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Far even more so than today, the social structure of Ancient Greece and the world at large 

represented a very patriarchal society. Women almost solely relied on their male counterparts, 

and had little influence alone. While researching her, the main aspect of Aphrodite’s influence to 

me was empowering women and reshaping women’s role in society. One quote that best 

encapsulated this idea was from Jessica Decker’s The Most Beautiful Thing on the Black Earth: 

Sappho’s Alliance with Aphrodite – “Aphrodite is a subversive Goddess that threatens Zeus’s 

patriarchal reign, and how Sappho strategically aligns herself with Aphrodite in rejecting 

patriarchal values, both in her methods and in her medium: eros and seduction.” 1Aphrodite uses 

her powers of “deception” and “cunning” to overwhelm, as opposed to conventional male 

methods of force. For example, it can be argued that Aphrodite is responsible for the entire 

Trojan war, as she was behind the scheme to have Helen and Paris fall in love with each other. 

“The weapons of Aphrodite are not swords and spears, but persuasion and wiles.” 2Aphrodite 

inspired many women to use their own advantages, such as beauty and deception, to empower 

themselves in a world that was very heavily male-dominated. Research and common knowledge 

has shown that ancient Greece (and the ancient world in general) was very patriarchal and male-

centered, and I would argue that Aphrodite was the main figure in challenging and changing 

these perceptions. 

As I walked through the National Archaeological Museum in Athens, a pervading sense 

of nostalgia swept over me. Not because I had been here before, but because of familiar faces 

and figures that I was exposed to at a young age. Whether from reading Rick Riordan novels or 

                                                      
1 Decker, Jessica Elbert. "The Most Beautiful Thing on the Black Earth: Sappho’s Alliance with  

Aphrodite." In Looking at Beauty to Kalon in Western Greece: Selected Essays from the 2018 Symposium 

on the Heritage of Western Greece, edited by Reid Heather L. and Leyh Tony, 39-50. Sioux City, Iowa 

USA: Parnassos Press – Fonte Aretusa, 2019. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvcmxpn5.6. 
2 Decker 40 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvcmxpn5.6
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watching movies such as Troy, I was always very interested in ancient Greek culture. It 

reminded me of the wonder and excitement I felt as a child, especially seeing the powerful male 

figures that I had identified with such as Hercules or Perseus. Beyond my personal connections, I 

was also very aware of the homogeneity of male representation that dominated most of the 

exhibits. The “ideal” or “perfect” male physique, as well as the gods, were shown repeatedly in 

many sculptures. I didn’t think much of it until one exhibit in particular caught my eye. In the 

middle of the Countless Aspects of Beauty Exhibit, stood a towering sculpture of the goddess 

Aphrodite. I was obviously well enough familiar with who she was, but the way she was 

portrayed really caught my attention. It was also very surprising as it broke the monotony of 

countless male figures in the museum who were similarly portrayed. The lighting also played an 

important role, as the statue was the only well-lit part of the room – the rest of the exhibits were 

dimly lit and on the peripheral. It was then that I knew Aphrodite would serve as my 

revolutionary artifact, not only for the fact that she seemed to stand as a symbol or stand-out 

figure in the museum itself, but also in my perception of Greek art and history as well. Although 

I’ve always been familiar with the important female figures and goddesses of ancient Greece, I’d 

never given much thought to them in terms of looking at things from their perspective, which is 

why I figured I’d do so now.   

“Men dominated ancient Greek society, and women were forbidden by law to act on their 

own behalf. Women had to be represented by a male guardian—usually their father before 

marriage and their husband afterward. The requirement that goddesses had to be served by 

female priests provided a few Greek women with an opportunity to improve their status. A 
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female priest could rise to a high administrative position. Once she reached her high position, she 

was no longer required to have a male guardian act on her behalf.”3 

The block quote above gives some insight into the social landscape at the time, 

highlighting the vast disparity between the two genders. One thing that stuck out to me was the 

fact that women were “forbidden by law to act on their own behalf.” 4This shows the 

powerlessness of women as a whole, as they literally couldn’t do anything without the approval 

of their male guardians. The second part of the quote however shows one important way in 

which Aphrodite was able to elevate females, which was in that “goddesses had to be served by 

female priests.”5 This gave these female priests an opportunity to reach high-standing in society, 

and to do so as an individual as well.  

