despite being naturally very different from each
other? Have you any defence against this, you splendid fellow?

“As this is out of the blue, it’s not very easy,” he said.

But I shall ask you, and | am indeed asking you to interpret our side of the debate as well,
whatever it is.

This is precisely what | was afraid of, Glaucon, when | foresaw this and many other
problems a while ago, and it’s why I was reluctant to get onto the law about the
possession of women and the upbringing of children.

Aéyopev 5 Orep avtdv 81 Q Thipatéc e koi FAodkmv, 008&v Sel duiv dAlovg
apeopnTelv: avtol yap &v apyh The katolkicews, fiv okilete mOAy, dpoLoyeite Oeiv
KOTA UGV EKOGTOV Eva £V TO aDTOD TPATTEWY.

‘Quoloyncopey olpot T yop ob;

“Eotiv 00V 81m¢ 00 mépmolv Stapépet yovi dvepog v gvoty;’

[1dg 8° oV drapépet;

‘Ovkodv dAL0 Kol Epyov EKATEP® TPOGNKEL TPOSTATTEY TO KATA TNV aOTOD QUGLV;’
Ti pnv;

‘TIde oDV ody Guaptdvete VOV Kod Tévavtio VUV anToic AEYETE PACKOVTEC 0 TOVC

Gvopag Kol Tac yuvaikag OV T0 aDTA TPATTELY, TAEIGTOV KEYWPIOUEVV VGV EYOVTOC;’
geec T, ® Oowpdote, Tpog TadT dmohoyeichuy; |

24 P|. Resp. 457B.
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Q¢ pev €€aipvng, e, 00 TAVL PAdloV: AALL coD dencoual Te Kal déopat Kol TOV VTEP
NUdvV Adyov, 60Tig moT’ €0Tiv, Epunvedoat.

Tadt’ éotiv, v & &y®, ® T'Aodkov, koi dAle TOALY TowadTo, 8 &yd ThAat TPoOPdY
gpofovuny t¢ kai d drvovv drtecHot Tod VOUOL TOD TTEPL TV TOV YOVOUK®DV Kol Taidwmv
KTHoW Kol TpOQNV.

Moreover, there are no aspects of life in which women generally outclass men (455C-E):

[455C] Do you then know of anything practiced by human beings in which the male sex
is not superior to the female in all these aspects? Or do we have to string it out by
mentioning weaving and looking after the cakes and casseroles where the female sex has
a reputation, [455D] though if outclassed, they are the most absurd of all?

“What you say is true,” he said; “the one sex is truly surpassed in everything, so to speak,
by the other. However, there are a lot of women who are superior to men in a lot of ways,
but on the whole what you say holds true.”

In that case there is no job among those who serve the state which is given to a woman
because she is a woman, nor any to a man because he is a man, but the natural aptitudes
are distributed similarly between the two sexes, and a woman has as much a share in all
the jobs depending [455E] on her nature as a man does, but for all of them the female is
weaker than the male.

[45C] Oic0é T 0vV VIO AVOPOTOV PEAETOUEVOV, £V @ 0V TTévTa TodTa TO TAV AvEpdY
YEVOG SAPEPOVIMG EXEL ) TO TAOV YUVOIKADV; | LOKPOAOYDUEV THV TE DPOAVTIKNY AEYOVTEG
Kol TV TV Tomdvey Te Kol fymudtov Oepansiav,[455D] v oig o1 Tt Sokel 1O
YOVAIKETOV YEVOG £1val, 00 KOi KOTAYELUGTOTOTOV E0TL TAVIMV TTTOUEVOV;

AlnO1|, Epn, Aéyelg, 0Tt TOAD KpaTelTal &V Anacty MG Emog einelv 10 YEVOG ToD YEVOUGE.
Yovaikeg PHEVTOL oAl TOAAGV AvOpAV | Bedtiong €l TOAAG TO 68 OAov Exel G GV
Aéyelc.

