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Abstract

This article asks why women are ignored in debates about ancient economies and suggests a way
forward. It argues thatwomenperformed awide variety of diverse economic activities, though this is not
particularly discernible from the scholarly literature, whichmostly casts them as patrons or prostitutes
and, despite thehousehold being a basic economic unit towhichwomencontributed, generally considers
economic actors as male by default. However, by drawing on feminist economics, social history and
gender studies, it is possible to reframe women’s varied activities in ways that acknowledge their
labour, spotlight female agency, challenge the (gendered) categories of analysis and discourses that are
predominantlyusedwithinancienthistory,andrecentrequestionsrelatingtothestructuresof inequality
created by ancient economies. Three case studies explore some of the problems and raise new questions:
Z3, a building in the Kerameikos the function of which is debated, the contribution of tax-farmers to
sacrifices on Kos and the water supply in Athens. That is, this article argues that examining how ancient
economies were gendered is a profitable way to think about both economic history and gender history.
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I. Introduction

Where are the women in research on the ancient economy? Their relative invisibility can
only be partially explained by the surviving sources given that the last 50 years have seen a
great deal of work on women and gender in other fields of ancient history. Routinely in
accounts of ancient economies from Moses Finley to New Institutionalism, women’s
experience is either ignored or viewed in limited terms and, as a result, economic actors are
conceptualized as being male by default.1 This article argues that this assumption skews our
understanding of the complex and changing economic systems of the Classical andHellenistic
periods and suggests a recalibration of how we approach ancient economies with a view to
highlighting the contribution that womenmade within them. This is not simply an argument
for a greater recognition of women’s lives within ancient economic history (though this is in
itself important); through theemployment of a feminist theoretical frameworkwecan suggest
new ways to consider how ancient economies worked and who they worked for.

I argue here that examining how ancient economies were gendered is a profitable way
to think about both economic history and gender history. In the first instance, it allows us
to interrogate the ideological discourses that devalue, for example, the labour of women
and to think critically about how we identify economic actors, economic agency and
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inequality in the ancient Greek world. In the second instance, it provides a mechanism for
assessing how gender roles were constructed in different contexts and with reference to
interacting combinations of other forms of social distinction. This allows us to see the
contours of gender as a category of analysis and to see, for example, when sexual
difference was a critical factor for operating in the world and those times when it was not.2

This article therefore proceeds as follows: sections II–IV examine how the economic
categories we have hitherto employed have painted women out of our analyses of ancient
Greek economies and argues that this has systematically devalued the role of women as
economic actors. Sections V–VII sketch a new path for a feminist economic history of the
ancient Greek world using two case studies: tax-farmers’ concessions in second-century
Kos and water infrastructure in late sixth- to late fourth-century Athens.

II. Ancient economies: the institutionalist turn

Recent trends in the study of ancient economies have provided a new climate in which to
view the economic history of the ancient Greek world and New Institutional Economics
(NIE) has been influential in shaping this approach.3 The central idea of NIE is now well-
known amongst ancient historians: institutions (both legal frameworks and social norms)
form key constraints on economic actors.4 It is undeniable that this focus has revitalized
the field, providing a theoretical framework through which to ask questions about both the
performance of ancient economies and the structures that shaped them. One of the key
conclusions of this research is that the ancient Mediterranean world saw a period of
economic growth and cultural efflorescence; it has also enabled new questions to be posed
about trade, markets, property rights and labour specialization, to name a few examples.

Be that as it may, NIE-influenced economic history has not been without criticism.
Developed as a response to neoclassical economics in which so-called ‘rational’ actors
often appeared so abstracted that they were atomized from their social context, it has
appealed to ancient economic historians as a tool. Critics argue, however, that it
nevertheless betrays ideological assumptions that (intentionally or otherwise) centre
neoclassical economics and/or neoliberalism. This places too much emphasis on economic
growth instead of on the systems of inequality (such as slavery) that are created through
economic activity and, insofar as ancient historians have employed it to date, is top-down
in approach.5 We might not be surprised, then, that women and questions about gender
appear infrequently. While it is clear that the editors of, for example, the Cambridge
Economic History of the Greco-Roman World view ‘household and gender’ as a ‘determinant of
economic performance’ and Saller’s chapter in that volume clearly forms a starting point,
it is not expanded upon in detail in the volume or in much subsequent scholarship.6

Even on its own terms, however, NIE ought to be particularly amenable to questions
about gender. Indeed, feminist economists for the past 30 years have been discussing the
need to focus on ‘the economic advantages and disadvantages, entitlements and penalties
associated with . . . gendered roles in the economy’7 and to ‘illuminate the ways in which

2 Boydston (2008); Sebillotte Cuchet (2012).
3 Scheidel et al. (2007); Bresson (2015); Droß-Krüpe et al. (2016); Terpstra (2019).
4 North (1990) 3–4: institutions are ‘humanely devised constraints that shape human interaction’. See Bresson

(2015) 19–27 and von Reden and Kowalzig (2022) for overviews particularly relevant for ancient historians.
5 Hobson (2014); Vlassopoulos (2018); Bowes (2021). But see also Verboven (2015); Lewis (2018). Groen-Vallinga

(2022) is rare for the focus on the (Roman) family within an NIE framework. Examination of political and legal
institutions has been more common.

6 Saller (2007) draws on the work of Ester Boserup to examine the gendered division of property rights and labour
and explores how social constraints on women negatively affected productivity and economic growth, an idea
elaborated on by Hawkins (2016), but see the criticism of Sebillotte Cuchet (2016b). See also now Hinsch (2021).

7 Peterson and Lewis (1999) 484, s.v. Institutional Economics.
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assumptions about gender influence virtually all aspects of economic reasoning’.8

However, there is relatively little consideration of how gender might have shaped
economic phenomena in many of the important works that have rethought aspects of
ancient economies.9 The exceptions are few: Edward Cohen examines how ideals of
masculinity restricted men’s economic opportunities,10 Barbara Tsakirgis explores the
contribution of women to textile manufacture,11 Edward Harris and Daniel Jew highlight
the intersections between women, household and marketplace,12 but most recent
discussions that deal with women or gender in relation to economic matters are not
particularly located within, nor obviously influenced by, NIE. To quote a leading feminist
scholar: ‘the world looks different when you look at all the people, not just half of them’.13

One place in which gender history and economic history almost touch is among
historians and archaeologists interested in textile production and trade. Many of these
have raised questions about gendered divisions of labour,14 the shared language of textile
production (constructed as a ‘feminine’ activity) and other systems of thought or practice
(constructed as ‘masculine’ activities: mathematics, shipbuilding or even poetry),15 as well
as the materiality, sociality or role of textile production within systems of value.16

However, although some of the scholars interested in textiles use NIE paradigms,17 none of
those who write about gender have done so explicitly nor have they yet fed their analyses
into ‘big picture’ discussions of ancient Greek economies; few situate their work in
dialogue with, or as a critique of, NIE and only a few NIE practitioners have focused
(to date) on textiles.18

This is not to say that no historians interested in women or gender ask questions of an
economic nature. The work of Sarah Pomeroy and Lin Foxhall stands out here as being
pioneering in this regard and Violaine Sebillotte Cuchet has recently argued persuasively
for linking economic and gender history.19 But the large volume of research on gender in
antiquity exists for the most part in an entirely separate subfield governed by different
questions and concerns, often drawing on different source traditions than those who work
on ancient economies.20 Much of this is focused on literary studies. While drawing useful
conclusions about ideologies and discourses, it is often difficult to see how these cultural
histories have a reach beyond the symbolic realm to the hard surfaces of economic life and
few attempts are made to connect these spheres.

