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In this essay I argue that any study of Aspasia (and to some extent the same applies to the study of many historical women) relies upon “the antifoundational assumption that Aspasia the Athenian woman was first and foremost a construct of discourse”[footnoteRef:1]. Aspasia (and also Heloise, as I shall elucidate later) has been mythologised extensively and had her reputation shaped and distorted throughout history by various (primarily male) biographers. Thus, it is a largely fruitless endeavour to attempt to reconstruct any form of objective historical “truth” about Aspasia’s bios, given the paucity of reliable extant sources and the necessity of recognising that “the West has needed, wanted, and created varying Aspasias since 440 B.C.”[footnoteRef:2] to suit particular ideological objectives. In this sense, the questions of how and why Aspasia has been received become far more important than trying to reconstruct her “accurately” as a historical personage. The study of her biography serves not to tell an objective story of her life, but to further our understanding of the treatment of women throughout history and by history[footnoteRef:3]. C.G. Prado’s interpretation of Foucault’s concept of the “truth” becomes useful here, in that “Foucault’s truth is the sum total of all the complexities of relationships that discourses embody and formulate … [therefore] truth is created linguistically and situated” (Gale, p.370). Thus, with sensitivity to this “situatedness”, we can take a multi-faceted view of the various truths that have been constructed about Aspasia’s life and legacy. 
          One lens through which to examine the influence of Aspasia’s biographical tradition is the reception of Heloise (ca. 1100-1164), “the first woman known to have considered Aspasia as an authority and example for the way she wanted to live her own life” (Henry, p.83). Heloise has been seen as an Aspasia, and Aspasia in her later reception as a Heloise – Walter Savage Landor’s Pericles and Aspasia (1836), a collection of imagined letters between the two lovers, is surely a nod to the Epistolae of their supposed medieval counterparts. Heloise perceptively interpreted the significance of Aspasia’s legacy, and, as noted by both Henry and Peggy Kamuf, Heloise’s idealisation of Aspasia as the espouser of “saintly” words which were “more than philosophic”[footnoteRef:4] constitute  “important moments in the history of consciousness” (Henry, p.85), particularly feminist consciousness. 
          However, more critical than the manner in which Heloise interpreted Aspasia, which, as previously outlined, is a problematic study in terms of locating any secure sense of accuracy to Heloise’s own thoughts, is the manner in which Heloise has herself been interpreted using the template created through the interpretation of Aspasia. Both women have become subject to a confounding of their sexuality and intellectualism, and have been positioned as outsiders on both counts; thus their sexual reputation has been used in some cases to dismiss their intellectual accomplishments, and in all cases to define the reception of the bios of each woman. [1:  Xin Liu Gale, Historical Studies and Postmodernism: Rereading Aspasia of Miletus, College English (National Council of Teachers of English, 2000), p.380]  [2:  Madeleine Henry, Prisoner of History: Aspasia of Miletus and Her Biographical Tradition (Oxford University Press, 1995), pp.127-128]  [3:  Keith Jenkins notes in Rethinking History (Routledge, 2003) that in the English language “history” has two meanings, which he says should be considered separately: “the past as the object of the historians’ attention, historiography as the way historians attend to it”. (p.7)]  [4:  The Letter Collection of Peter Abelard and Heloise, trans. Betty Radice, ed. David Luscombe (Oxford University Press, 2013),  Letter 2, p.135] 


Studies of Aspasia and Heloise commonly rest on two premises: their possession of an impressive intellect, and their association with a colourful sexual history. Aspasia was “brilliantly educated”[footnoteRef:5] and became “an active member of the most famous intellectual circle in Athens” (Glenn, p.191). However, this has frequently been overshadowed by her reputation as the mistress of the statesman Pericles, and in less flattering terms as a porne (Henry, p.28), or “whore”. Aspasia’s reputed academic achievements have consistently been diminished by reducing her to Pericles’ “intellectual girlfriend”[footnoteRef:6], wherein the adjective “intellectual” works as if to describe her status rather than her character, making her better suited to her role in entertaining her male client(s) as a hetaira, or courtesan. Indeed, Charles H. Kahn writes that “Aspasia’s role as a teacher and inspirer of excellence is … directly dependent upon her status as hetaira, that is, her role as an attractive woman capable of arousing sexual passion in a man.”[footnoteRef:7] Thus, her intellectualism and sexuality become so entirely conflated that they are indistinguishable; her “intellect, political acumen, and sexuality were inextricably connected from almost the very start, and have continued to define her” (Henry, p.128). Similarly, Heloise’s accomplishments have been repeatedly downplayed through her romantic and sexual connection with her lover Abelard, by regarding her as “either a foil of Abelard or his intellectual appendage”[footnoteRef:8]. Glenn notes that despite being “splendidly literate by the standards of any day, renowned for her wide and deep reading in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, history, and philosophy, Heloise continues to be a secondary character in history”[footnoteRef:9] and is “perhaps best-known for her attachment to Abelard” (Glenn, Sex, Lies, and Manuscript, p.187), mirroring Aspasia’s biographical tradition in the elision of an intellectual reputation separate from a sexual identity. [5:  Cheryl Glenn, Sex, Lies, and Manuscript: Refiguring Aspasia in the History of Rhetoric, College Composition and Communication (National Council of Teachers of English, 1994), p.181]  [6:  I.F. Stone, The Trial of Socrates (Head of Zeus, 2015), p.134]  [7:  Charles H. Kahn, Aeschines on Socratic Eros, The Socratic Movement, ed. Paul A. Vander Waerdt (Cornell University Press, 1994), p.99]  [8:  Andrea Nye, A Woman’s Thought or a Man’s Discipline? The Letters of Abelard and Heloise (Wiley, 1992), p.1]  [9:  Cheryl Glenn, Women’s Empowerment/Women’s Enslavement: Stories from the History of Literacy (University of Cincinnati, 1989), p.30] 