008y dpa dotiv, ® @ike, EmTNSevpa TOV TOAY S101KOHVTOV YVVOLKOG S1OTL YVVI], 0VS’
AvopOC S10TL Avnp, GAL’ Opoimg dlecmapuéval ail OGELS £V Apeoiv totv (oo, Kol
TAvToV PEV petéyet yovi émmdevpdtov [455E] katd ooy, mhviov 68 avnp, £mi Tact
0¢ acbevéotepov yovn Avopoc.

Here, where Plato does briefly discuss the actual skills and capacities of men and women, he
observes women have a reputation for being better at weaving and cooking, but can still be
outclassed by men. This is the closest that Plato comes to addressing gendered work in the ‘real
world’ of Greek societies, but the extent to which women might undertake productive roles in the
society in which Plato actually lived is sidestepped and very explicitly not discussed at all.
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Aristotle similarly uses the weaver, the leather worker and other craftsmen as well for
illustrations of his philosophical and political ideas, notably when he is engaging directly with
Plato’s writings. In this literary and peripatetic philosophical context this is hardly surprising.
Exactly as in Plato’s work, the gender of the craftsperson is largely irrelevant to the point he is

trying to make. So, for example, in the Politics,? the discussion is again concerned with

supplying the ideal city, as in the previously discussed passages of Plato’s Republic to which this

passage indirectly refers.

[1325b] And as we have prepared the way by this prefatory discussion of the subject, and
have previously studied all the other forms of constitution, the starting-point for the
remainder of our subject is first to specify the nature of the conditions that are necessary
in the case of the state that is to be constituted in the ideally best manner. For the best
constitution cannot be realized without suitable equipment. We must therefore posit as
granted in advance a number of as it were ideal conditions, although none of these must
be actually impossible. I mean for instance in reference to number of citizens and
territory. All other craftsmen, for example a weaver or a shipwright, [1326a] [1] have to
be supplied with their material in a condition suitable for their trade, for the better this
material has been prepared, the finer is bound to be the product of their craft; so also the
statesman and the lawgiver ought to be furnished with their proper material in a suitable
condition.?®

[1325b] énei 6¢ meppotpiactor 6 ViV eipnuéva Tepl a0TAV, Kol mepl Tag GALAG TOATEINS
NUiv tebempnton TpdTepov, [35] apyn T@V AodV eimelv mpdTOV Tolog TIVAG Ol TOG
vmodécelc slvon mepi TG PEALOVONG KaT VYNV GLVEGTAVOL TOAEWC. OV YAp 010V TE
noAtteiay yevéaBat v apiocTnv Gvev GLUUETPOL YopnYiag. 610 el TOAAL
npodmotedsicOat kaddmep edyopévouc, stvor pévrot undev TodTov advvatov: Aéym 88
[40] olov mepi te TAROOVE mOMTGY Kai YOpaC. BGomep Yop Koi Toig dAlolg dnuovpyoic,
olov DEAVTN Kod vourny®, [13260] S&i tv HAnv drdpyetv émmdeiav odoav Tpdg THv
gpyaciov (8o yop v adtn Tuyyxdvn napeokevacuévn PETIov, Gviykn Koi to
YyvOpEVOV VIO THG TéXVNG elval KAAAIOV, 0BT® Kod TG TOMTIKG Koi T6 vopodétn St v
oiketovy DANV vmdpyetv [5] Emndeing Exovcav.

Aristotle’s point here is fundamentally that the quality of the material is crucial for the quality of

the product both for crafts people and statemen, where craft serves as an eikon for politics. The
gender of the crafts people is irrelevant, and in the context of the discussion of an ideal city, it

most certainly does not reflect Athenian reality. The same craft image is used in the

Nichomachaean Ethics?’ in relation to dissimilar friendships and knowledge of the ideal good

2 Arist. Pol. 1325b-1326a.
26 Tr. H. Rackham
27 Arist. Eth. Nic. 1163b.
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(1097a), where again the gender of the crafts people is irrelevant to the point he is making and
serves only as an illustration.