The problem is that, for the most part, our methodologies have been developed to
examine the ideologies of gender roles rather than the realities of life on the ground. We
have known since the 1990s, for example, that there was a disconnect between the
ideology of female seclusion and the realities of life, and that class, status and age shaped

8 Kuiper and Sap (1995) 3.
9 Archibald et al. (2001); (2006); (2011); Scheidel and von Reden (2002); Manning and Morris (2006); Ruffing

(2008); Droß-Krüpe et al. (2016).
10 Cohen (2002).
11 Tsakirgis (2016).
12 Harris (2014); Jew (2022).
13 Richlin (2009) 152.
14 Reuthner (2006) 234–67; Spantidaki (2016) 15. In Roman economic history: Roth (2007); (2011); Larsson Lovén

(2013); Groen-Vallinga (2022).
15 Harlizius-Klück (2015); Nosch (2015); Harlizius-Klück and Fanfani (2016).
16 Foxhall (2013) 110–11; Tsakirgis (2016); Marchiandi (2019).
17 Droß-Krüpe and Nosch (2016) 297–98 highlight this as the desired framework within their volume but it is

sometimes difficult to see this influence on individual chapters, particularly those that deal with the Greek world.
18 Bresson (2015) 190–96, 353–58, 210–11. Roman history: Flohr (2014); (2016); Groen-Vallinga (2022)

110–21, 194.
19 See, for example, Pomeroy (1994); (1995); Foxhall (1989); (1995); (2013); Sebillotte Cuchet (2016b).
20 See, for example, the literary studies of Kurke (1999); Gilhuly (2009); Holmes (2012); Lyons (2012) etc.; also the

critique of Sebillotte Cuchet (2016b) 546–47.
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gendered behavioural ideals.21 Women were shown to have frequently worked outside the
household, for example in the fields, markets, inns and workshops of the ancient Greek
world, even if the empirical evidence for this does not survive in the quantities that it does
for men. Similarly, women owned, controlled and disposed of property in greater numbers
and in more contexts than the readers of the scholarly literature of the 1970s would have
imagined. The picture emphasized here was very much one of male domination and
control, of women with limited agency.22

The frame through which we view our surviving evidence is therefore crucial. Sebillotte
Cuchet’s important recent study suggests seeing women as stakeholders in ancient
economies by examining their involvement in economic transactions, emphasizing the
different kinds of agency with which women operated and being sensitive to the discursive
context(s) of the source material that provides our information.23 This is fundamental. In
addition, we also need to pay attention to how the categories of analysis we employ shape
our understanding of economic processes and phenomena.

In fact, this was a point raised by Pomeroy in 1995 when she called for greater
consideration of the role of women within the ancient economy. She was concerned not
only with trying to see beyond the gaps and biases of the extant evidence, but with how
historians conceptualized ancient economies through the categories of analysis they
employed: ‘the categories that have been applied by economic historians are relevant almost
exclusively to men’.24 Since Pomeroy wrote this, ancient economic history has indeed been
reconceptualized. A key aim of the institutionalist turn was to broaden focus from
production and consumption onto transaction costs, human capital, institutions and
demography. But transaction costs are fundamentally shaped by discourses of power
which promoted and sustained innumerable inequalities. Human capital frequently meant
slave labour which often drew on trafficked women and children and reconceptualized
their gender in the process.25 Gendered expectations and practices affect almost every
aspect of demography to some degree or other, from fertility, which is shaped by cultural
expectations of marriage and childbirth, to mortality, to the nutritional differences
between men and women that can be inferred by the study of some skeletal samples.26

That is, Pomeroy’s main criticism can also be applied today: although the categories of
economic analysis have changed, they remain gendered categories.

Similar reservations can be raised about other aspects of economic activity: the
structure of property rights routinely favoured men over women, the role of the state in
the ancient world almost always excluded women from access to deliberative and judicial
channels of power, technologies physically shaped women’s bodies and demanded their
frequent, time-consuming labour.27 To use these as economic categories without
acknowledging that they are not neutral is problematic.28 We must, therefore, think
carefully about how the categories we employ shape our understanding of economic
practices and how they in themselves construct notions of gender (or gender difference),
in combination with other forms of social distinction, in multiple ways and contexts.

As the recent feminist turn in ancient political history has reincorporated women into
the body politic, it is time for economic historians to think carefully about how gender is

21 Brock (1994), though actually first argued by Katz (1992). See also Pomeroy (1994); Scheidel (1995); (1996).
22 Compare de Ste. Croix (1970), Schaps (1979) with Foxhall (1989), Stavrianopoulou (2006) or Blok (2018).
23 Sebillotte Cuchet (2016b).
24 Pomeroy (1995) 181 (emphasis added).
25 Gaca (2010).
26 Fertility: Scheidel (2007) 66–74. Nutrition: Lagia (2014), but see also Keenleyside (2008); Nikita et al. (2019) for

different regional patterns.
27 Agelarakis (2000); Liston (2012); (2018) (where only two of the 20 EIA female skeletons found in the Agora

excavations do not show signs of physical labour); Fox (2016); Nikita et al. (2019).
28 Boydston (2008) 560.
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constructed within, and through, the ancient source material, as well as in the models we
use to interpret this. Because gender is so intricately intertwined with other relations of
power, such as class, status or belonging, and because these are created by, and lived
through, access to resources, this is (or ought to be) very much a part of the framework of
ancient economic history.

III. Evidence and models

The difficulty, of course, is that our evidence, which in empirical terms is weighted more
towards the lives of men than women, is filtered through layers of ideological discourse
that are highly complex to unpick.29 Nevertheless, it is fundamental that, at least as a first
step, we recognize women as active agents in ancient economies in diverse ways and
different contexts. As Sebillotte Cuchet notes, ‘there were, in Ancient Greek societies, as
many situations for women as for men’,30 but we are not good at recognizing these except
in the most broad-brush ways. Indeed, the surviving source material has been considered a
constraining factor in this regard. While it is certainly true that there is less extant
evidence for individual women than for individual men in the ancient world, the fact is
that there is a general reluctance among scholars to see women as being economically
active outside of fairly restricted contexts, mostly patronage and prostitution.31 This is
despite the fact that there is much evidence for women owning property and disposing of
it (land, slaves, businesses),32 working inside and outside the home,33 loaning and
borrowing,34 trading,35 producing goods,36 consuming them, providing services,37 donating
money to cities, sanctuaries and voluntary associations across the Greek world.38 That is, in
many economic activities that are known to us, across a wide variety of economic ‘sectors’,
we can find some trace of women involved, despite the fact that much of our source
material frames women’s economic activities in particular ideological ways that suggest
that women’s roles were limited.

By identifying the diverse economic roles of women of different classes and statuses,
therefore, and taking seriously the household as an economic unit which devised multiple
strategies to survive and flourish, we ought to be able to see different ways in which
women contributed to a family’s income or well-being.39 This, in turn, allows us to avoid
relegating the household to a separate sphere of activity, divorced from discussions of
ancient economies, to investigate how women, as economic actors, linked different forms
and scales of economic activity and to explore how women’s agency operated on multiple
different levels. As recent research on citizenship has shown, gender markers are not

29 Blok (1987); Wagner-Hasel (1988); Katz (1992).
30 Sebillotte Cuchet (2016b) 560.
31 Patronage: van Bremen (1996); Bielman (2002). The volume of literature on various aspects of ancient

prostitution is vast and greatly outweighs discussion of other forms of women’s labour. See, for (a very select)
example: Davidson (1997); Faraone and McClure (2006); Glazebrook and Henry (2011); Cohen (2015); Kapparis
(2017).

32 For example, Tenos: IG XII.5 872; Thespiai: IThespiai 56; Larisa: SEG 26:672–76; Athens: Hyp. 4.2.
33 Brock (1994); Kennedy (2014); Sronek (2018).
34 Kerkyra: SEG 53:503; Athens: SEG 42:149.
35 Athens: IG II2 11254, 11688, 1554.40–43 (see Foxhall (2013) 98–101 and Harris (2014) 203–04 for further

examples and discussion, with Drexhage (1992) and Worp (2011) for examples in the papyri).
36 Textiles: see Reuthner (2006); nets: IG II/III3 8 340; leather items: IG II2 1578.5; gilded items: IG II/III3 8 334;

garlands: Ar. Thes. 448–58; perfume: IG II2 11688. In general see Harris (2014) 203–04.
37 Music: Aeschin. 1.42; wet-nursing: IG II2 10843, 11647; medicine: IG II2 6873.
38 van Bremen (1996); Migeotte (1993); (1998).
39 In Rome: Groen-Vallinga (2013); (2022).
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always clear-cut and our assumptions about women’s behaviour and political roles have
been revised as a result.40

The question here, then, is not whether the women we see in these contexts were
exceptional in some way, but why the source material devalues those activities, often to
the point of silence, and how we read through these ‘gaps’. The difficulty is compounded
because the devaluation of women’s economic activity is not just a feature of the ancient
source material; it is also reflected in some of the scholarship.41 This can be seen, in
particular, in scholarship which examines female labour: in certain contexts (prostitution)
women feature prominently, whereas in others (textile production), until recently, they
have not. We can use the debate over a building in the Kerameikos to highlight the
consequences of this.