The association between intellectualism and promiscuity seems to be related strongly to the active public roles and relative independence of the two women in question, which rendered both their intellects and their sexual lives transgressive. Aspasia was “a public woman, sexualized and denigrated for her transgression of the categories that would control her relation to the worlds of learning and action”[footnoteRef:10] and “a woman whose learning was directed toward public life” (Dodds, p.212), subverting Pericles’ alleged pronouncement that “the greatest glory of a woman is to be least talked about by men”[footnoteRef:11]. Meanwhile, Heloise “argued for the educational advancement of women [and] the right of nuns to go into the public realm” (Glenn, Women’s Empowerment/Women’s Enslavement, p.30) and “as a nun and abbess, she wrote from the one situation in which medieval women lived relatively free from men’s control” (Nye, p.6) – ironically, her submission to Abelard’s desire for her to become a nun increased her autonomy. Both Aspasia and Heloise were women remarkable for even being credited with a public presence, regardless of the truth of the matter. Seemingly, a historical narrative has been established via which a female intellectual indicates a “public woman” which connotes a “whore”, so that any woman who dared to make herself a public presence must be sexualising herself (since this was the only “public service” women were able to provide). This further blurs the distinction between intellect and sexuality set up by the biographies of Aspasia: either an enormously gifted philosopher or a prostitute or both, depending on whose narrative one selects. 
          It is worthwhile to note here that “virtue”, that highly loaded term, is coded as passive insofar as it applies to women. Aspasia and Heloise were both highly active participants in their own lives and the public sphere; Aspasia as the alleged “dominating female who has Pericles under her thumb” (Kahn, p.95) and supposed teacher of philosophy, and Heloise as an abbess whose “administration was universally commended” (Nye, p.18). This meant that they transgressed their gender roles and stepped, uninvited, into male territory, rendering them the opposite of virtuous. Given the extent to which a woman’s role was shaped by her sexuality (whether she were a courtesan like Aspasia or a wife and mother like Heloise), her virtue was defined in similar terms; a virtuous woman was one who fit the male-defined mould for acceptable sexual identity, for example the role of a faithful wife, and an unvirtuous woman was, put simply, a “whore”. 
          Interestingly, Heloise to some extent identified herself in these terms, declaring to Abelard “the name of wife may seem holier or more valid, but sweeter for me will always be the word friend or, if you will permit me, concubine or whore” (meretrix) (trans. Radice, Letter 2, p.133), making clear her desire for sexual liberty and self-determination. Nonetheless, Heloise largely refused to associate her own status in relation to Abelard with a lack of virtue on her part; she wrote to Abelard that her self-sacrifice in becoming a nun under his insistence was proof of “nothing but virtue, joined to a love perfectly disengaged from the commerce of the senses”[footnoteRef:12]; however, it is interesting that she still feels the need to disassociate her sexuality from any concept of virtue. The one instance where she does say that she compromised on virtue was her admission that she “endeavoured to please” Abelard as a result of her “rising passion”, meaning that “seeming virtue is a real vice” (Wittingham, Letter 4, p.66); thus, active, passionate sexuality and female virtue are still painted as mutually exclusive. That Heloise herself thought using this dichotomy seems indubitably a product of a Western cultural tradition in which a woman’s sexual “purity” or lack thereof colours all aspects of her life – a sort of society-wide “Madonna-Whore Syndrome”[footnoteRef:13] by which a woman can either be sexualised or be respected, which again fits the template provided by biographies of Aspasia.  [10:  Lara Dodds, Reading and Writing in Sociable Letters; Or, How Margaret Cavendish Read Her Plutarch, English Literary Renaissance (The University of Chicago Press, 2011), p.214]  [11:  Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, 2:46]  [12:  Letters of Abelard and Heloise (C. Wittingham, College House, 1824), Letter 2, p.66]  [13:  First identified by Sigmund Freud; W.M. Bernstein, A Basic Theory of Neuropsychoanalysis, (Routledge, 2018), p.106] 


Heloise’s praise of Aspasia as “more than philosophic” has been interpreted as evidence of proto-feminism and “the existence of a historical Aspasia” (Glenn, Sex, Lies, and Manuscript, p.187). Much as it appears undeniable that a woman named Aspasia existed in ancient Athens associated with Pericles, such assertions seem a misunderstanding of Aspasia’s significance. Indeed, I would argue that Heloise better interpreted Aspasia than did many historians since. The quest of some feminist historiography to discover the “true” Aspasia seems a futile one if we are to use Foucault’s conception of the truth as stated earlier (not least using such scanty evidence as the fragments of texts which are extant, all of which are secondary sources). The parallel quest to establish Aspasia as a feminist icon and “emblem of Woman” (Glenn, Sex, Lies, and Manuscript, p.183) is also problematic on a variety of levels.