Careful examination of the passages which apparently refer to male weavers in classical
Greek philosophical texts reveal that craft specialization in the abstract is regularly used as an
illustration to explain other principles, such as the superior and managerial function of statecraft
over other crafts, the minimum necessary skills to support the ideal city, how the naming of
things relates to their functions and affordances, or to different kinds of relationships. None of
these passages refers to actual, real weavers, and the gender of these hypothetical crafts people is
largely irrelevant and certainly cannot be interpreted to reflect reality in contemporary Athens.
Indeed, for Plato, the actual productive and economic contribution of women was not something
which seems to have particularly valued, and his vision for the roles women might play in his
ideal city were quite different from the reality of classical Greek societies. Clearly, these texts
cannot possibly provide reliable evidence for the division of labour along the lines of gender as
practiced in real Greek cities, societies and economies.

What is a weaver?

Significantly, the word used for ‘weaver’ used in these philosophical contexts, vedaving, and its
variants, in these passages, never appears to be used in classical literary and epigraphical texts in
reference to actual textile workers. The verb voaive is used for the act of weaving,? but the
noun is not used. Weaving, of course, is only one stage in the textile making process (cf.). In
Greek there are words for other stages of the process such as cleaning combing and spinning, as
in the Lysistrata®® and the discussion in Plato’s Statesman, above. These various stages of textile
production carried out by women are also depicted in Attic vase painting.>® Bundrick argues
persuasively that these are largely genre scenes (only a few are certainly mythological), aimed
primarily (on the basis of the shapes) at a primarily female audience.' Hetairai or prostitutes are
only rarely identifiable with certainty, mostly these images portray just generic, probably mostly
citizen-status women, carrying out the tasks of textile working intimately associated with
culturally defined femininity.3?

Harris’ study of documented occupational names supplemented by Lewis’ list of
commodities (in some cases complemented by occupational names) in Athens have provided a
useful body of data for considering the range of occupational terms associated with textile
manufacture.®® However, a note of caution is essential; these terms should not be interpreted at
face value. Harris’s catalogue includes 173 occupations which appear in masculine forms as

2 Ar. Lys. 586, in this case referring to women.
29 Ar. Lys. 574-85.

30 Bundrick (2008) 287.

3t Bundrick (2008) 295-302.

%2 Bundrick (2008) 286-88.

3 Harris (2002); Lewis (2016) 393-95.
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men’s jobs, but only 27 have feminine forms, or are clearly jobs being done by women from the
contexts in which the term is used. Of these 27 occupations documented for women, 9 have
corresponding male forms but the other 18 do not. This suggests that relatively few women self-
identified or were identified by occupation, and this may not of course, correlate with the work
that women actually did. Similarly, self-declared occupational designations may reflect what
individuals wish to project about themselves rather than what they necessarily do all the time,
and such a designation may not reflect their only, or even their main, activity.

In contexts where individuals self-identify their occupation (mostly epigraphical
contexts) or are attributed an occupation by others (more often in literary texts)
hufantikos/hufantés appears only in the philosophical contexts discussed above,** and never in
cases where individuals self-identify as textile workers or a text refers to a real, specific
individual.

Table 1: Textile-related occupational designations in classical Athens (after Harris 2002:
88-97)

akestria — seamstress IG 112 1556.27-9

amorgantinos — specialist textile worker; Aeschin. 1.97; Ar. Lys. 735
amorgis is a plant fibre for making fine cloth,
perhaps a type of flax, but this is not certain

bapheus - dyer Pl. Resp. 429D; Plut. Per. 12
eriopolés IG 112 1568.7-8

erithos — wool worker— definitely female here | Dem. 57.45

gnaphallou -phantes IG I® 1341 bis [= IG 112 7967]
(h)imatiopolis — clothes seller IG 112 11254

(h)yphantikos/hyphantes — weaver PIl. Grg. 449D, 517C-518C; Phd. 87B-

E; PIt. 279B-283B, 308D; Resp. 369D-
370E, 445C; Avrist. Pol. 1256a.6
(definitely female), 1325b-1326a

linourgos — linen/flax worker (def. female) Alexis fr. 36 K-A (= Poll. 7.72

pluntria (also pluntes and pluneus) — clothes IG 13 794; 1G 12 12373; 2934; Ar. Plut.