IV. Where are the women? Bau Z and the whorification of women’s labour

Located in the Kerameikos in Athens, Bau Z, dated in its third phase to the third quarter of
the fourth century (Z3), is an unusual building architecturally that has generated a fair bit
of controversy with regard to its interpretation (fig. 1). Relatively large numbers of loom
weights (as well as a handful of spindle whorls and needles) were found in two out of five of
its archaeological layers, which has led scholars to suggest that textile production
occurred there.42 However, it has also been identified as a brothel/inn, either as its
primary or secondary function.43

The brothel argument is made most strongly by Hermann Lind, James Davidson and
Bradley Ault, although it is a fairly widely (but not universally) accepted interpretation.44

However, it is a conclusion reached without taking full account of the literary discourses
that paint certain kinds of women’s work as disreputable.45 Lind, for example, linked the
remains to Isaios 6, a law-court speech from the 360s in which the relatives of Euktemon
contest his estate, part of which includes a brothel in the Kerameikos. A key part of the
argument the speaker makes here is that the children Euktemon said were his legitimate
sons, and therefore in line to inherit instead of him, were, in fact, not. Their mother, whom
the speaker calls Alke (though the sons name her as Kallippe), is portrayed in the speech as
a freedwoman prostitute who managed the brothel (or rather, euphemistically, the
sunoikia) and where Euktemon, as a vulnerable old man, spent too much of his time and fell

40 Sebillotte Cuchet (2012); (2016a); Barthélémy and Sebillotte-Cuchet (2016); Blok (2017).
41 For similar criticisms within the field of economic sociology, which is drawn on by many ancient historians

(for example, Morris and Manning (2005)), see England and Folbre (2005).
42 Knigge (2005) catalogues 297 loom weights from Bau Z, 152 of which were found in Z3 and Spantidaki’s

examination of these (from all levels of Bau Z and Bau Y, the neighbouring building, combined) suggests that a
wide variety of textiles were made in these two buildings: Spantidaki (2016) 189–90. However the distribution
pattern within Z3 suggests multiple partial sets of stored items, which could not be (fully?) retrieved after the
building was destroyed, rather than items in use. In Aa3, for example, 34 loom weights and seven spindle whorls
were found in two separate deposits which also contained cookware and tableware. In B3, a further 27 (plus one
spindle whorl) were found in a single deposit in a context close to the wall, where it looks like they fell off a shelf
when the building collapsed. In P3, 17 of the loom weights (in a deposit containing 25 weights of two different
types) had fallen in a row, suggesting they had probably been in a case. This would fit with patterns of textile tool
finds elsewhere in the Greek world: rarely do we find complete ‘sets’ because they were taken away by women
who valued them. See Foxhall (2012) 200–05; (2022) 92.

43 Primary function: Davidson (1997); Ault (2005a); (2016); Glazebrook (2011). Secondary function (as an inn/
textile workshop which doubled as a brothel): Knigge (2005) 78; Stroszeck (2014) 115.

44 See, for example, Cohen (2006) 105; (2015) 52; Glazebrook (2011) 39–41. Part of the purpose of Glazebrook and
Tsakirgis (2016) was to question whether brothels were archaeologically visible and some of the contributors
follow Ault in favour of the brothel interpretation of Bau Z: Lawall (2016) 73; Glazebrook (2016) 174–75.

45 See Taylor (2022) with Kennedy (2014). Revealingly, Knigge (2005) 78 acknowledges that this interpretation
relies more on knowledge of ancient society (i.e. its literary discourses) than the archaeology of the building itself.
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under her spell. The depiction of the activities that took place in the building, for example,
Euktemon dining with Alke (6.21), its location near the postern gate (6.20) and the mention
of oikēmata where Alke allegedly worked, albeit not here but in a building Euktemon had
previously owned in the Piraeus (6.19), were linked to the archaeological finds of Bau Z and
used as a template for interpreting them. The small personal items of jewellery and
religious figurines were seen therefore as the property of foreign slaves (the paidiskai of
Euktemon’s Piraeus sunoikia, 6.19), the coins were evidence for the selling of sex and the

Fig. 1. Plan of Bau Z3, Kerameikos. Drawing by Thanasi Papapostolou based on Knigge (2005) supplement 5 and Ault
(2016) fig. 4.4.
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supposedly small rooms, along with the keys found in the building, suggested places for
clients to hire those slaves or rooms in an inn.46

Despite observing that no phase of the building existed at the time of the speech, and
ignoring the rhetorical strategies that denigrate Alke as a dangerous woman, Lind
was nevertheless tempted to suggest a continuity of function as a brothel between Z2
(ca. 420–400) and Z3 (ca. 340–300).47 Similarly, Davidson, as part of an argument that
examined the ‘spinning hetaira’motif (see below), viewed the building as a brothel in all its
phases, where slave women toiled on the loom by day and serviced customers by night.48

Ault likewise retrograded the sex work back to Z1 (ca. 430–420) and Z2 (ca. 420–400) and
emphasized the links between a wide range of the finds and prostitution: from pottery
(drinking and tableware, also lamps) to the small rooms linked with the oikēmata, where
literary sources tell us prostitutes could be found,49 to washing facilities, to the presence of
finds depicting Aphrodite.50

The problem, however, is that none of these indicators is particularly secure and
therefore the grounds for identifying the occupants of this building as full- or part-time
prostitutes are weak. As Kathleen Lynch demonstrates, more drinking and dining vessels
were found in the context of a private house (through the clear-up debris excavated from
well J2:4) than in Z3, where they would be expected if this were a brothel/inn.51 The rooms
that are described by Ault as ‘uniform and [having a] cell-like quality’ (thereby painting a
picture of poverty and desperation) are not notably smaller, nor, as far as we can tell from
the foundations alone, more ‘cell-like’ than in other Athenian dwellings, either private
houses or workshops, and therefore cannot obviously be described as prostitution-related
oikēmata.52 The keys which Lind suggested were for doors to rooms are actually for
strongboxes.53 The reputation of the Kerameikos as a kind of ‘red-light district’ does little
to identify the function of any specific building (and in any case misunderstands the use of
space in Athens).54 The purported interest of the buildings’ users in Aphrodite, as the
goddess of love and sex, is not strong, nor is her association with prostitutes particularly
sound, given the multitude of roles she plays within Greek religion.55 Other evidence that
has been used to build the case for a brothel can similarly be easily questioned.

46 Lind (1988) 166–67.
47 Lind (1988) 168–69. The vastly different assemblages suggests this is not the case, however. On Alke as a trope

of a ‘dangerous woman’ see Eidinow (2016) 313–15.
48 Davidson (1997) 85: ‘The archaeologist in charge discovered a large number of feminine accoutrements, some

illustrated with images of Aphrodite and her cult, and a whole array of crockery for entertaining guests. These
artefacts together with the size of the site, its location and the number of rooms indicates strongly that for most
or all of its life building Z served as a brothel and/or an inn’.

49 Isae. 6.19; Aeschin. 1.74 (obviously pejorative contexts).
50 Ault (2005a) 147–50; (2016) 85, 91.
51 Lynch (2016).
52 Ault (2016) 85, 187. Indeed, Ault (2005a) 149 describes the building as ‘commodious’. The smallness of the

rooms on the southwest side of the building has been noted elsewhere (Glazebrook (2011) 39–41), but we do not
know the southern extent of the ‘rooms’ in question (U–Y) because of the modern retaining wall (see fig. 1).
According to Glazebrook (2016) 187, rooms W3, X3 and Y3 are 6 m2 and U3 and V3 are 8.8 m2, but if this is correct,
they are, in fact, not dissimilar to smaller rooms in other Athenian domestic or industrial buildings: for example,
House C (room 6: 6.4 m2; room 7: approx. 4 m2; see fig. 5), the House of Mikion and Menon (room 4: approx. 3.5 m2;
room 1: approx. 6 m2). See also the Vari house, usually considered an upmarket country property (room VII: 8.8
m2). It is therefore difficult to make a strong case that Z3 has oikēmata in the sense that Aeschines means.