          Firstly, according to feminist methodological principles widely adopted in the 1970s, women should not be considered “an undifferentiated mass”[footnoteRef:14], for they are not a homogenous group. Thus, Aspasia was a woman, not emblematic of all women. Heloise is not a newer version of Aspasia, but the reception of Heloise is a newer version of the reception of Aspasia, as the very result of women having been treated, mistakenly, as a homogenous group for so long. 
          Secondly, it seems anachronistic and bordering on fictitious to claim that an ancient Greek woman on whom we have very few reliable sources can be associated firmly with any particular modern ideology. As Jarratt and Ong attest, any interpretation of Aspasia will not “accurately recapture the “real” woman … but rather will reflect back to us a set of contemporary concerns”[footnoteRef:15]. Or, to put it in a broader sense, “history” is not E.H. Carr’s “dialogue between the present and the past”[footnoteRef:16], wherein “the past” is something concrete and tangible with which we can discourse, but rather Keith Jenkins’ “autobiographically construct[ed] interpretations of the past” (p.23); a monologue with our present selves, wherein the past is something about which we can discourse. Just as the playwrights of Old Comedy adapted Aspasia to suit their agenda, rendering her a “dog-eyed concubine” born of “katapygosyne (“shameless lust”)” (Henry, p.21), it is all too tempting for modern feminist historians to select and interpret the evidence to suit their own needs, as “each epoch adds to Aspasia the aspirations and ideal of his or her generation and age” (Gale, p.380). Aspasia’s biography is not the story of her life but a collection of ideas and agendas worthy of investigation in themselves. 
          Heloise’s comment that Aspasia’s words “deserve the name of wisdom, not philosophy” (trans. Radice, Letter 2, p.135) appears sharply perceptive. As Henry writes, “it is hopeless to write Aspasia back into the history of philosophy in its traditional masculine sense, for Aspasia categorically cannot have been a philosopher” due to her being “female, feminine, Ionian, sometimes orientalised”, and thus “to write Aspasia back into the history of philosophy is to transform philosophy” (p.130), anachronistically shifting the contemporary definitions of philosophy as an academic discipline. Similarly, Heloise rejected “the particular conceptual order urged on her by Abelard – soul over body, man over woman” and in fact did not think in terms of Abelard’s “fixed oppositionally defined concepts at all”(Nye, p.14). An example lies in her declaration that she would rather be Abelard’s whore than his wife, wherein she instead examines “conflictual ideas and conflictual reality to move toward new conceptions of love and marriage” (Nye, p.15). Thus, Abelard is unable to “make her a philosopher on his terms” (Nye, p.4). Aspasia and Heloise cannot be reintegrated into the traditional philosophical canon, but that does not mean that “a new philosophical community [might not] be informed by Heloise and Aspasia’s wisdom” (Nye, p.17). To attempt to force that wisdom into the strictures of “traditional masculine” philosophy would in fact be to do them a disservice.  [14:  Barbara F. McManus, Classics & Feminism: Gendering the Classics (Twayne Publishers, 1997), p.18]  [15:  Susan C. Jarratt and Rory Ong, Aspasia: Rhetoric, Gender, and Colonial Ideology, Reclaiming Rhetorica: Women in the Rhetorical Tradition, ed. Andrea A. Lunsford (University of Pittsburg Press, 1995), p.10]  [16:  E.H. Carr, What is History? (Penguin, 1987), p.30] 


To conclude, both Aspasia and Heloise have been presented as outsiders to patriarchal society, through the continuous process of interrelating their sexuality and their intellectual accomplishments, and the presentation of both of these elements as transgressive of their gender-assigned roles. The sexualisation of their bios has shaped “the ways in which women participate, or do not, in intellectual discourse in the West” (Henry p.6), creating a template for how women ought or ought not to act – depending on whose perspective one takes. However, it makes little sense to attempt to remove this sexualisation from our understanding of each woman, because each has been mythologised so heavily by their biographical traditions that we come no closer to any objective truth, and in fact strip away an important area of historical and sociological inquiry. Aspasia and Heloise are now concepts, shaped by the societies in which they lived, the society in which we live, and the societies which encountered them in between. Hayden White recounts Michel de Certau’s assertion that “fiction is the repressed other of historical discourse” and that in ignoring this and trying to produce one objective narrative of the past, “history refuses the possible”[footnoteRef:17] of alternative narratives. Trying to pin down either Aspasia or Heloise to one sense of historical reality or to any one agenda is an act of self-repression which negates our own “possible”. If we could stop trying to reinvent their biographies, we could learn from them to reimagine the future.  [17:  Hayden White, Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and Historical Reality (Routledge, 2005), p.1] 





