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Abstract 

Ancient Greek descriptions of ecstatic and mystic rituals, here broadly labeled as Bacchantic worship, 

regularly entail elements of moral corruption and dissolution of social unity. Suspicions were mostly 

directed against unofficial cult groups that exploited Dionysiac experiences in secluded settings. As 

the introduction of copious new cults attests, Greek religion was receptive to external influences. This 

basic openness, however, was not synonymous with tolerance, and pious respect for all deities did 

not automatically include their worshippers. This article reconsiders the current view of ancient reli-

gious intolerance by regarding these negative stereotypes as expressions of prejudice and by investi-

gating the social dynamics behind them. Prejudices against private Bacchantic groups are regarded 

as part of the process of buttressing the religious authority of certain elite quarters in situations where 

they perceive that their position is being threatened by rival claims. It is suggested that both the ac-

centuation and alleviation of prejudice is best understood in relation to the relative stability of, and 

the religious control exerted by, the elite. 
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 [T]he women have left our homes in fictitious ecstatic rites and flit about on the thick-

shaded mountains, honoring the new god Dionysus, whoever he is, with their dancing. 

They set up full wine bowls in the middle of their assemblies and sneak off, one here, 

one there, to tryst in private with men. The pretext for all this is that they are maenads 

performing their rites, but they hold Aphrodite in higher regard than the bacchic god. … 

They say that a foreigner has arrived from Lydia, a wizard, an enchanter, his blond locks 

reeking of scent, with a face wine-colored and the charm of Aphrodite in his eyes. He 

consorts day and night with the young women, offering them ecstatic rites. … Wherever 

women get the gleaming grape to drink in their feasts, everything about their rites is 

diseased.1 

                                                 
1 Euripides, Bacchae 217–225, 233–238, 260–262: “γυναῖκας ἡμῖν δώματ᾽ ἐκλελοιπέναι/ πλασταῖσι βακχείαισιν, ἐν δὲ 

δασκίοις/ ὄρεσι θοάζειν, τὸν νεωστὶ δαίμονα/ Διόνυσον, ὅστις ἔστι, τιμώσας χοροῖς· / πλήρεις δὲ θιάσοις ἐν μέσοισιν 

ἱστάναι/ κρατῆρας, ἄλλην δ᾽ ἄλλοσ᾽ εἰς ἐρημίαν/ πτώσσουσαν εὐναῖς ἀρσένων ὑπηρετεῖν,/ πρόφασιν μὲν ὡς δὴ μαινάδας 

θυοσκόους,/ τὴν δ᾽ Ἀφροδίτην πρόσθ᾽ ἄγειν τοῦ Βακχίου. … λέγουσι δ᾽ ὥς τις εἰσελήλυθε ξένος,/ γόης ἐπῳδὸς Λυδίας 

ἀπὸ χθονός,/ ξανθοῖσι βοστρύχοισιν εὐοσμῶν κόμην,/ οἰνῶπας ὄσσοις χάριτας Ἀφροδίτης ἔχων,/ ὃς ἡμέρας τε κεὐφρόνας 

συγγίγνεται/ τελετὰς προτείνων εὐίους νεάνισιν. … γυναιξὶ γὰρ/ ὅπου βότρυος ἐν δαιτὶ γίγνεται γάνος,/ οὐχ ὑγιὲς οὐδὲν 

ἔτι λέγω τῶν ὀργίων.” Translated by David Kovacs (Loeb Classical Library). Unless otherwise noted, all of the transla-

tions are mine and all of the dates are BCE. 



These words belong to the opening address of the young Theban king Pentheus, who strongly opposes 

Dionysus’ arrival in his town. The multifaceted god of wine and ritual ecstasy2 had been born from a 

mortal woman, Pentheus’ aunt Semele, which is why Pentheus refuses to acknowledge the godhead 

of his cousin. He is also unable to recognize the aspect of civilization that the introduction of Diony-

sus’ gifts represents. In fact, the king considers Dionysus to be nothing but a foreign charlatan who 

wishes to debauch the Theban womenfolk under the pretext of a new cult. Pentheus is represented as 

seeing the Bacchantic rituals as a façade for illicit activities. Euripides makes the king’s disdain and 

misgivings evident with interrelated images of femininity, foreignness, self-indulgence, and irration-

ality, which are projected on those celebrating the Dionysiac orgies.3 In the end, Pentheus’ doubts 

about the legitimacy of the new god are proven wrong and Dionysus triumphs. Yet having been 

voiced, Pentheus’ words cannot be brushed aside.4 In order for the play to be appealing and effective, 

the various views presented in it needed to be recognizable and, at least to a certain degree, also 

relatable to the Athenian audience (cf. Versnel 1990: 162). Each year three of the leading Athenian 

playwrights competed at the City Dionysia, a religious festival honoring the god Dionysus, by pre-

senting a series of three tragedies and a satyr play. The winner was determined by the votes of the ten 

jurors that were selected by lot from the nominees of the ten Athenian tribes. The tetralogy that in-

cluded Bacchae brought Euripides one of his few victories which suggests that his portrayal of the 

cult had won favor with the jury.5 In addition, the playwright Euripides was famous — even infamous 

— for his true-to-life portrayal of heroes, who acted and reacted like his fellow Athenians.6 As a 

result, we might take the point of view attributed to Pentheus as a reasonably realistic expression of 

prejudice against orgiastic cults in fifth-century Athens.  

In this article, I will discuss the possibility of viewing ancient literary references to private Bacchantic 

communities and agents as evidence of a societal discourse that constructed prejudice against certain 

religious groups. Even though exclusivistic groups as such easily aroused suspicions in the Greco-

Roman world, I will view these as primarily religious prejudices, since they were directed against the 

                                                 
2 These are the two aspects that the seer Tiresias (Euripides, Bacchae 278–285, 298–313) emphasizes to Pentheus when 

urging him to welcome the beneficent deity. 
3 Orgies (ὄργια) can refer to religious rituals in general (e.g., Aeschylus, Seven against Thebes 179; Sophocles, Antigone 

1013) but, in particular, they denote secret rites performed by the initiates (e.g., Euripides, Heracles 613; cf. the definition 

of Strabo 10.3.10, 13–14). The term was often used in connection with the Eleusinian Mysteries (e.g., Homeric Hymn to 

Demeter 273, 476; Aristophanes, Thesmophoriazusae 948; Frogs 384) and Dionysiac worship (e.g., Euripides, Bacchae 

34, 470–471, 476, 482, 998, 1080; Herodotus 2.81). 
4 Cf. Versnel 1990: 160, 163 and Dover’s (1976: 46) remark concerning the alarming denial of the existence of gods in 

the satyr-play Sisyphus. Even though a critical remark of a character should not be interpreted as the playwright’s criti-

cism, the voiced opinions, nonetheless, reflect the conceivable discussions of the day (Sourvinou-Inwood 1997: 162). See 

also Mastronarde 2005: 331–332. 
5 Even though Euripides wrote Bacchae whilst he was a guest of King Archelaus I at the Macedonian court, the play is 

still essentially an Athenian play and was probably first staged there in 405, shortly after the playwright’s death (Stuttard 