53 As noted by Ault (2016) 85.
54 Lind (1988) 158; Davidson (1997) 80 drawing on Alexis F 203 KA, Photios s.v. Kerameikos.
55 Pirenne-Delforge (1994). On the so-called Aphrodite medallion (Knigge (2005) no. 794), see Rosenzweig (2004);

Sebillotte Cuchet (2013) pace Knigge (1982). Beyond this piece, and another silver medallion (no. 544) with a
female portrait head identified by Knigge as either Selene or Aphrodite, there are only three fragments of pottery
(nos 122, 408, 1002) with possible Aphrodite iconography from the more than 200-year lifespan of the building
(and 1,115 published items, the majority of which are pottery), none of which were found in this layer.
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While it is true that women were predominantly associated with weaving, and many
loom weights were found here, these women’s ‘foreignness’ is also overplayed in the
scholarship, thereby over-emphasizing their supposed servile or outsider status.56 This
attribution is made on the basis of various items of worship and jewellery that have been
interpreted as having connections to ‘foreign’ gods, but these represent, for the most part,
Kybele or the Mother of the Gods, who was hardly a ‘foreign’ deity in the late fourth
century.57 Indeed, she had multiple sanctuaries in Athens (one of which was in the Agora,
the civic heart of the city) for more than a century before Z3 was built.58 The ‘foreign’
jewellery includes a medallion that probably depicts Aphrodite (although in what form is
debated) and some Punic or Phoenician beads.59 Needless to say, jewellery is a highly
portable item and a frequently traded one. Identifying ethnicity or servile status through
such objects in a highly connected Mediterranean world is a enterprise fraught with
danger, as recent research has ably demonstrated.60

The identification of this building as a place where prostitutes worked therefore
ultimately rests simply on the presence of women in the building, women who are
(perhaps wrongly) interpreted as being foreign. This is highly problematic. That there is
much greater discussion of this building in scholarly discussions of sex work than of textile
production reveals some underlying assumptions about women’s labour: that is, there is a
disturbing inability to imagine women being economically active in contexts where their
labour is not sexual. It seems unlikely, however, that sex work accounted for as large a part
of ancient economies, or indeed for most women as large a part of daily life, as, say, the
various tasks of textile production did.

One reason why there are few works that take seriously the interpretation of the
building as a site of textile production is that this was seen as ‘women’s work’, and
therefore it was rather ignored in 20th-century accounts of economic activity, as Mary
Harlow and Marie-Louise Nosch show:

Aligning textile production with domesticity and female virtue conceals both the
necessity of domestic production in some circumstances and situates textile
production in a seemingly unimportant socio-economic category which makes
economists refrain from considering its role and value in the ancient economy. This,
however, is paradoxically a vision invented in the late 20th century by a professional
academic community, who were distant from the experience of practical life and
knowledge of the modes and methods of textile production.61

Only recently has it begun to be included in anything more than technical or specialist
studies and its place within economic systems noted, meaning that the labour of women,
as the predominant producers of textiles, contributed to the wealth of families, cities or

56 See Davidson (1997) 86: ‘The women who inhabited these corridors were foreigners, almost certainly slaves,
who left traces of their devotion to foreign goddesses in the form of little statuettes. These, together with the
jewellery found on the site, suggest they had come from Thrace, Anatolia and Syria, the usual suppliers of slaves to
Athens’. For the sole piece of evidence with a possible Thracian connection see Knigge (2005) no. 717, but note that
she thinks the iconography more likely to refer to Kybele or Astarte.

57 See Parker (1996) 158, 188–94 on the difficulty with this terminology.
58 Mother of the Gods sanctuaries: (i) Agora: Shear (1995); Miller (1995); (ii) Piraeus: Ferguson (1944) 108 n.52;

(iii) Moschato (late Classical/Hellenistic: Travlos (1988) 288; (iv) Long Walls (Kephissos Avenue) (sixth/fifth
century): Petritaki (2009) 467–70 with a statue dedicated by Hipparete, wife of Alcibiades: SEG 57:59). Possible
Kybele-related items from Z3: Knigge (2005) nos 528, 714, 717.

59 See n.55 above with Knigge (2005) nos 540–43, 805, 819.
60 Vlassopoulos (2013); Martin (2017).
61 Harlow and Nosch (2014) 11. See also Garcia-Ventura (2016) for a similar picture in ancient Near Eastern

studies. On textile production in Bau Z see Loftus (1998) 17–18; Tsakirgis (2016) 175–76.
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regions through production and trade.62 Because the debate in Athens was bound up in
discussions of the ‘spinning hetaira’, that is, images of women spinning, interpreted as
representations of prostitutes because they were interacting with men holding purses, it
has been difficult for scholars to disassociate textile work and prostitution.63 The large
numbers of talasiourgoi (wool-workers) recorded on the phialai exeleutherikai inscriptions
seemed to reinforce such suggestions: why else would over 80 per cent of the freedwomen
attested here be designated in this way if it were not a euphemism for something else?64

The lack of corroborating (literary) evidence for the market, rather than domestic,
orientation of textile production was seen to be significant,65 albeit without seriously
questioning why that evidence might not exist within the world of elite discourse. From
here, the link between textile production and sexual labour seemed assured: women
worked wool, women were prostitutes; therefore women worked wool when not working
as prostitutes and the archaeological finds of Bau Z were reconciled with reconstructions
of sexual labour from other sources.66

The decision to interpret this building as a brothel, and its inhabitants as full- or part-
time prostitutes, rather than (for example) as a dwelling of some description where
textiles were produced,67 is one, therefore, that is shaped by both ancient and modern
discourses that present women’s work as disreputable or unimportant. It may be the case
that some of the users of this building sold sex, but the crucial point here is that we cannot
tell that from the evidence that survives. It is a choice made by historians to imagine their
labour as sexual labour and it is one that has consequences. As I have argued elsewhere, by
writing the non-sexual labour of women out of the history of the ancient economy we
merely reproduce the gendered discourses of antiquity rather than critiquing them.68

V. A feminist economics approach: provisioning, well-being and
economic agency

Where to go from here? How can we build on our understanding of gender and gendered
discourses in a way that allows us to investigate ancient economies and vice versa?
I suggest we develop an approach that draws explicitly on feminist economics, gender
studies and social history. By focusing on the economic agency of women (not just their

62 Compare Barber (1991) with Wagner-Hasel (2013); Gleba (2015); Wagner-Hasel and Nosch (2019).
63 Rodenwaldt (1932); Crome (1966); Davidson (1997); Fischer (2013). But see also Lewis (2002) and Bundrick

(2008), (2012), who question this view.
64 Wrenhaven (2009); Cohen (2003); (2015) 53–54. But see Taylor (2020) 66–67 on the evidence on which this is

based. For Rosivach (1989) the talasiourgoi were housewives whose husbands paid for their freedom, thus writing
the economic agency of women out of history in a different way. In fact, in the late 19th century, scholars had no
problem accepting that the talasiourgoi of the phialai exeleutherikai inscriptions were actually wool-workers (see
Clerq (1893) 395), rather proving Harlow and Nosch’s point.

65 Rosivach (1989) 366–67.
66 Davidson (1997) 85–87; Wrenhaven (2009) 378.
67 Harrington (2021) 127 and Nevett (2023) 81 have recently suggested that Z3 could be a sunoikia (in a non-

euphemistic sense). This view is supported by Rotroff and Ntinou’s study of Athenian saucer-pyre deposits,
thought to be connected to industrial activity (e.g. moving into new premises), a number of which were found in
Bau Z: (2013) 57–60. One (Knigge (2005) no. 456), located close to the entrance of P3 (the area marked ‘hearth’ on
fig. 1) under floor 7, and dated to ca. 325, contained a loom weight, suggesting its importance in the ritual (at least,
as Rotroff and Ntinou (2013) point out, if it were not a stray; they appear relatively frequently in saucer-pyre
deposits elsewhere); see n. 42 above for loom weight finds in P3. There is, however, little evidence for textile
workshops in classical and Hellenistic Greece, that is, archaeologically identifiable units exclusively or
predominantly devoted to the production of textiles: see Foxhall (2023) 270–72. This does not mean that textiles
were unimportant economically, however.

68 Taylor (2022).
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sexual labour), we can see both how gender is constructed in certain specific contexts, as
well as raise some important questions about our understanding of ancient economies.

Key here are the concepts of provisioning and well-being. Developed within the field of
feminist economics, provisioning focuses on the interlocking processes that combine
production, consumption, social reproduction, distribution and exchange that provide
what is culturally defined as the necessities of life. These include the provision of basic
needs, but also the things needed to thrive (i.e. have a culturally appropriate standard of
living) for those for whom relationships of responsibility exist.69 These relationships are
obviously found within the household (and in families and kinship groups more widely),
for example, the strong ties that exist between parents and children, slave-owners and
the enslaved, the young and the old, but also between members of the broader community
(neighbours, the deme/village, the polis, communities of religious worshippers, etc.).
How these social dynamics shape, and are shaped by, access to resources is a major
question here.