cleaner 166, 514.

poikiltés — ornamenter, embroiderer(?) Aeschin. 1.97; Alexis fr. 329 K-A
(=Poll. 7.34)

rhaptés — clothes mender Ar. Plut. 513

sindonopolés -seller of fine cloth IG HI(3) 87.5

3 Harris (2002) 92 and see Table 1.
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stuppeiopolés — plant-fibre (for coarse fabrics) | Ar. Eq. 129; IG 112 1570.24-6
seller

talasiourgos - textile-worker (def. female) IG 112 1553.35-7; 1554.32-5, 48-51, 71-
3; 1555.14-20; 1556.18-21; 1557.55-8,
76-9, 84-5, 95-6, 97-8, 102-3; 1558.1-
4, 29-32, 53-4, 58-62, 68-70, 87-9;
1559.40-3, 74-6, 86-9, 93-5, 98-9;
1560.16-20, 21-5; 1567.7-8; 1570.15-
17, 39-41, 48-50, 51-3, 66-8, 95-7;
1576,32-5, 61-2; 1577.2

tuluphantés - weaver of cushion covers Hyp. fr. 125 (=Poll. 7.191)

Although being a textile worker is much more than being ‘weaver’, are only a relatively
small number of individuals with occupational titles designating specialist skills (linourgos, flax
worker; tuluphantes maker of cushion covers).>® Two of Timarchus’ slaves were said to be
specialist textile workers,*® although in this forensic context stressing the production of luxury
consumer goods and the loss of these valuable slaves may simply be played up to enhance the
picture of his loose character that the speaker is trying to depict.

Besides these there was a woman skilled in working amorgis [see Table 1], who
produced fine goods for the market, and there was a man skilled in ornamentation

£T1 8¢ mPOG TOVTOIS Yuvaika Apopywva Emotapévny pydlecBor Kai Epya Aemtd gig Vv
ayopav EKQEPOLGAY, Kol AvOpa TOIKIATIV

However, the normal, and most often self-declared, term for a ‘generic’ textile worker
seems to be the much-discussed word talasiourgos,®” directly related to the term talasiourgia
which threatened to undermine the Stranger’s argument in Plato’s Statesman (see above). The
term appears most often on lists of dedicated ritual vessels (phialai) dating to the third quarter of
the fourth century BCE, which are most likely associated with manumission, however, their
character and purpose has been much debated.*® Although the word as used in these inscriptions
is still thought by some to indicate a prostitute (Wrenhaven 2009; Cohen 2016: 53-9; cf.
Bundrick 2008: 296; Spantidaki 2016: 11, 13), in reality, there is no direct evidence that this is
the case in relation to these inscriptions. It seems far more likely that in most cases the term is it
is exactly what it appears to be, a woman forefronting her particular skill in making textiles as an
occupation, whatever else she may also have done in the household where she lived and worked.
Whether the work she did included serving as a sex worker to a greater or lesser extent is simply

% Harris (2002) 93, 97 and see Table 1.

% Aeschin. 1.97.

3" However [ai] &pi0ot appears in Dem. 57.45.

3 Rosivach (1989); Mac Arthur (2015) with https://www.atticinscriptions.com/inscription/Meyer2010/1;
Cohen (2016).
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not visible in these inscriptions. However, if the women who appear in these texts are in the
process of manumission, as slaves a range of textile working tasks may be what they spent a
great deal of their time doing. Again, even ‘generic’ textile workers with special skills workers
might identify (or be designated) as textile workers first, but with additional specialist
knowledge, as for example the citizen-status woman at Ar. Lys 735-7 also claiming to work with
amorgis. Similarly, in Euripides’ lon, Creousa, a mythical but unquestionably elite, woman
describes a practice piece of weaving ornamented with a gorgon’s head, which she made as a
parthenos, as part of her training in textile making.%®

Where we have examples of establishments producing textiles described as owned by a
man,*° it is made clear that the work was done by slaves, said to be foreign, whose gender we do
not know. These workshop owners are not referred to as ‘weavers’ and the term Voavtng is never
used to describe them. To what extent the male manager engaged in the actual work is not clear.
Most likely the workshops owned by the kind of wealthy citizen male proprietors mentioned by
Xenophon were small independent kin-based units subsumed into the household of a wealthy
individual,** like Demosthenes’ sword factory or the slave-operated leather workshop (with two
leatherworkers) owned by Adeimantus recorded on the Attic Stelae.*?