2016: 5–6, 8; Roisman 2016: 131). On the voting procedure at the Dionysia, see Marshall and van Willigenburg 2004. 
6 See, e.g., Lefkowitz 1989: 77; Parker 1997: 147; cf. Kovacs 2016: 99.  



performance and alleged outcomes of the rituals as well as religious ideas of group members and 

leaders. I will approach the subject aided by modern cognitive theories on prejudice and, in particular, 

by social identity theory, which elucidates questions of group-based identities and the role that the 

creation of otherness plays in identity formation. I argue that the study of prejudice is a more fruitful 

approach to the Greco-Roman material than the often-explored questions of tolerance and religious 

violence; prejudices cover a wider range of attitudes from subtle commonplace biases to the realiza-

tion of those prejudices in discrimination, and they do not presuppose exclusive religious choices (see 

below). What is more, the research conducted on ancient religious prejudices will also offer insights 

into the analysis of religiously loaded cultural conflicts in other historical contexts, including modern 

multicultural societies. The human tendency to adopt a negative stance toward out-group members in 

certain social situations is universal, and many patterns of conceptualizing otherness, particularly in 

Western culture, have roots in ancient Mediterranean and Near Eastern literature. Even today, the 

formulations of prejudice against religious groups tend to center on what are considered to be wrong 

interpretations of religion and those acting out these “false” ideas.  

The term “Bacchantic” should be taken here in the broadest sense to denote any worship that made 

use of the “Dionysiac” experience of intoxication and ecstasy in a secluded setting. Furthermore, the 

literary descriptions of ecstatic orgies typically lump together features from various cults and muddle 

them up with fictitious elements and popular concerns in order to create a desired effect. Therefore, 

I am not limiting my discussion to the cults of Dionysus proper, nor do I aim to discuss any specific 

real-life cults of Dionysus. My concern is to survey what kinds of prejudices ancient authors con-

nected with their literary rendering of Bacchantic worship, which stereotypical features were used to 

support them, and which social and situational factors contributed to their articulation. By examining 

these dynamics, we can increase our awareness of the conditions that not only aggravated social ten-

sions against religious groups but also discouraged expressions of prejudice against them. However, 

before discussing the literary sources further, we must establish what exactly we are dealing with 

when we talk about religious prejudice. 

Religious Prejudice in Theory and Ancient Practice 

The scholarly discussion of religious prejudice, both in antiquity and in modern times, has been dom-

inated by two themes that might be taken to represent the concept’s two extremes, namely, religious 



violence and tolerance.7 Both are habitually treated as phenomena that occur between different, mu-

tually exclusive, religious systems.8 The noted Egyptologist Jan Assmann locates the division into 

true and false religion with the birth of monotheism. Assmann (1997: 3–4, 7; 2008: 109–111; 2010 

[2003]: 2–4, 14, 31–32, 64, 73; 2017: 151–159) regards Mosaic monotheism — besides the short 

Amarna phase in Egyptian religion — as the first religious tradition that would draw the line between 

friend and foe in terms of “correct” religion. As a result, the “others” became perceived as idolaters, 

worshippers of false gods, and adversaries of true believers. Furthermore, Assmann (2008: 29–33, cf. 

2017: 160) has stated that violence directed against the others’ religion as such (i.e., extrasystemic 

violence) is only feasible in monotheistic systems, which see themselves as the sole holders of truth, 

whereas religiously motivated violence within a polytheistic system (i.e., intrasystemic violence) 

should be counted as political, since the gods of the others are not rejected.9 Similarly, Robert M. 

Berchman (2008: 61–66, 88–89) suggests that toleration of other communities’ cults and deities in 

Hellenistic and Roman practice was largely political, consisting in the legal sanctioning of those for-

eign groups whose religious traditions were deemed acceptable and constructive for the maintenance 

of pax deorum. 

Even though religious violence was politically loaded in polytheistic contexts, it does not follow that 

religious motivations would have been secondary or a mere pretense. Religious violence was political 

because the “religious” and the “political” were not differentiated. Religious observances were polit-

ical in the sense that they were a communal concern that were seen to contribute to the welfare of the 

polis, whereas politics were religious in the sense that the gods had to be taken into consideration in 

all public matters. Therefore, any attempt to separate political rationales from religious ones in public 

                                                 
7 Among recent examples are, e.g., Armstrong 2014, Clarke 2014, Clarke, Powell, and Savulescu 2013, Erlewine 2010, 

Neusner and Chilton 2008, and Angenendt 2007. The interconnectedness of violence and religion figures prominently in 

the writings of the noted historian and philosopher of social science René Girard. For instance, Girard (1977, esp. 498–

499) considers that Euripides’ Bacchae reflects the birth of primeval religion that served to sacralize and, thus, dehuman-

ize (in this case also “demasculinize”) violence. See also the criticism of Friesen 2015: 54. 
8 John North (1979: 85), for instance, considers that religious tolerance in a strict sense is unsuited for discussing Roman 

republican religion, since there was basically only one religious choice available. See also Assmann 2010: 18. 
9 On the translatability of the religion of others as a fundamental sign of the accepted validity of their religious systems, 

see Assmann 2010: 18–19, 31. In particular, Assmann’s thesis about the Mosaic distinction (that is, the distinction be-

tween true and false religion) that he introduced in his book Moses the Egyptian (1997) has been a subject of heated 

discussion. His understanding of biblical monotheism as well as its historical development has been criticized. Some 

critics (e.g., Zenger 2003; Kucher 2003) have interpreted Assmann as ascribing the beginning of religious violence and 

hatred to this distinction and, therefore, as demanding a reversion to a kind of ancient cosmotheism. Consequently, Ass-

mann has been understood as a critic of the monotheistic religions (e.g., Erlewine 2013). Others (e.g., Rendtorff 2003; 

Koch 2003; Tugendhaft 2012) have pointed out that the antagonism Assmann describes between the Mosaic monotheism 

and the Egyptian “idolatry” is not found in the Bible but is a construction based on later traditions. To a certain extent, 

this misses Assmann’s point about the memory of Moses and the historical reception of Egypt in the West. Assmann 2010 

is his response to this criticism, and the original German edition (2003: 145–273) includes the aforementioned critical 

articles of Zenger, Kucher, Rendtorff, and Koch. See also the review of Slavet (2010) and Kavka’s (2017) recent contri-

bution to the discussion.  



decision-making is anachronistic at best.10 More importantly, however, we need to widen our scope 

when discussing the “limits of toleration” beyond plain religious violence. Even though prejudices 

habitually precede conflicts (Reynolds et al. 2017: 47), prejudice as a concept is more nuanced than 

the act of naming enemies and the potential violence directed at them;11 that is only the tip of the 

iceberg. The study of historical conditions grants us the unique opportunity to scrutinize the entire 

chain of events from the verbalized expressions of prejudice to the potential outbreak of violence, but 

we should also be sensitive to those expressions of prejudice that were never realized in action. By 

relating prejudices to social dynamics in ancient societies where religion was an inseparable part of 

one’s social identity,12 the assumption that only exclusivist monotheism would produce religiously-

laden expressions of otherness can be questioned. 