In the ancient Greek world the household was the basic economic unit. It is within the
household that the daily activities took place that provided sustenance, or were otherwise
necessary (i.e. food preparation, household cleaning, fetching water, disposing of human
waste, caring for children, the sick and the elderly, etc.). These activities required regular
and unending attention and were embedded within, and negotiated by, social relation-
ships. This makes provisioning a particularly suitable concept to work with, not least
because ancient authors themselves recognize the centrality of the oikos. It also
emphasizes the importance of writing economic histories that do not ignore the household
or the domestic labour that took place within it, as well as underscoring the need not to
silo the household into a conceptually separate space, set apart from other economic
processes. However, we can only say so much if we stay within the world-view of an
Aristotle or a Xenophon; instead it is necessary to interrogate the inequalities that arose
from the considerable daily work undertaken by members of households (enslaved and
free) to feed, shelter and clothe themselves. That is, who gets to perform these tasks and
how this is negotiated is both a result of, and also demonstrates, the dynamics of power
within families and communities and reveals much about economic systems on the micro-
scale. It also sheds light on the inequalities that arise on the macro-scale: wealth
inequalities within and between households and polities, systems of slavery and dependent
labour that uphold production and consumption and drive trade, the effects of warfare,
natural disaster, or resource distribution in the creation of human mobility, to name but a
few examples.

It is here, however, that we can see the importance of thinking about women as active
economic agents in diverse ways because women’s multiple interactions within economic
systems are crucial for understanding how those systems function. Compare an enslaved
woman coming into a household with the free women of that household. Transported
perhaps across the Aegean, likely as a result of warfare, kidnap, poverty or some other act
of violence, her fate, as for the captured women of Troy, is a cause for lamentation. She is
put to work, tending to the domestic duties of the household, perhaps on the loom or in
other aspects of textile production, perhaps fetching water or grinding grain, cleaning,
preparing food, running errands or looking after children: the myriad jobs that are needed
for the household to function. The Greek literary tradition portrays the violence, bitter
sadness and fears of such a moment.70

For the free women of the household, her arrival is, in contrast, a moment of joy, an
extra pair of hands, a relief from their own daily grind and a marker of their wealth and

69 Nelson (1995); Power (2004); Benería et al. (2016).
70 See, for example, Eur. Tro. 189–85, Hec. 359–66.
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status.71 The enslaved woman arrives as a result of long-distance systems of exchange,
mobility and distribution, but also as a result of the demand for domestic labour. Her work
ensures the productivity of the household, provides for their daily consumption needs,
contributes to, and potentially increases, their income and wealth. If she is freed, it may be
with terms and conditions attached, structurally constraining her mobility and ability to
live independently, and institutionalizing the continuance of violence against her.72

Embedded within a feminist economic history, therefore, is the acknowledgement that
economic processes and transactions are themselves shaped by, and shape in turn, various
social dynamics (gender, class, status, ethnicity, etc.), and this, in turn, allows us
potentially to link micro- and macro-scales of analysis.73

Critics might argue that this is not the stuff of economic history. But what defines
ancient economies? Drawing on economic sociology, a key frame of reference for many
ancient historians over the past couple of decades, we might answer: ‘the complex of
activities concerned with the production, distribution, exchange, and consumption of
scarce goods and services’.74 As Paula England and Nancy Folbre point out (and as has
become abundantly clear during the public health crisis of 2020), this includes work in the
household, making meals and childcare.75 This was overwhelmingly the work of women
and the enslaved in the ancient world. Conceptualizing ancient economies only from the
point of view of top-down institutional structures (such as regulations, legal structures,
property rights, state formation) is only going to take us so far. This ought to be
supplemented with an approach that seeks to interrogate, as far as is possible, the micro-
decisions of everyday life and more explicitly seeks to acknowledge the uneven
distribution of our source material.

To draw out some possibilities we can use a couple of examples. My main focus here is
on women’s labour, but of course this is only one aspect of ancient economic activity. The
aim is to show, first, that we can include women in discussions of economic processes,
although this often means reading between the lines of various forms of evidence, and
second, that by doing so we can not only say something about ancient economic behaviour,
but also see how, through economic processes, gender norms were created, defined and
negotiated and systems of value established.

VI. Hidden women

IG XII.4 293 (= Syll.3 1000) is an inscription from Kos (mid- to late second century BCE) that
records the sacrificial contributions required in connection with a festival to Poseidon and
the nymphs Kos and Rhodos.76 Various groups of people who are involved in shipping are
recorded here: the trierarch and nauarchs as well as ship-haulers (neōlkoi), oar-makers
(kōpoxustai) and merchants, as are a number of tax-farmers who provide sacrifices and
feasts for the festival. Aside from religious information, the inscription reveals a network
of economic agents active on Kos whose financial success was tapped by the sanctuary for
the well-being of the city as a whole.77 We can use this inscription, therefore, to raise
questions about the places within ancient economies where women ought to be found, if

71 Also portrayed in the literary tradition, for example, Hom. Il. 6.480–81.
72 Paramonē clauses are common. See, for example, at Delphi: Corpus des inscriptions de Delphes (CID) V 87, 91, 110.

In general, Zelnick-Abramowitz (2005) 222–48.
73 Nelson (1993); Acker (2008).
74 Smelser and Swedberg (2005) 3.
75 England and Folbre (2005).
76 On the dating of this inscription, thought to be contemporary with IG XII.4 319, see Crowther (2004) 25–26, 29.
77 Paul (2013) 137 argues that the cults of the nymphs Kos and Rhodos were two distinct entities. This makes

little difference to my argument here, but the existence and importance of the cult of Rhodos surely implies close
relations with the island of Rhodes at this time.
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only we looked for them, and see the kinds of work that was recognized as being
economically necessary. That is, we see here how discourses about women’s labour are
constructed in our sources and raise questions about how we might consider these in
practice.

Of particular interest here are the tax-farmers who have concessions on a wide range of
items from agricultural produce and farm animals, rent from houses, various retail traders
(of saltfish, incense, pulses, etc.), infrastructure related to the fishing industry
(watchtowers etc.), hired labourers, prostitutes and slaves.78 Fishing, shipping and
agriculture are prominent here and demonstrate the close connections between these
religious and economic networks.

Women do not play a prominent role within this inscription, at least in direct terms,
even though we know that they were important within the religious economy of the
island.79 Hetairai are mentioned, however, as one of the groups who are taxed (line 5).80

This concession is grouped together with that for a specialist Koan wine, wood, barley meal
and rent, although it is unclear why these appear as a unit.81

Another group of women are female slaves, who are recorded together with vineyard
workers (ἀμπελοστα<τ>εύντων καὶ τῶν γυναικείων σωμάτων, line 9). Predictably, these
enslaved women are sometimes considered to be prostitutes, even though hetairai appear
in the inscription just a few lines before and form a distinct group from whom tax is
collected.82 This is based on the assumption (again) that female labour equates to sexual
labour, particularly when it involves enslaved women. Again, we cannot tell whether the
enslaved women mentioned here ever sold sex (willingly or through coercive or violent
means), but the fact that they are grouped together with vineyard workers suggests that
they were primarily agricultural labourers, or that they were considered as valuable as, or
generating similar levels of revenue to, the vine specialists, perhaps with specialist skills of
their own.83 This need not be prostitution.

Indeed, women’s work is behind the production or consumption of many of the
agricultural products and market-trading activities taxed here: women presumably ate the
foodstuffs, drank the wine, spun the yarn, cultivated the gardens and lived in the rented
houses, thereby generating revenue for the tax-collectors to collect. Elsewhere in the
Greek world, women are attested as incense-sellers (libanotopōlides), as market traders
(kapēlides) who would have sold goods such as the pulses and saltfish noted here.84 They are

78 Vreeken (1953); Rostovtzeff (1967) 241–44; Sherwin-White (1978) 229–35; Bresson (2015) 177–78.
79 Numerous epidosis inscriptions, many of which record women as donors, attest to the financial contributions

women made to the religious life of the city: IG XII.4 301, 430, 431, 444, 446, 447.
80 Unsurprisingly this has led some to connect the appearance of hetairai to sacred prostitution at the sanctuary

in Kos: Debord (1982) 410 n.133, an idea rightly dismissed by Paul (2013) 81 n.293.
81 For discussion of the οἴνου ἐπὶ θαλάσσαι (perhaps wine mixed with salt water or wine for export) see

Vreeken (1953) 36–39; Sherwin-White (1978) 237; Debord (1982) 198–99.
82 Reger (2005) 344.
83 Agricultural function is discussed by Vreeken (1953) 62. Rostovtzeff (1967) 243 and Sherwin-White (1978) 231

suggest that women were employed as skilled workers in the textile industry, for which there is a rich specialist
terminology from elsewhere highlighting female labour: the terms seamstress/tailor (akestria: IG II2 1556.27–9),
dyer (baptria: Eupolis F 434 KA), embroiderer (rhaphideia: CID V 623, ca. 138 BCE; CID V 546, ca. 144 BCE), weaver
(erithos: Dem. 57.45; huphantra: P.Tebt. I 117.37, 99 BCE), in addition to the generic talasiourgos (IG II2 1553.35–37
etc.), are attested, as are references to a variety of other activities performed by women (flax stripping: Aeschin.
1.97, Ar. Lys. 735; linen-working: Alexis F 36 KA; wool-combing: Aesch. Xantriai etc.).