Avristarchus, leather worker (skutotomos)

his equipment: small table, 2 couches, table, sleeping pallets, building timber, and 8
unpreserved and unidentified items.

Saturos, leather worker (skutotomos)

[3 lines missing and 3 lines that seem to have been equipment]

[14-16]

[A]piotapyog oxvtot[opoc]
[Zdr]ipog oxvtotop[oC]
[..5..]Jov oikoyev[£c]

[24-39]
€K T0V [Apig]tapyo tdoKLTOT[OUO]

[....]Jov
[oxipn]modeg

39 Eur. lon 1417-25.

40 Xen. Mem. 2.7.6.

41 Foxhall (2007) 37-45; cf. Harris (2014) 186-92.
“21G IP 426.14-16, 24-39.
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[xcO]Aha teTpdryova
[KAi]ve

[KAi]ve

[tpam]eCa

[...]ea

Surely Demosthenes never made a sword in his life, and it seems likely that Adeimantus
never made leather goods and that Demeas of Kollytus (Xen. Mem 7.6.8) similarly never wove a
cloak. But, it is also clear in virtually the only instance where we might be able to identify a
‘real’ male textile maker, he is a slave, and most likely foreign.*?

The key insight that emerges from this examination of occupational terms applied to
textile workers is that there is a generic term, talasiourgos, which in ‘real life” appears to have
been applied only to women, who like all women, participated in a range of different tasks across
the textile making process. The special attention paid to the term in the argument of the
Statesman (general or particular; part of whole?) also supports this interpretation of
talasiourgos/-ourgia as a generic term referring a range of essential textile skills or someone who
possessed them.

There are also terms that can describe an additional, specialist skill that a person has as
well as terms that describe the manufacture of a specialist product, or the boss (often of slave
status) or free owner of a workshop producing one. Of course, ‘generic’ textile workers may also
have had specialist skills, but certainly a great many women will never have been in contexts
where an occupational designation needed to be attributed or self-declared, so it is likely that
they do not regularly appear in our primary sources. However, it is clear from the examples
presented above that the mastery of specialist techniques and skills in textile making was not
limited to slaves or foreigners, and that women of all statuses might possess high levels of
specialist skills. Clearly there is no reason to believe with Acton and Thompson that only
‘ordinary’ textiles were made by women at home, while ‘specialist’ fine cloth and luxury textiles
for the market were made by (male and female) slaves in commercial workshops or factories.
The concrete evidence that we have simply does not support this model of textile production.
The issue of identifying the places and spaces of textile manufacture in classical Greek
settlements and cities are complex, and the subject of a different paper.** However, suffice it to
say here that in my view, with a tiny number of notable exceptions, large scale textile production
workshops of the kind that Acton and others have presumed cannot be identified in Greek cities.

In fact, there are many stronger arguments and considerably more supporting evidence to
support the idea that women were the dominant producers of textiles, than there is than for male

43 Aeschin. 1.97.
4 Foxhall forthcoming.
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weavers and male managed workshops (where in any case the actual workers are most likely to
have been small groups of largely female slaves). Certainly, it is absolutely clear from a wide
range of sources beyond the numerous references in literature that textiles and textile
manufacture were conceptually and ideologically associated with women. The close association
with femininity in visual culture has already been noted above.