To begin with, prejudice can be defined as a tendency to evaluate certain things in a predominantly 

negative way or, more particularly, certain groups of people and their individual representatives.13 

The cognitive basis of prejudices is a phenomenon known as categorization. Basically, we perceive 

the surrounding world in terms of simplified categories rather than as individual cases or persons. 

Categories, such as “philosopher” or “religious fanatic,” are accompanied by various attributes or 

stereotypes, which could be described as mental representations of their objects. They include char-

acteristics, beliefs, and expectations that one associates automatically with anyone or anything per-

ceived as belonging to a certain category. A “philosopher” is most likely expected to display dispas-

sionate rationality, whereas a “religious fanatic” is probably seen to lack that. In a way, stereotypes 

are theories about the representatives of a category, and thus, we make a number of presumptions 

about persons or objects simply by unconsciously ascribing them to a certain category. The cognitive 

structures that result from categorization guide our information processing at its various stages: they 

direct our attention and perception; they affect our memory, interpretations, and inferences. What is 

more, along with personal abilities, motivations, and surrounding norms, they predict our behavior.14   

                                                 
10 Cf. Losehand (2009: 119, 123–124) and the discussion of Steinmetz-Jenkins (2011). Nonetheless, it should be noted 

that the state did not monitor all religious activities, nor did all worship have public dimension (see below with n. 89). 

William Cavanaugh (2009) has also called into question the often-assumed interconnectedness between religion and vi-

olence. He refutes the idea that religion(s) as such would be any more prone to violence than other ideologies or institu-

tions. Moreover, he questions the entire division between the “religious” and the “secular”, arguing that the separation of 

religion from politics was forged in early modern Europe and it mainly serves the purposes of Western nation states. 
11 On the various levels of dehumanization that form the basis of prejudice, see Haslam and Loughnan 2011; see also, 

e.g., Goldhagen 1997: 34–38, 44–45, 72, 77–78, 124–125. 
12 For a recent overview, see Vlassopoulos 2015; cf. Beard, North, and Price 1998: 212–215 on Roman religion. On the 

importance of relating religious agency to (situational) collective identities, see now Rüpke 2016. 
13 Prejudgments can also be positive but I will use the term “prejudice” to refer to negative affective reactions toward 

something. Even in the case of negative prejudices, the emotional responses and attitudes toward the group in question 

are likely to be mixed, entailing also positive aspects; the situational factors and motivations will ultimately determine 

which elements will gain the upper hand (Schneider 2004: 266–267, 316). 
14 On categorization and stereotypes, see, e.g., Schneider 2004: 97–102, 123–148, 294–295, 316, 364–365; Brown 2010: 

36, 54–59, 62, 79–89; Locke and Johnston 2001: 108–110, 120–122; LeCouteur and Augoustinos 2001: 219–220. 



Even though a cognitive approach to preconceptions seemingly emphasizes their individuality, the 

development of prejudice is essentially a group process. Prejudices arise from social realities, how 

those realities are perceived, interpreted, and deployed in the formation of group-based identities, and 

how they are in turn reflected in one’s individual psyche; even cognition generally takes place in 

social contexts (Reynolds, Haslam, and Turner 2011: 49–50, 56, 59; Brown 2010: 8–9; Condor and 

Figgou 2011: 204–205). The advances made in social psychology have shown that a considerable 

part of our self-understanding, our social identity, derives from our sense of belonging to a particular 

group or groups. According to social identity theory, individuals seek to construct positive social 

identity through a group whose membership is significant for them. This is achieved by establishing 

positive distinctiveness in comparison to relevant out-groups. Comparative evaluations do not auto-

matically lead to antipathy, but the attempt to secure positive distinctiveness easily results in biased 

evaluations that manifest themselves in in-group favoritism and potential out-group derogation. Fur-

thermore, intergroup conflict or competition, especially in relation to some dimension that is highly 

valued in a given society, is likely to accentuate prejudices. External threats along with unstable social 

conditions also encourage in-group bias, especially in situations in which the status of one’s own 

group seems to be at risk (Reynolds and Turner 2001: 159–160, 165–167; Schneider 2004: 233–235, 

240–241, 278–279; Platow and Hunter 2001: 202–204; Brown 2010: 150–157, 167–179; Reynolds 

et al. 2017: 55–57 cf. Terry, Hogg, and Blackwood 2001: 148).  

The creation of social realities is seen here as a discursive process. Social categories are constructed 

communicatively in order to achieve certain goals, and stereotypes may be employed to support and 

justify the existing distribution of resources and power in a given society. In short, prejudices come 

down to social influence and understanding of intergroup relations. Prejudices are mobilized for a 

reason, and they exist because someone profits from them.15 Moreover, the recognition of potential 

threats as well as measures taken against them usually serve to strengthen the leaders’ position within 

their own group, which further highlights the importance of the role of leadership in the formation of 

prejudice (Reicher 2011: 38–40; Reynolds, Haslam, and Turner 2011: 59; LeCouteur and Augousti-

nos 2001: 219–220; Schneider 2004: 369–370; Brown 2010: 72–73). Therefore, in order to under-

stand prejudice in the context of Greco-Roman polytheism, we need to pay attention to the varied 

allocation of religio-political authority and the challenges it faced in the course of time. Likewise, we 

                                                 
15 In fact, prejudices can also be defined as “ideologies, attitudes, and beliefs that help maintain and legitimize group-

based hierarchy and exploitation” (Sibley and Barlow 2017: 4). Kimberly Stratton (2007) has applied a very similar 

approach to the concept of magic in antiquity. She discusses magic as a discourse that took a specific form in different 

social and political contexts, acknowledging that discourses often are combative and related to power struggles. Her 

approach also recognizes stereotypical representations of magic as a vehicle for trying to achieve authority (2007: ix–xi, 

16–18). 



need to take into consideration the shared cultural conventions and stereotypes that regulated and 

guided the expressions of prejudice.  

First of all, scholars have traditionally emphasized the open and tolerant nature of Greek polytheism.16 

This included a welcoming spirit toward new cults on the state level as well as the freedom of indi-

viduals to decide on the objects, depth, and manner of their devotion — as long as personal choices 

did not threaten the community’s propitious relations with the gods. Second, it has been pointed out 

that, besides being the most likely time for the introduction of new cults or rituals, crises represented 

those rare occasions when religious intolerance surfaced in the ancient world.17 As a consequence, 

the discussion on the limits of toleration, religious competition, and bigotry in the ancient world has 

focused on the later Roman Empire, when the competitive setting created by the rise of Christianity 

enhanced the need to sharpen the distinctions between different religious groups and, occasionally, 

resulted in open conflicts. However, it is ill-founded to presuppose that antagonism whose primary 

motivation is religious would only surface between mutually incompatible religious groups or that 

religious competition in the strict sense would be the only impetus for religious polarization (cf. 

Hunsberger and Jackson 2005: 818; Jackson and Hunsberger 1999: 519–520; see also Beard, North, 

and Price 1998: 212–215; Price 1999: 67, 82; Bremmer 2011: 74–78; Kindt 2012: 6). Thus, it is likely 

that in a society where religion is a major component of social identity — as it was in Greece — 

intergroup competition over a variety of material resources as well as immaterial prestige would man-

ifest itself in religious terms. 