84 Athens: IG II2 11244, 12073, 1576.17, 1553.16; IG II/III3 8 183, 317, 355, 356. Ptolemaic Egypt: SB 22 15236.55 (late
second or first century BCE); P.Polit. Iud. 10.3 (138/7 BCE); P.Fay. 12.23 (104/3 BCE).
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attested as sellers of wood (xulopōlides)85 and bread (artopōlides),86 made from grain that was
ground predominantly by women;87 women are also attested as landladies,88 and as
pimps.89 It would not be surprising therefore that women were involved in these activities
on Kos, but they are often disguised by linguistic factors (the use of the masculine plural
for mixed-gender groups makes women invisible) and epigraphic practices that limit
women advertising themselves by occupation.90

Moreover, all of the activities recorded in this inscription require workers to be fed and
clothed, work that predominantly fell to women, free and enslaved, within households.
That is, even though men appear prominently in this inscription, it does not take much to
see the networks of women (free and enslaved) on whose work the tax-collectors’ revenue
was based. That is, through identifying the economic activities of women we can start to
isolate how processes of provisioning at the everyday level are intricately intertwined
with aspects of the economy which are more visible.

Indeed, it is the labour of women that provided Kos with one of its most desirable
luxury products: silk. It is possible, although we do not need to assume (as Susan Sherwin-
White does) that the gunaikeia sōmata were slaves working in the silk industry;91 it is clear
from Aristotle’s description of silk-worm larvae that women, and women’s knowledge,
were central to silk production here: he states outright that it is women who work the
fibres from the cocoon, and a woman named Pamphile was regarded as the inventor of the
technology.92 The involvement of women in the manufacture of luxury textiles on Kos is
also attested by a purple dye-seller (porphuropōlis) from a funerary inscription of the first
century CE, when Koan silk and purple garments were at the height of their popularity in
Rome.93 Purple garments were also worn by the priest of Nike (IG XII.4 330.8–9) and that of
Zeus Alseios (IG XII.4 328.16–17) on Kos, demonstrating both an internal and external
demand for such items. That is, production and consumption are intricately intertwined
and women’s labour, which comes to light easily when we frame it in terms of
provisioning, lies behind much of this economic activity. Painting women back into the
picture therefore allows us to see that their work was economically necessary not just to
household well-being, but to Kos and the regional economy more broadly.

The inscription from Kos, therefore, draws our attention to the limited way that ancient
institutions recognized the economic activities of women in comparison with those of
men. That this is not the whole story is also clear, however. In Kos, women are well
represented in epidosis inscriptions, for example at the sanctuary of Aphrodite Pandemos
and Pontia, highlighting their wealth and attesting to their ability to dispose of property,
control assets, develop social capital, their commitment to familial and communal well-
being through religious dedication and their personal piety.94 That sanctuaries served as
nodes for various kinds of broader economic activity suggests that women were very much
embedded in these economic networks.95

85 O.Narm. 1.42 (second century CE).
86 IG I3 546; SB 10 10447 (r) 3, 16, (v) 39 (third century BCE). A female seller of barley meal (alphitopōlis)

might be read on IG II/III3 8 317 if Robert (1936) 16 is correct to amend Wünsch’s reading χαριτοπῶλιν to
ἀλφιτοπῶλιν in lines 6–7 (followed by Curbera).

87 Theophr. Char. 4.10. In late antique Egypt: P.Oxy. 24 2421.31; PSI 7 838.8.
88 Alke in Isae. 6.19 was, in fact, a landlady, running the sunoikia for Euktemon.
89 [Dem.] 59.18–20; IG II/III3 8 362; Diphilos F 87 KA.
90 Sebillotte Cuchet (2016b) 548–49. I thank the anonymous reviewer for stressing this point. On some of the

issues with occupational names see Lewis (2020) 130–39.
91 Sherwin-White (1978) 231, 242, 378–83.
92 Arist. Hist. an. 5.19 551b14–17. See also Sherwin-White (1978) 382.
93 IG XII.4 3038.
94 IG XII.4 301.
95 Sanctuaries as nodes in economic networks: Kowalzig (2018).
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VII. Gendered work

Recognizing diverse forms of women’s labour within our highly skewed source material is
clearly desirable, therefore, but we should also consider how this labour intersects with
other forms of economic activity. Consideration of the water supply of Greek cities
provides a good example of some of the questions that can be raised. Most research on
water supply, however, is related to the public organization of water provision and its
technologies, the euergetistic mechanisms of infrastructure provision or the discourses
surrounding women and water in various contexts, all of which neglect the fact that water
collection is also an activity necessary for survival, health and well-being that needs to be
performed by someone, usually every day.96

As in the inscription from Kos, we can see here another context in which women’s
labour is usually overlooked, presumably because our sources predominantly construct
water collection as women’s work. There are two key questions that arise: (i) how did
infrastructure projects, like investments in the water supply, affect the day-to-day lives of
households? And (ii) how did they create, reinforce or resist gendered norms of behaviour
or patterns of labour?

Some of the gendered assumptions, and social hierarchies, embedded in water
collection are revealed by Euripides’ Electra:

O black night, nurse of the golden starts! In you, carrying this vessel poised on my
head, I go to fetch water from a stream—I do this not from need but to show the gods
Aegisthus’ outrage against me—and utter my laments to the wide heaven for my
father to hear! (54–59, tr. Kovacs 1998)

These are the first words Electra speaks in the play. Immediately after she appears on
stage, Electra uses water collection as the key indicator of status as she complains bitterly
about her new circumstances to her farmer husband: now she has to toil to fetch water
when, before her expulsion from the royal household, her elite position ensured that she
did not. For her, like other indicators of her new-found, self-inflicted ‘poverty’ (shorn hair,
functional dress), water collection is a source of shame, an activity performed under cover
of darkness. Fetching water here, then, symbolizes her new social position and her
precipitous fall from grace. The speech positions her looking back to her old life where
high-quality water was no doubt a given (flowing water from a river or a spring was
considered the best quality, sweet and clear),97 and looking forward to her new life as a
farmer’s wife, where this task is central to her daily routine.98

It is also clear in the play that this activity, despite requiring women to go outside, was
perceived as being part of the care that they routinely provided to support the work of
men in the fields.99 Her protests, that she fetches water not from need (chreia), but to get
back at Aegisthus and Clytemnestra, somewhat bemuse her husband, who tells her that her
ponos is unnecessary, before relenting and letting her get on with it. Fetching water,
therefore, very much lay at the intersection of discourses about gender, wealth, status and
labour.

96 Public organization and euergetism: Dillon (1996); Faraguna (2016); Dimopoulou (2016). Infrastructure: Camp
(1977); Crouch (1993); Fahlbusch (2016); Klingborg (2017). Discourses and representations: Lewis (2002); Kosso and
Scott (2009); Möller (2015).

97 Hippoc. Aer. 7–8. Interestingly, Electra and the farmer use different terms for the water source; for him, she
goes to the spring (πηγή, 78), she refers to the river (ποταμός, 56). One wonders if this deliberately stages her
ignorance of the task at hand, or whether the terms are interchangeable given the rural context of the scene.