Aphrodite, the ancient Greek goddess of sexual love and beauty, according to Hesiod’s 

Theogony, “was born from the white foam produced by the severed genitals of Uranus (Heaven), 

after his son (Cronus) threw them into the sea.” 6 This happened as a result of  This origin story 

is where her name comes from, as the Greek word aphros means “foam.” In Homer’s Iliad, 

however, she was the daughter of Zeus and Dione.”7 Aphrodite is also the goddess of passion 

and fertility. Aphrodite’s main followings and centers of worship were at Paphos and Amathus 

on Cyrpus, as well as a Minoan colony called Cythera, where her cult is believed to have 

originated. As Aphrodite was the goddess of beauty and inspired countless great works of art and 

                                                      
3 "Religion, Greek." In Ancient Greece and Rome: An Encyclopedia for Students, edited by Carroll 

Moulton, 170-173. Vol. 3. New York, NY: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1998. Gale Virtual Reference Library 

(accessed May 7, 2019). 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/CX2897200400/GVRL?u=nclivedc&sid=GVRL&xid=78c87129.  
4 Moulton 172 
5 Moulton 172 
6 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Aphrodite." Encyclopædia Britannica. December 28, 2018. 

Accessed March 27, 2019. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Aphrodite-Greek-mythology.  
7 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Aphrodite." Encyclopædia Britannica. 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/CX2897200400/GVRL?u=nclivedc&sid=GVRL&xid=78c87129
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Aphrodite-Greek-mythology
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literature, she was also a patron goddess to courtesans and prostitutes. This is really important 

because although women already held little influence in society, this category of women were 

particularly powerless. They were commonly slaves, and to do the bidding of their masters. 

Aphrodite however gave them the power over their bodies, which is the same power that women 

in the same position today use.  

Aphrodite was a very important figure in ancient Greece, and her influence can still be 

felt today. Aphrodite’s power through her ability to inspire women through use of beauty, 

deception, and thinking is shown all through the course of history. In terms of beauty and 

appearance, she has been shown to be the first to really set the standard for women. Similar to 

my experience walking through the museum and seeing countless bodily depictions of the godly 

male physique for men to aspire while seeing only Aphrodite as a prominent symbol of 

appearance for women. Her beauty truly was and is “unsurpassed”8 and therefore has always 

been the bar that women all across the world have aspired to. This however can obviously create 

problems – when countless women strive for a certain beauty there is always competition and 

resentment. People today around the world are beginning to realize that this traditional standard 

of beauty is toxic and outdated, and even as this messaged is repeated and accepted, it’s still 

quite evident that this old beauty standard holds power over a majority of women. This shows 

the duality of the nature of her beauty – it has inspired both positive and negative results. This 

should not be a surprise however. Her own origin is one born out of resentment, as in Hesiod’s 

                                                      
8 Experience, To Do and, Eat & Play To Stay, To Get Around & Be a Smarter Traveller, What's  

On in Athens Now, and People Culture. "COUNTLESS ASPECTS OF BEAUTY | National 

Archaeological Museum." Why Athens. Accessed May 01, 2019. 

https://whyathens.com/events/aspects-of-beauty-archaeological-museum-athens/.  

 

https://whyathens.com/events/aspects-of-beauty-archaeological-museum-athens/
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Theogony, the earth goddess Gaia, had her own husband’s genitals cut off. Aphrodite herself was 

jealous and resentful, and just like her standard of beauty this has also had influence.  

Aphrodite has inspired beauty since her origins and has continued to do so even today. 

This gives many women a sense of worth and value that otherwise would not have been there. 

While not all aspects of this unattainable beauty are positive as one would expect, she was a 

starting point and guiding force in women giving power to themselves – not being loaned power 

from men. Without Aphrodite women and society as a whole probably wouldn’t have gotten to 

where we now stand in a world of progressing gender equality, and where we hope to continue in 

the future.  
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