As regards the translatability of the religion of others, the Greeks acknowledged the power and va-

lidity of the gods worshipped in other regions. Foreign cults were added with apparent ease to the 

existing cultic gamut. In addition, the supposed elusiveness of the divine world furthered the ac-

ceptance of previously unknown deities, for each community could always seek to improve its com-

munication with the higher powers. According to interpretatio Graeca, foreign deities were identified 

with recognized Greek gods and selected defining features served as points of reference. The many 

names and manifestations of gods were seen as one indication of their fundamentally unobtainable 

nature. Accordingly, most of the Greek authors seem to assume that foreign peoples worship gods 

who are in essence the same as their own, which is apparent in their preference for using the Greek 

                                                 
16 See, e.g., Gould 1985: 8; Bruit Zaidman and Schmitt Pantel 1992: 11–12. See also the discussion of Losehand (2009). 

The idea is already present in David Hume’s Natural History of Religions, first published in 1757. Even though “poly-

theism” is a modern concept that the Greeks would not have used to describe their religious thinking and observances 

(any more than they would have recognized the idea of “religion” as a separate sphere of human activity), I will use it to 

denote the religious tradition that allowed and insisted on the simultaneous existence of numerous equally valid divinities 

and cults. 
17 E.g., Peter Garnsey (1984: 4) and Christoph Auffarth (1995: 342–343) consider the Athenian pantheon to be a princi-

pally closed system, which was reconsidered only in a time of crisis. See also Alexander Rubel’s (2014 [2000]) study on 

the tightened religious atmosphere in Athens during the Peloponnesian war. 



theonyms.18 However, even though the idea of true gods as opposed to false gods is largely alien to 

ancient polytheism, communities often fostered the idea that their pantheon was the most suited for 

them and that the kinds of homage they paid (characterized by the Greek terms χάρις and τιμή) were 

the most pleasing to the gods.19 Hence, even though the others were not necessarily seen as erring in 

their worship, their piety might certainly be judged as inferior and deficient. Moreover, the basic 

acceptance of foreign deities did not automatically include their worshippers or rites.  

In the ancient world, proper religious conduct was a central social value, and public prestige could be 

attained and expressed by religious means. Social hierarchies were reflected in the religious domain 

so that the ruling elite20 habitually demanded control over their community’s communication with 

the divine.21 Shifts in political power were also reflected in the religious sphere. For instance, as the 

collective citizen body assumed political power in classical Athens, the People’s Assembly also pro-

claimed itself as the highest religious authority. Any claim of offering an alternative means of com-

munication with the divine could be interpreted as a challenge to the established order. Even though 

religious rivalry did not mean competition between different cults over the souls of worshippers, 

various religious figures and quarters repeatedly struggled, either to secure for themselves a position 

of authority or to defend control that they had already acquired over the religious field.22 Thus, a 

competitive setting that involved the pursuit of religious prestige between different social groups was 

likely to give impetus to in-group bias and expressions of prejudice. Since political and religious 

power were inextricably interlinked, the stereotypical images directed against religious rivals utilized 

the same imagery that was used to exclude certain groups from political power. As a result, women 

and foreigners, in particular, were associated with unwanted religiousness, and their alleged frailties, 

                                                 
18 For instance, in his description of foreign civilizations Herodotus almost invariably translates the divine names (see, 

e.g., Hartog 1988: 241–247; Hall 1989: 183–184). In general, see Parker 2017, ch. 2; Rudhardt 1992; Pakkanen 1996: 

87–88 with table 3 (p. 129). 
19 Cf. Borgeaud 2010: 3. For instance, the Athenian self-aggrandizement that asserted them to be, not only the most 

religious and generous city, but also the most loved by the gods lived on long after the Athenian heyday (see, e.g., Soph-

ocles, Oedipus at Colonus 260–261; Thucydides 2.38, 41; Isocrates 4. 28–29, 7.29–30; Cicero, Pro Flacco 62; Acts 17:22; 

Pausanias 1.24.3). 
20 The elite should be taken here to denote the fluid upper social strata whose sufficient wealth provided them with the 

means and leisure to engage actively in political, philosophical and/or literary pursuits. The ruling elite certainly came 

from this group but wealth alone did not necessarily guarantee political power. See van Wees and Fisher 2015: 8–10, 28–

29, 37–38. 
21 This does not mean that the elite would have strived to control all religious practices on all occasions; after all, a 

considerable part of private worship always remained just that — private. The ruling elite, however, would at times exert 

their power to decide what kinds of religious thinking and conduct was acceptable and in accordance with the ancestral 

tradition. Cf. Parker 1996: 217 on the impiety trials. 
22 Cf. Martin 2000: 159. So far, religious competition and the interconnectedness of social identity and religious outlook 

have been a recognized element of Late Antique Studies. Since competition was an integral part of Greco-Roman socie-

ties, we should also pay attention to the agonistic tendency within polytheistic religion. Cf. Engels and Van Nuffelen 

2014: 11.  



lack of self-control, and excessive, imprudent behavior, were used to characterize targeted cultic ac-

tivities (Rauhala 2013: 297–300). In an extreme case, a religious figure of authority or an entire cult 

group could be portrayed as a threat to the social order.  

For the most part, the ancient evidence does not allow us to study common people’s religious atti-

tudes; they can only be approached indirectly through the expected audiences of performing genres 

and their anticipated reactions. Literary sources, however, convey first-hand expressions of the elite’s 

identity building and the ensuing construction of religious otherness. In other words, even though we 

cannot always expect truthful descriptions of actual cult practices, we can generally intuit what the 

authors wanted their audiences to think about those practices. Therefore, despite our limited capacity 

to catch all of the cultural nuances encoded in literary portrayals, we can contextualize those depic-

tions within the writers’ oeuvre and the general requirements of their literary genre, consider the 

various choices that authors made, and analyze what kinds of stereotypes and biases they are likely 

either to reinforce or to abate. What is more, the elite had a crucial role in the creation and transmis-

sion of culturally shared ideas, including prejudice.  