The many dedications of clothing in the Temple of Artemis at Brauron recorded on
inscriptions on the Acropolis were all made by women (even in the case of male clothing).*®
Textiles and textile tools were regularly dedicated in sanctuaries throughout the Greek world, in
many cases definitely, and almost certainly in all other cases, by women, drawing on the
underlying ideological link between textile production and feminine identity. Significantly, in the
Pantanello sanctuary in the chora of Metaponto, certainly dedicated to a Nymph and possibly
also to Artemis, the over 400 dedicated loom weights were ones that had been used, all different,
but within a narrow weight range comprised of lighter loom weights, suitable for making finer
cloth. This clearly contrasts with the loom weights collected in survey and excavation in the
Metaponto chora associated for the most part with domestic residences or rural production sites
which display a much wider range of weights from heavy ones for making sturdy textiles to
light-weight ones for making fine textiles. Clearly the women dedicating loom weights at
Pantanello were depositing tools they used for producing fine cloth, which clearly they were
themselves fully capable of making fit for a deity.*® This example provides useful archaeological
evidence to suggest that women in Greek communities made a range of different kinds of cloth
for different purposes.

Pantanello loom weights: pyramidal
(stDev 124.68)

Survey loom weights: pyramidal
(StDev 536.25)

& weight

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Fig. 1: Weight range of pyramidal loom weights dedicated in the Pantanello sanctuary,
Metaponto compared to pyramidal loom weights from survey (largely domestic) contexts.

5 Linders (1972); Cleland (2005)
%6 Foxhall (2018)
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Pantanello loom weights: disc Survey: disc loom weights
(StDev 57.44)

(StDev 400.91)
2500

2000

Fig. 2: Weight range of disc loom weights dedicated in the Pantanello sanctuary, Metaponto
compared to disc loom weights from survey (largely domestic) contexts.

Men as textile makers?

It seems highly unlikely, therefore that Greek men in classical times voluntarily engaged in
textile manufacture, especially the making of clothing and household textiles, beyond the point
that the fiber was removed from the sheep or goat, or the flax harvested. Hence, for the world of
classical Greece, the only men who appear to have engaged in the actual work of consumer
textile manufacture appear to be slaves, or at best low status and/or non-citizen men. And indeed,
very few are securely documented, in contrast to the abundant evidence for the making of textiles
by women. This striking gendered division of labour is completely different from the much more
extensive, specialised and complex organisation and significance of textile manufacture in the
Roman world. Nonetheless, even in Roman times an ideological as well as a practical association
with women’s work and feminine identity was maintained.*’

Textiles were valuable household products made by women, for example in the Gortyn
code a divorcing woman takes half of what she has woven while living in her husband’s house.*
One could easily think of textiles as stored female labour. Indeed, a very obvious way for a
woman to produce wealth from her own labour was via some form of textile manufacture, since
virtually all other forms of craft production largely seem to have excluded women. For example,
in Demosthenes 57, the speaker’s mother, as a destitute widow, made tainiai, ornamental borders
or bands, for sale.*® This particular type of textile production was particularly expedient for lone
women in poverty since it demanded neither large amounts of raw materials which it is unlikely
they could have produced themselves or would have been able to afford to buy. Also, the making
of tainiai did not demand a full-scale warp-weighted loom, which needs a significant amount of

8

47 Gleba and Pasztokai- Szeodke (2013)
%8 Willetts (1967) 40, 11.45-52.
4 Dem. 57.31, 33.
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space and at least two people to operate it effectively.>® The same might be the case for the
woman spinning yarn to sell in the agora, as depicted by Aristophanes in Frogs.>*

Textile manufacture was a complicated craft, interwoven with women’s work and lives.
Skills must have moved with women, from family to family, along with weaving tools
themselves, and many of these women were surely exceptionally skilled, to judge from the few
finds of textiles that survive.> Different women, slave, free and freed worked together sharing
their skills, some better than others, some with specialist skills. Girls must have grown up
knowing that ‘working wool” would consume a huge chunk of their lives, supply their main
source of wealth, and serve to underpin their identities and relationships to the other women in
their lives. While small numbers of men engaged in textile making, it is fair to say that in
classical Greece, the manufacture of textiles really was predominantly women’s work.

%0 Foxhall (2012).
L Ar. Ran. 1346-51.
%2 Spantidaki (2016).
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