98 Eur. El. 54–64.
99 Eur. El. 74–76. On the gendered division between indoor and outdoor work see Xen. Oec. 7.13–16.
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That fetching water
was gendered as women’s
work is also clear from
the iconographic evi-
dence, particularly scenes
of women at the fountain
house, popular on
Athenian pottery in the
late Archaic and early
Classical periods. Men
appear sometimes in
these scenes (see below),
but they are vastly out-
numbered by women
(see, for example, fig. 2).
However, in concentrat-
ing on how these images
construct idealized and
idealizing notions of gen-
der, scholars have missed
the opportunity to con-
sider how these dis-
courses shaped lived
experience.100 Such read-
ings deliberately set
themselves apart from
quotidian concerns; the
depictions here are cul-
tural constructs, not
actual women whose bod-
ies were transformed by

carrying heavy loads. Here, because of the post-structuralist emphasis on the symbolic as
opposed to the material world, the ahistorical connective tissue instead of the lived
historical experience, the lives of actual women are painted out of the picture in much the
same way we have seen in scholarship of the ancient economy. Ironically, for all the
emphasis on gender roles, women are stripped of historical agency by these readings; they
become the passive objects of artistic production existing solely within a discursive
field.101 But this evidence does, in fact, raise questions about how gendered discourses
were experienced ‘on the ground’ in a historical context, and how, as in Euripides’ Electra,
they shaped, and were shaped by, social relations, status concerns and wealth.

First, scenes of men collecting water are not as common, and when they do occur, it is
satyrs, labourers/slaves or youths, often in athletic contexts, who perform this activity
(fig. 3; here the labourer is an old man, identified by the Corpus Vasorum Antiquorum as a
slave).102 This is not the work of the idealized citizen man. Men obviously were capable of

Fig. 2. Black figure hydria with women at the fountain house, ca. 520–500, Vulci.
British Museum BM334. ©The Trustees of the British Museum.

100 Lissarrague (1991); Manfrini-Aragno (1992); Ferrari (2003). For a critique see Kusso and Lawton (2009).
101 The feminist history debates of the 1990s provide a broad critique: see, for example, the dialogue of Rose

et al. (1993), with further elaboration (in the context of women’s labour) by Canning (1994). For ancient history,
see the overview by Schmitt-Pantel and Späth (2007) with literature cited there.

102 See Manakidou (1993); Pfisterer-Haas (2002) for 137 examples of women at the fountain (not including
scenes of Polyxene and Achilles). From water collection scenes in the Beazley Archive: satyrs: Berlin,
Antikensammlung F2173, 3228 (fig. 3); NY 49.11.1; Metaire (LA), Diefenthal Collection (= Beazley archive number
7713). Labourers: Museo Gregoriano Etrusco Vaticano 16449; Berlin Antikensammlung F1910 (on the identification
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using fountains and drawing
water from wells though proba-
bly did so primarily for them-
selves (for example, while
travelling, or to sate their thirst)
or in athletic contexts and not,
typically, for the household as a
whole. Citizen men, identified
iconographically by their man-
tles, sometimes appear in water-
collection scenes, but they never
themselves actually fill the jugs;
instead they appear as bystand-
ers or as harassers of women at
the fountain house (fig. 4).103

These scenes certainly contain
elements of fantasy and myth,
and as such should not be read as
depicting real life in an uncom-
plicated way, but they do also
seem to reveal something about
the social expectations placed on
both women and men: that is,
fetching water was a gendered
activity.104 Note, in this context,
the ‘feminine’ activities (grind-
ing grain and fetching water)
that the philosopher Kleanthes
is supposed to have performed
for pay after arriving in Athens
with only four drachmas (albeit
two centuries later than the

fountain-house scenes). His metic status, and poverty, is important here, of course, and
these activities are not presented by Diogenes Laertius as in any way honourable.105 In
comparison, the water-carrying role of women is ritualized in various religious contexts,
for example the participation of (female) hudrophoroi in processions at Demeter
sanctuaries across the Greek world.106

The fact that water collection is so strongly associated with women, and such essential
work for human survival, highlights one way in which gender was implicated in providing
the necessities of life and supporting well-being. That this was part of daily household
work for women, which undergirded all other activities, suggests that it ought not to be

Fig. 3. Black figure pelike with old man, satyr and women
fetching water from a cistern or well, ca. 525–475. Berlin Staatliche
Museen, Antikensammlung, 3228. Photo Johannes Laurentius / Art
Resource, NY.

of bare-chested, loin-cloth wearing men as workers see Pipili (2000) 154). Male youths: BM E159; BM E83; Athens
NM 12531. Athletes: Louvre G291; Musei Capitolini 26; Private collection (= Zurich University GR18). Note the
woman carrying the water in fig. 3 is wearing a chitoniskos, a garment normally associated with the performance of
physical activity (warfare, dancing, etc.): see Lee (2015) 110–11.

103 Manakidou (1993) 70. Mantle-wearing men as bystanders/harassers of women: NY Met. 56.171.22; Vatican
427; Brussels R346; St Petersburg ST 1612; Munich 1728; Detroit Institute of Arts 63.13 (fig. 4); Athens NM N968;
Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 86363. Further examples are catalogued by Pfisterer-Haas (2002).

104 See also Kusso and Lawton (2009) 87–90; Nevett (2011) 582.
105 Diog. Laert. 7.168–69.
106 Goff (2004) 55–56. Indeed, the interpretation of the fountain-house iconography is frequently couched in

religious terms: Kusso and Lawton (2009) 90–92; Möller (2015) 43–44.
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seen as marginal. In fact, it overlapped with other activities: food preparation, cleaning,
animal husbandry, the watering of plants, pottery manufacture, metallurgy, etc. No
activity was possible for long without a supply of water.

This no doubt explains why a great deal of investment went into the water supply of
Greek cities, in terms of both public infrastructure (pipes, aqueducts, fountains, etc.) and
household supply (cisterns, wells, drains, etc.). Typically viewed in terms of public
organization or technological change, we might also ask how these projects affected
households, created or shifted demands on women’s labour, or shaped those discourses
about women and water outlined above. Women’s lives, it seems, were considerably
affected by these investment decisions.

In Athens, for example, investment in the water supply of households went hand in
hand with investment in public sources of water. There are two peaks of activity that are
archaeologically detectable: first, in the late Archaic period, when numerous wells in and
around the Agora have a definite period of use between ca. 600 and the Persian invasions
and innovations in waterproof mortars allowed for more effective cisterns (precisely at the
time of the public investment in fountain houses and the aqueducts and pipelines that
supplied these); and second, in the second half of the fourth century, when cisterns, in
particular, became more prevalent in households, similarly coinciding with investment in
public infrastructure.107

How would this have shaped the lives of those who collected the water? It seems
reasonable to suggest that as investment in the water supply increased, the time spent on
this task might have decreased, that is, the time spent walking to, or waiting at, a public

Fig. 4. Red Figure pelike attributed to the Pig Painter, ca. 475–450, depicting mantle-wearing men accosting women
at fountain. Detroit Institute of Arts, Founders Society Purchase, General Membership Fund, 63.13.

107 Camp (1977); Klingborg (2017); Chrysoulaki et al. (2017); Stroszeck (2017); (2023).
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water source was reduced. In this sense, it might be argued that women’s work was
recognized as being socially valuable (prompting investment in women’s time) and the
time spent collecting water could be redeployed in other tasks.108 So, for example, as public
sources of water became more common across the city, or as more households sunk their
own wells or installed their own cisterns, this may have cut down the time needed to draw
water at home, or walk to the well or fountain house. That this was a time-consuming and
physical task can be seen on the bodies of EIA women, which certainly show the strain of
this activity: a number of female skeletons from the Agora excavations show well-
developed upper-body muscles, flattening of the skull at the bregma and/or vertebrae
damage caused by habitually carrying heavy objects on their heads.109 However, no similar
studies have yet been published (to my knowledge) on later skeletal material in Athens.110

In this model, we might speculate on how the demands on women’s labour changed. If
water was readily available through the well or cistern at home, did women venture out
less? Did they divert their labour to other household tasks such as food preparation? Were
they accorded more leisure? Did they spend more time selling goods in the market, making
textiles or setting up businesses washing for others? Were women and their families able
to prosper because they spent less of their time daily fetching water?

Or was the time saved by having a well or cistern at home reincorporated into women’s
daily activities? Did the household consume more water? It is certainly the case that some
sources of water were perceived as being more suitable for certain tasks than others, even
if this must have varied according to location or season, and we cannot be precise on the
details. Hippocrates, for example, suggests that well water was the lowest quality, followed
by cisterns, followed by springs, whereas Vitruvius suggests the opposite for Augustan
Athens.111 Not all water needed to be potable to be useful, of course, and different water
sources were likely used for different household functions (drinking, cooking, washing,
watering plants, flushing drains, etc.).112 Visiting a public well or fountain might have
remained a part of the routine of the household, an opportunity for sociability as well as
providing a different kind of water, even when a source was available at home. This would
mean, then, that household investment in water resources had a minimal effect on
women’s day-to-day work.