Stereotypes have a cultural basis, and the successive generations of Athenians, for example, would 

have absorbed the central stereotypes prevalent in their society. They would have learned which so-

cial categories were relevant, which stereotypical features and emotional responses customarily ac-

companied them, and what kind of behavior their cultural norms and values endorsed (Schneider 

2004: 229, 321–322, 329, 338–341, 370). For instance, the aforementioned story of Dionysus’ re-

venge on Pentheus for his disbelief and scorn attests that criticism of divine forces was considered 

potentially very perilous — not only for the blasphemer but for the entire community. The disparaging 

portrayal of various groups of people, however, was culturally acceptable if not even expected.23 In 

other words, whereas expressions of prejudice directed at cults as such were curbed by cultural norms, 

the people involved in certain cultic activities could be characterized using negative stereotypes. This 

offered an opportunity to taint unwanted religiousness indirectly by associating it with negatively 

perceived characters, undesirable conduct, and dubious motivations. The fact that shared stereotypes 

and prejudices often go unchallenged seems to validate them (Schneider 2004: 327–328; Locke and 

Johnston 2001: 117), and, in the case of Dionysiac worship, the images of unbridled women, ecstatic 

revels, and social chaos seem to feed one another (cf. Stratton 2007: 2). In the following sections, I 

will illustrate the formation and invocation of religious prejudice by using as an example the attitude 

                                                 
23 For example, the allegedly defective physical and mental capacities of women were explored and supported by many 

ancient medical writers and philosophers, and this cultural understanding was enforced by largely excluding women from 

public and political life. Likewise, Greek discourse employed highly negative imagery when describing those who did 

not comply with the gender expectations of the day, and an entire discipline, physiognomics, was developed in order to 

expose latent sexual “deviants” (see, e.g., Winkler 1990: 66–69). See also Lateiner 2017, esp. 34–41, 58–61. 



towards Bacchic communities that were not associated with the polis structures in Greece. I will 

sketch in outline how the expression and mobilization of prejudice against Bacchic worship devel-

oped in the classical and Hellenistic periods and which factors either aggravated or alleviated ten-

sions. This will show that without any ostensible signs of aggression against Bacchic groups, we 

nonetheless find recurring expressions of prejudices that support discrimination. Furthermore, the 

comparison between the classical and Hellenistic periods will show that, even though a range of neg-

ative stereotypes was readily available for invoking prejudices against religious groups, their employ-

ment and targets depended on the perceived stability of religious authority in a given social context. 

Bacchic Revels and Communal Disunity 

Euripides’ Bacchae is perhaps the most vivid and far-reaching description of the varying attitudes 

towards ecstatic worship in the ancient world; it celebrates the blissful zeal of the devotees while 

embracing the misgivings of the male ruling elite. The theme of Euripides’ stage presentation, how-

ever, was not exceptional. Among others, Euripides’ senior colleague Aeschylus had dealt with the 

subject of Dionysiac madness in no fewer than two sets of plays, and many of his motifs seem to 

reappear in Euripides’ Bacchae (Sommerstein 2016; R. Osborne 1997: 192–193). Furthermore, Eu-

ripides melds elements from two different types of Dionysiac worship: Bacchanalia, which were re-

stricted to women and included ecstatic dancing and a procession to the mountains (ὀρειβάσια), and 

Dionysiac mysteries, which were open to men as well as women (Holzhausen 2008: 47–49, 67–69).24 

The evidence concerning maenadism as a historical phenomenon is scant before the Hellenistic pe-

riod. However, Euripides’ representation of the ritual itself, as well as the testimony of vase paintings, 

suggests that by the late fifth century women’s revels were an established part of the cult.25 Likewise, 

by praising the blessings of Dionysiac mysteries, Euripides’ rendering of the chorus of Asiatic mae-

nads confirms that Dionysus’ connection with rites of initiation was well known in Athens at the 

time.26 What, then, was the target of prejudice that Pentheus voices? 

All-female gatherings, even the most respected religious festivals, raised male suspicions of scheming 

and heavy drinking. What is more, the combination of secrecy, wine, and nighttime activities readily 

suggested promiscuous behavior.27 In Euripides’ Ion (550–554; cf. Euripides, Phoenissae 21–22), 

                                                 
24 Richard Seaford (1981, 2016) has argued that the experiences of Pentheus in the course of the play mimic those of the 

mystery initiand. 
25 Synnøve des Bouvrie (1998: 59-66) argues that Bacchae represents maenadism as an honorable institution, which 

becomes interrupted but is subsequently reasserted on the dramatic stage. Similarly, Robin Osborne (1997: 210–211; cf. 

Goff 2004: 264–271) concludes that Attic vase paintings are evidence that women’s ecstatic experiences were a well-

established and well-explored part of the Athenian cult of Dionysus. See also Sourvinou-Inwood 2005: 215–240. 
26 Euripides, Bacchae 73–82. On the whole, ritual secrecy and the requirement of initiation are made clear when discussing 

the nature of the Dionysiac rites in the Bacchae (e.g. 21–22, 40, 471–474). 
27 Aristophanes, in particular, explored male anxieties over women’s ritual gatherings for comic effect. In Thesmo-

phoriazusae (e.g., 372–379, 626–631, 730–730) the women’s eminent festival honoring Demeter is the scene of action 



Xuthus confesses that in his youth he had joined the company of Delphic Bacchants, and now he 

suspects that he fathered Ion while in the Bacchic state of mind. Protective darkness, the enabling 

flow of wine, and ensuing sexual escapades are also the cornerstones of Pentheus’ grudging remarks 

against women’s participation in Bacchic worship.28 The image of women as irrational beings who 

are unable to resist their bodily urges undoubtedly contributed to the societal discourse that explained 

and justified women’s exclusion from power (Schneider 2004: 369–370; Just 1989: 153–154; cf. 

Zeitlin 1982: 134–135), and drama was an important medium for the promotion of cultural stereo-

types of this kind (see Schneider 2004: 344–350). Even though Pentheus expresses his desire to en-

slave the Asiatic maenads at the loom (Euripides, Bacchae 476; cf. Bacchae 118–119), thus appoint-

ing the domestic sphere as their proper place, Euripides does not let him call into question female 

revels as such. Pentheus’ doubts concerning the maenads are proven unfounded, and the nature of the 

maenads’ deeds appears miraculous (Euripides, Bacchae 314–318, 677–768, 939–940). Moreover, 

the evidence concerning real-life maenadism suggests that the ritual was a regulated event with a 

prescribed course, and though it involved many reversals of the social norms, it enjoyed public ac-

ceptance.29 It could be argued that maenadism was for women what the symposium culture was for 

men — a structured environment in which to abandon normal restraints and surrender to the gifts of 

Dionysus (Henrichs 1982: 140–141; Segal 1982: 14–16, 215–217; Hoffman 1989: 96, 99–100, 111; 

Goff 2004: 270).30 

In the literature, Dionysus was closely associated with the Eleusinian Mysteries, and especially Iac-

chus, the divine companion of the initiates, whose statue was carried in the procession from Athens 

to Eleusis accompanied by ritual cries evoking the god; furthermore, Iacchus’ arrival was followed 

by a boisterous nighttime celebration akin to Bacchic revels.31 The Eleusinian Mysteries were one of 

                                                 
for heavy drinking and plotting against Euripides. Similarly, in Ecclesiazusae (17–18, 59), the women’s plan to take over 

the city had been made at the festival of Scira. Cf. Menander, Samia 73–83; Epitrepontes 451–453, 471–477. See also 

Fantham 1975: 54–55; Just 1989: 162–164; Versnel 1990: 104; Goff 2004: 115; Lyons 2007: 34. 
28 Euripides, Bacchae 221–225, 260–262, 353–354, 485–487, 814, 955–958. Cf. Aeschylus fr. 448 (Radt). It appears that 

Pentheus’ desire to catch the allegedly debauched women in flagrante delicto made it easier for Dionysus to persuade him 

to spy on the maenads (Euripides, Bacchae 955–958; Roisman 2016: 126, 129; contra Kovacs 2016: 106).  
29 According to Pausanias (10.4.3), for instance, the Athenian maenads, also known as Thyiads, journeyed every other 

year to Mount Parnassus to celebrate Dionysiac orgies together with Delphic women. See also Diodorus of Sicily 4.3.3; 