Indeed, the women collecting water in Lysistrata rise at dawn and still find a crowd of
other women at the fountain house, jostling for position to fill their jugs.113 Plutarch
mentions a Solonian law that seemingly encouraged the use of public wells by those who
lived within a hippikon (approximately 740 m) of one, which suggests that Athens was well
supplied in this regard.114 However, although a number of wells dated to the first half of
the sixth century have been found around the Agora, most are thought to have been in
households and few public wells have, in fact, been identified in the city.115 Those that have
all date to the fifth century or later.116 Perhaps more common was the use of a neighbour’s

108 Crouch (1993) 155.
109 Liston (2018): skeletons AA 15, 304, 311, 312, 314.
110 In Hellenistic Abdera, female skeletons (more than male) show a high prevalence of osteoarthritis in the hip

and knee joints and spondyloarthropathy (degenerative joint disease of the vertebral column) among other stress
indicators: Agelarakis (2000) 18 with fig. 7. This can be caused by repetitive motions, for example, carrying heavy
loads on the head: see Kennedy (1989) 140.

111 Hippoc. Aer. 7–8; Vitr. 8.3.6.
112 Crouch (1993) 152–53; Stroszeck (2023) 106–07.
113 Ar. Lys. 325–35.
114 Plut. Sol. 23.5.
115 Camp (1977) 105 counts 19 wells of this period but thinks they are all associated with private houses. This is

an increase from the seventh century: see maps of Dimitriadou (2019) 169, 171.
116 J5:1 (the ‘Crossroads Well’): fifth century to second century; Q15:2 at the southeast corner of the Agora: ca.

420–400; none of the wells identified as public in the Kerameikos excavations are dated before the fourth century
(B1, B2, B22, B28): Stroszeck (2017) 63.
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well, although Plutarch makes clear that this was only to be granted for a limited daily
amount if a decent effort had been made to dig a well for oneself and no water was
found.117

In fact, we can see occasional examples of households sharing water resources. The mid-
fourth-century remodelling of House C, in which a well and cistern was built in room 12 (in
addition to the existing courtyard well), provides a possible example: the orientation of the
room is towards the street rather than the rest of the house (fig. 5).118 This suggests easy
accessibility to water for those not living in the building.119 This kind of arrangement may
well have been common and must have produced cooperation between neighbours at the
same time as reinforcing social hierarchies.

Fig. 5. Plan of Houses D and C, ‘Street of the Marble Workers’, Athens. Drawing by Thanasi Papapostolou based on
American School of Classical Studies at Athens: Agora Excavations 2012.54.0559.

117 Twelve choes (approx. 40 litres) is the figure given by Plut. Sol. 23.5, which seems like a decent quantity, but
how generous this was in practice depends, of course, on the size of the household. This would be enough for a
household of six to fulfil its daily needs, based on World Health Organization recommendations (Reed and Reed
(2013) 2), but would require serious choices to be made about consumption, hygiene and cooking in larger
households.

118 Houses D and C were combined during the earlier part of the fourth century, but in this phase of the building
(the third), they appear to be separate again: Young (1951) 214.

119 Young (1951) 206–07 suggests that this room was rented out as a shop, which is indeed possible, but it could
equally represent a shared water source. See also the House of the Arched Cistern at Morgantina: here the cistern
is accessible to the street (Crouch (1993) 298). Perhaps another example can be seen in House E at Halieis, where
the well is located in the courtyard, close to the entrance to the unit (Ault (2005b) 48 with fig. 19), but wells are
fairly common in Halieis and are taken by Ault (2005b) 44, 62–63 (perhaps over-simplistically) as an indication of a
single domestic unit. If Z3 was a sunoikia (see n.67), the well and cisterns there would likely be communal.
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Investment in public and household water infrastructure, therefore, only likely reduced
the labour of a small section of sub-elite women. The most elite probably did not perform
this task frequently in any case (Electra’s shock at having to fetch her own water is no
doubt due to the fact that she would have had slaves to perform this task for her
previously) and poorer women would have continued to rely on public water sources or
neighbours with wells and cisterns.

Indeed, research in the global South shows that proximity to a water source shapes
collection and consumption: too long a journey and household consumption is reduced,
thereby reducing household well-being.120 It also shows that there are gendered
constraints on who uses public water sources and when.121 As Lisa Nevett has argued, the
urban topography of Athens was shaped by the movement of women through the streets
at different times of the day to men for activities such as water collection.122 This may well
be to avoid the perception (or reality) of harassment, gossip or accusations of impropriety, all
of which form part of the discourses surrounding women and water. The public wells that
archaeologists are able to locate are in high-traffic areas of the city, which points to
conveniently accessible locations, but all of the places where such wells can reasonably be
suggested to have been (gymnasia, bathhouses, cross-roads and city gates) were also
constructed as places where only ‘disreputable’women were found.123 These discourses likely
shaped when, and how frequently, women collected water (that is, more trips at worse times
of the day), or perhaps even meant that they avoided these areas all together.

Investment in water infrastructure, then, is not simply a matter of technological change,
public organization or euergetism, but is intricately connected with household provisioning.
Because water collection was predominantly seen as women’s work, it fundamentally shaped
the daily activities of women and households, in some cases perhaps freeing up time for
other activities, in other cases reinforcing gender norms and other forms of social
distinction. But whatever impact these investment decisions had on individual households,
they reveal a fundamental aspect of women’s labour: it was a crucial part of ancient life and
central to the well-being and prosperity of households and cities.

VIII. Towards a feminist economic history

What, then, constitutes a feminist economic history of the ancient Greek world? First, it is
clear that women were active agents in ancient economies in a variety of ways and we
should recognize them as such. That means that we need to incorporate women’s diverse
experiences into all aspects of ancient economic history, think about different ways in
which female agency operated, not over-emphasize the role of sex work within the
complexities of female labour or assume that women operated without any competencies
under the compulsion of men. We can do this, first, by actively highlighting these roles and
showing previously held assumptions to be unsafe, and, second, by rethinking the
categories of analysis we use to talk about the ancient economy, recognizing that they are
not neutral, but are in themselves sites of gendered discourses, ancient and modern.

Reorienting our discussions to consider questions of provisioning is one way we can
achieve this because it directs attention to economic processes as well as outcomes, the
social relationships in which economic activity is embedded and entangled, as well as the
power dynamics and structures of constraint that shape lives in multiple, complex ways.
This also allows questions to be raised about how ideals of gender combine with other
indicators of social difference to create, reinforce and maintain wealth and control access

120 World Health Organization (2011) 84.
121 Regmi and Fawcett (1999).
122 Nevett (2011) 582–85.
123 KA 1025.1 (Adespota); Isae. 6.20.
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to resources. Central here is a focus on agency, the processes that create and maintain
inequality, and questions of well-being as critical ways of contextualizing the performance
of ancient economies (to put it in NIE terms).124

That is, not only does this provide an important means of situating economic activity
within a social and cultural context, but also acknowledges that this context is itself
shaped by, and constructed through, ideas and ideals of class, gender, status and belonging.
Viewing ancient economies in this way not only provides a different lens through which to
interpret how resources were accumulated, produced, controlled, distributed or exploited,
but also to think across spaces of exchange (local, regional, interregional) and scales of
observation (micro, macro), because it views economic activity as a social process
grounded in, shaping and being shaped by social relations and dynamics of power. This
highlights the structures of inequality that were deeply embedded within ancient
economies and encourages us to look for the diverse experiences of different groups: rich
and poor, free and unfree, men and women, etc. In some contexts, for example, we might
view the work of female market traders as women peddling household surpluses out of
necessity.125 But these women also act as vital connecting agents between interregional
trade networks, selling imported goods to local consumers. That is, they operate within an
Aegean-wide network, linking the scales of local and ‘global’.

A feminist economic history is, therefore, not one that simply focuses on women, but
one that draws on these observations to think more critically about the determining
factors in the structures and performance of ancient economies. To do so will not only
broaden our understanding of the multitude of roles women played, the inequalities they
both suffered and promoted through the economic strategies they employed, but also
provide a way to consider how critical they were to economic processes. Provisioning
intersects with public economies, technological change and trade networks and provides a
way to rethink these aspects of economic life. If ancient economic history is concerned
with how resources are accessed, distributed and exploited, this very much includes
recognizing the multiple roles of women in these processes.
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