Plutarch, Bravery of Women 13 (249e–f), On the Principle of Cold 18 (953d); cf. Aristophanes, Clouds 605–606. Even 

though the women enacting maenadic ritual apparently mimicked their mythical paragons, their actions seem to have 

been in many respects far less controversial (e.g., Henrichs 1978: 121–123, 143–152; 1982: 143–147). See also the dis-

cussions of Henrichs (1978), Bremmer (1984), Versnel (1990: 133–149), Obbink (1993: 69–77), Dillon (2001: 140–149), 

Goff (2004: 271–279), and Porres Caballero (2013: 163–180). 
30 In addition, the worship of the god of masquerade and wine was incorporated into the social and religious framework 

of Greek cities in the form of theatrical performances and agricultural festivals. 
31 See esp. Sophocles, Antigone 1115–1154; Euripides, Bacchae 725; Aristophanes, Frogs 316–336, 342, 399–416; Strabo 

10.3.10; 15.1.7; the Paean of Philodamus (Weil 1895: 403), lines 34–35; cf. Herodotus 8.65.1–4. Despite the frequent 

identification of Iacchus with Dionysus, the two deities retained their separate identities within the cultic setting. See Graf 

1974: 40–59; Clinton 1992, ch. 2–3; Robertson 1998: 547–561. Cf. Valdés Guía (2013: 109–112), who has argued for an 

agrarian Dionysiac context for the origins of Iacchus and the deity’s presence at the Athenian Lenaia. 



the cornerstones of Athenian religious identity and imperial propaganda, and their violation was sub-

ject to capital punishment.32 Thus, we can rest assured that Euripides’ critical remarks on the suspi-

cious clandestine meetings were not meant to be associated with these state-endorsed mysteries. In-

stead, the character of the disguised Dionysus in the Bacchae references itinerant religious specialists 

who worked outside the framework of state-endorsed cults performing ritual purifications and initia-

tions; activities which in turn may have given rise to loose Bacchic communities. Euripides represents 

Dionysus’ alter ego as a Lydian seducer whose effeminate looks Pentheus scorns mercilessly. Dio-

nysus is described as womanish stranger, wizard, and enchanter who brings a new disease to women 

and ruins their marriages; his purpose is to allure women who find his body pleasant: he has scented 

golden hair and long flowing locks, lustful cheeks, dark eyes oozing with ardor, and a pale complex-

ion as a result of “chasing Aphrodite” beneath the shade.33 A sexually ambiguous and even unmanly 

appearance was a common feature of Dionysus (see Jameson 1993: 44–53; Hoffman 1989: 104), but 

effeminacy was generally also associated with Asiatic men whose soft and flamboyant mien Greek 

men despised but whose assumed lust for Greek women nonetheless caused them concern.34 The 

Periclean citizenship law of 451/450 probably had further exacerbated Athenian male concerns over 

women’s purity. Since the recognition of citizenship now required that a person’s mother also to be 

an Athenian, the only possibility for a man to produce an heir was by his legitimate wife. Thus, any 

doubt cast on the wife’s reputation would endanger the integrity of the family and the stability of the 

whole community. As the orator Lysias (1.33; see also Stratton 2007: 65–66) cautions, a man can 

seduce a woman by means of persuasion and thus get the entire household into his hands. 

The employment of the motif of a perilous seductive stranger and impressionable women aptly attests 

how the prejudices over Greek men’s significant others — women and non-Greek men — were in-

terwoven with the image of unscrupulous religion. Stereotypes concerning groups of people are cus-

tomarily connected with political, cultural, and religious beliefs, and thus work as hypotheses of how 

the representatives of the groups in question would perform in various contexts (Schneider 2004: 364; 

                                                 
32 Tradition has it that the playwright Aeschylus was nearly killed by an angry mob who suspected him of divulging 

mystical secrets in his plays. Aelian, Varia Historia 5.19; Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1111a10; see also Bremmer 1995: 

72–78. 
33 Euripides, Bacchae 233–238, 353–354, 453–459. Dionysus’ exotic feminine looks are also ridiculed in Aeschylus’ 

Edonoi (frs. 59–62 Radt); cf. Aristophanes, Frogs 45–47; Eupolis, Taxiarchoi fr. 272 (PCG). See also Just 1989: 253–

255; Stratton 2007: 47–48; Hall 1989: 127. 
34 Hall 1989: 113, 126. The same stereotypical image of an Eastern charlatan who seduces women on the pretense of a 

new mystery cult is evident in a comparable story that justifies the establishment of the cult of the Mother of the Gods on 

the Athenian Agora. According to the legend, an itinerant beggar-priest of the goddess, μητραγύρτης, arrived in Athens 

in order to initiate women to her mysteries. The enraged Athenians tossed the assumed impostor into an execution pit, 

βάραθρον, but the ensuing plague substantiated the priests’ claim. As a result, the Athenians placated the goddess by 

establishing her cult on the spot (Photios s.v. μητραγύρτης; Suda s.v. μητραγύρτης; cf. scholiast on Aristophanes’ Plutus 

431 (=Suda s.v. βάραθρον); Julian, Orationes 5.159; scholiast on Aeschines 3.187). Even though the extant sources are 

late, the incident is set in classical Athens, and Giovanni Cerri (1983, esp. 161–163; contra Parker 1996: 190 n. 137) has 

argued for a late fifth-century setting of the account as well. 



Brown 2010: 81). Euripides’ portrayal of Theban women as the mindless victims of religious frenzy 

seemingly confirms the cultural stereotype of emotionally unrestrained females and their proclivity 

for excessive forms of religiousness (cf. Plato, The Laws 909e–910a; Strabo 7.3.4, citing the comic 

poet Menander). At the same time, however, Euripides uses the stereotype of susceptible women to 

build up prejudice against new ecstatic cults and their advocates. Especially noteworthy is the imag-

ined threat that the “new” cult poses to the social cohesion and structure of the community from the 

point of view of the ruling elite. The reveling women have not only abandoned their domestic duties 

and newborn babies temporarily, as during a festival celebration, but the presence of the dubious 

outsider threatens to corrupt the womenfolk and hence the basis of the entire society. What is more, 

the newly created religious community, with its charismatic leader, forms a potential competing ob-

ject of allegiance and social identification, thus eroding the elite’s position of authority. The fall of 

the royal house of Thebes at the end of Euripides’ Bacchae seems to underline the potentiality of this 

scenario. 

Several other myths recounting the original resistance to Dionysiac worship also make use of mad-

dened women as the vehicle for the god’s revenge.35 The closest parallels to the Theban affair are the 

mythical stories about the daughters of Minyas and the women of Argos. The three daughters of 

Minyas, the King of Orchomenos, refused to join the other local women in their celebration of Bac-

chic revels. Instead, the Minyads remained at home weaving and working the wool, thus dishonoring 

Dionysus and his festival. Their disrespect evoked the god’s anger and their room filled with Bacchic 

tokens; according to some versions, the sisters went mad, cast lots to decide whose child they should 

sacrifice, and consequently tore Leucippe’s son Hippasus to pieces.36 Another myth related how Di-

onysus maddened the Argive women, who had supposedly overlooked his orgies; this tale was com-

monly amalgamated with a story about the madness of the daughters of King Proetus, so that some 

versions made Dionysus also the cause of the Proitids’ frenzy.37 In addition, the Hellenistic myth 

collection Catasterismi (24; see also the discussion of Tortorelli Ghidini 2013: 149–150), attributed 

to Eratosthenes of Cyrene, includes a reference to Aeschylus’ tragedy Bassarai, according to which, 

Dionysus had driven women, known as Bassarides, to tear the legendary poet Orpheus into pieces 

                                                 
35 These myths, in turn, served as aitia for various local rituals honoring Dionysus. See the discussions of Dowden (1989: 

80–92) and Robertson (2003: 227–232). 
36 Ovid, Metamorphoses 4.1–41, 389–415; Plutarch, The Greek Questions 38 (299e–300a); Antoninus Liberalis, Meta-

morphoses 10; Aelian, Varia Historia 3.42. 
37 According to (Pseudo-)Apollodorus (Bibliotheca 2.2.2), Hesiod had stated that the Proitids had become mad because 

they had not accepted the Bacchic initiation rites. (Pseudo-)Apollodorus further relates that when Proetus refused to pay 

the seer Melampus his requested fee for their cure, the other women left their homes, killed their children, and joined the 

sisters’ ravings (cf. [Apollodorus] Bibliotheca 3.5.2, where the women of Argos eat their infants in a Dionysiac frenzy). 

See also Herodotus 9.34; Diodorus of Sicily 4.68.4; Pausanias 2.18.4. Most sources (e.g., Bacchylides 11.40–112) main-

tain that the madness of the daughters of Proetus was sent by Hera, who the girls had insulted. See the discussion of 

Dowden (1989: 73–80) on the confluence of the myths and their sources. 



after he had ceased to honor the god.38 The association between Bacchantic women and social dis-

ruption was so strong that, according to Richard Seaford (1993), the tragic poets used maenadic state 

of mind as a metaphor for the dissolution of marital ties and the consequent devastation of the family 

unit. Furthermore, the image of Bacchic women is at times evoked in connection with other myths 

on mothers killing their sons.39 The myths of perilous Dionysiac madness were certainly well known 

in the fifth century, and they were often adapted for the stage by Athenian playwrights (see Seaford 

2005: 28–31); after all, they offered an apt way of exploring the enigmatic god of drama and illus-

trating the importance of incorporating his cult into civic life. The lack of detailed contemporary 

sources, however, prevents us from identifying what kinds of prejudices these renderings might have 

been used to convey. 

The fifth-century historian Herodotus (4.78–80) relates a cautionary tale of questioned loyalty caused 

by initiation into outlandish Dionysiac mysteries. A Scythian king called Scyles had been accustomed 

to the Greek way of life through his Istrian mother. Even after having succeeded his father to the 

throne, Scyles fell into a habit of slipping into Olbia, the city of the Borysthenite Greeks, where he 

had a house and a local wife, and where he lived like a Greek hidden from the eyes of his fellow 

Scythians. Scyles’ transgression went unnoticed as long as he contended himself with offerings to the 

gods according to Greek customs, but his desire to become initiated into Dionysiac mysteries proved 

to be his ruin. Even prodigious lightning that burned down his house did not stop Scyles from receiv-

ing the initiation and joining the reveling Greeks on the streets. This development, however, was 

reported to the Scythians, who turned against their king. Scyles found no refuge and was killed by his 

own brother. 

Herodotus’ commentary emphasizes the Scythians’ hatred for foreign customs. Even though all Greek 

customs, including the dress and religious rituals, were foreign to the Scythians, Herodotus repeatedly 

points out the otherness integral to Bacchic worship: it required an initiation ritual and involved 

                                                 
38 We may also refer to two further stories where the cause (revenge for murder/suicide) or the object (King Lycurgus) of 

Dionysiac madness is different. First, Icarius of Athens had been the first to receive Dionysus’ gift of wine. After con-

suming his drink, however, local shepherds thought they had been bewitched and thus killed Icarius. Icarius’ daughter, 

Erigone, hanged herself on her father’s grave, which is why Dionysus drove the Athenian maidens mad so that they also 

committed suicide (e.g., [Apollodorus] Bibliotheca 3.14.7; Hyginus, Fabulae 130; Servius’ commentary on Virgil’s 

Georgics 2.389). Secondly, Lycurgus, the King of the Edonians, had rejected Dionysus and imprisoned the Bacchants 

accompanying the god. Dionysus drove him mad after which Lycurgus mutilated and killed his son thinking that he was 

a grapevine in need of pruning (Homer, Iliad 6.130–140 [where Lycurgus’ punishment is blindness instead of madness]; 

Sophocles, Antigone 955–965; Hyginus, Fabulae 132; [Apollodorus] Bibliotheca 3.5.1; Servius’ commentary on Virgil’s 

Aeneid 3.14; Aeschylus also wrote a satyr play titled Lycurgus). See also Topper 2015. 
39 Thus, Ino, the aunt and foster-mother of Dionysus, makes Bacchantic cries when maddened by the enraged Hera to kill 

her son Melicertes (Ovid, Metamorphoses 4.519–530; Seaford [1993:124 n. 39] conjectures that the detail might come 

from Euripides’ tragedy Ino). Likewise, before Procne takes revenge on her husband Tereus by killing their son and 

serving the boy as a meal, she rescues her tormented sister Philomela during a Thracian festival of Dionysus taking the 

form of one of the Bacchants (Ovid, Metamorphoses 6.587–660; the myth was also the subject of Sophocles’ Tereus 

although the surviving fragments [581–595 Radt] are rather uninformative). 



frenzy, which was believed to follow from divine possession. In particular, Herodotus pinpoints the 

ecstatic element of Dionysiac worship as characteristically Greek, yet suspicious.40 According to the 

historian (4.79.3–4), the Scythians criticize the Greeks for their Bacchic revels and say that it is not 

reasonable to invent a god that drives people mad; instead they laugh at the Greeks who are seized 

by their god and rave.41 The story of Scyles is preceded by a related account of another notable Scyth-

ian, Anacharsis, who was also killed by his countrymen after having adopted foreign customs. Again, 

as Herodotus recounts (4.76), the fatal foreign customs were religious rituals that Anacharsis had 

learnt in the Greek colony Cyzicus, and they involved nightly revels honoring a deity associated with 

religious ecstasy, the Mother of the Gods.42  

Both stories emphasize that, from the Scythians’ point of view, devotion to a foreign deity, let alone 

initiation into an elective cult, compromised one’s loyalty to one’s own community. Herodotus’ sug-

gestion that one of the Borysthenites betrayed the king to his fellow Scythians implies that also among 

the Greeks some considered the celebration of Bacchic orgies to be inexcusable. In fact, it appears 

that it was also Herodotus’ intention to convey to his readers the idea that the Greek habit of religious 

ecstasy is absurd (cf. Burkert 2007: 154). While Bacchic revelries that are celebrated by the entire 

city — as in Olbia or Cyzicus — may work as a unifying force, individual commitment to a cult of 

foreign origin that only serves personal desires is shown to be condemnable. The historian locates the 

celebration of ecstatic cults in the hinterland of the Greek world, and the barbarian Scythian’s illicit 

fascination with the rites further underlines their marginality. Even though Herodotus avoids passing 

his own judgment on the Bacchic revels and attributes the explicit articulation of prejudice to the 

Scythians, the reader is left to wonder whether their attitude is a sound one. One might even think 

that the Scythians, who do not hesitate to act upon their preconceptions, are set as an example for the 

Greek policy toward religious groups that threaten communal unity. 

Above, I have considered how prejudice against Bacchic groups was constructed by representing 

them as a potential threat to civic loyalty and communal ties, noting that this kind of prejudice was 

not associated with state-endorsed Dionysiac rituals but with cults that were described as coming 

                                                 
40 As was customary for him, Herodotus traces the origins of Dionysus’ name and certain rituals back to Egypt, and relates 

that the equivalent god is worshipped there as Osiris (2.42, 47–49, 52, 123, 144–146, 156). Likewise, the historian con-

siders the Orpheo-Bacchic mysteries to have Egyptian roots (2.82; see also the discussion in the next section), and his 

knowledge of and respect for these rites may contribute to his reluctance to name Osiris/Dionysus in certain passages 

(Martín Hernández 2013). Therefore, mysteries as such appeared perfectly respectable to Herodotus.  
41 Phrases referring to Bacchic frenzy recur throughout the story. Similarly, Herodotus (4.108) relates that the Geloni who 

live among the Scythians revel for Dionysus (τῷ Διονύσῳ … βακχεύουσι), but this is because they are of Greek origin. 
42 In Greek literature, the Mother of the Gods, also known as Cybele or Rhea, was frequently associated with Dionysus 

based on the similarity of their ecstatic rituals and their mutual involvement in altered states of mind (e.g., Euripides, 

Bacchae 59, 73–82, 120–134; Euripides, The Cretans fr. 472.10–12 [Kannicht]; Euripides, Palamedes fr. 586 [Kannicht]). 

Later, Diogenes Laertius (1.8.101–105) represents Anacharsis as the critic of Greek absurdities, whose Zeal for Greek 

customs nonetheless was the reason for his dispatch. 



from the “outside” and possibly introduced by a wandering religious expert. Next, I will elaborate 

further on various attempts to evoke prejudice against private Bacchic specialists and the motives for 

this antipathy. 

Professional Rivalry and Quarrels over Knowledge 

The earliest known mention of bacchants (βάκχοι) and maenadic women (λῆναι) is found in a refer-

ence to the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus of Ephesus. According to Clement of Alexandria 

(Protrepticus 2.32 = Heraclitus fr. B 14 [DK]), Heraclitus had prophesied against the night-roamers, 

magoi, bacchants, maenads, and those who were initiated, and threatened them with posthumous 

hardship and fire; he deplored the unholy manner in which the mysteries were celebrated. Heraclitus 

had also stated that sexually loaded processions would be most shameful were they not for Dionysus, 

and that Dionysus, for whom they raved, was the same as Hades (fr. B 15 [DK] = Clement of Alex-

andria, Protrepticus 2.41). Even though Heraclitus’ original idea and wording may have been some-

what modified to match the general message of Clement’s anti-pagan tract, the philosopher’s criticism 

is considered to be authentic (e.g., Lloyd 1979: 12–13; Graf 1997: 21, 23; Bremmer 1999: 2–3; Dickie 

2001: 28–29; Graf 2013: 145). Arguably, Heraclitus did not denounce mysteries and seemingly dis-

graceful rituals as such — as long as they served the purpose of directing humans towards the recog-

nition of the divine unity, Logos, who embodies harmony, intelligence, and moral principal.43 He may 

even have used the diametrically opposed Dionysus (understood as a reproductive force) and Hades 

(symbolizing death) to illustrate his idea of the unity of opposites (Wildberg 2011: 206–215). None-

theless, it seems that, by the late sixth century, ritual ecstasy and nighttime orgies could be criticized 

from the moral point of view, and it is plausible that nocturnal gatherings and ritual aischrology were 

also associated with potential lewdness outside a ritual framework. 

The sharpest edge of Heraclitus’ spurn is directed at rites of initiation with clear Dionysiac connota-

tions, and his mention of the Persian magoi may refer to the type of itinerant specialists whom the 

disguised Dionysus of the Bacchae later represents. As Fritz Graf (2013: 145) points out, magoi “were 

well-known and feared, hated, or despised in Persian-occupied Ephesus of Heraclitus’ time.” Whether 

or not Heraclitus’ magoi were authentic Persian fire-priests is not crucial; what is significant is the 

budding image of the Eastern enchanter, with more than a hint of charlatanism, combined with shady 

mystery initiations, crazed women and men, and wanderings in the night. For Heraclitus, these rep-

resent initiations that are performed inappropriately. It is hard to escape the idea that it is exactly the 

private, unauthorized nature of the mysteries that makes them unacceptable in Heraclitus’ view (see 

                                                 
43 See, e.g., Drozdek 2007: 35–41. In general, Heraclitus seems to emphasize the importance of understanding the param-

eters of various religious contexts within which the rituals make sense (C. Osborne 1997). 



also Dickie 2001: 29, 43; cf. Bremmer 2014: 71). Initiation potentially created close ritual communi-

ties around traveling religious experts who represented an authority that competed with the local 

elite.44 Heraclitus belonged to the upper class, and the anecdotes imply that he was an influential 

figure despite his evasion of political power (Diogenes Laertius 9.1.1–3, 6). What Heraclitus was 

more interested in was the recognition of his authority regarding the nature and workings of the world. 

The branch of philosophy, however, was still fresh in its dispute with mythical and poetic cosmolo-

gies (see Humphreys 2004: 52–55), whereas itinerant religious experts presented a rival claim to the 

interpretation of the higher powers that was based on long tradition (see Burkert 1983 and the discus-

sion below). Heraclitus’ response to this challenge was to augment prejudice against private religious 

agents and mysteries by associating them with images of profanity, ignorance, and immorality. 

Within the sphere of Dionysiac mysteries, the Orphic initiators fit the description of itinerant special-

ists. The so-called Orphic tablets demonstrate that at least some members of unofficial Dionysiac cult 

groups would develop such a strong sense of belonging to the Bacchic community that it may have 

challenged the traditional modes of belonging and identification within the polis society.45 The texts 

place particular emphasis on the correct identification of the deceased as a member of a privileged 

and ritually pure religious community. Even though there is no direct evidence of the activities of 

Orphic initiators, let alone the existence of Orphic communities, in classical Athens,46 Athenian the-

atergoers were obviously aware of them. In Euripides’ tragedy Hippolytus, the titular character is a 

young man single-mindedly devoted to the goddess Artemis. This provokes the anger of Aphrodite, 

whose gift of love Hippolytus has disdained. In revenge, Aphrodite makes Hippolytus’ stepmother 

Phaedra fall in love with the youngster and, after her advances have been coldly rejected, she kills 

herself, accusing Hippolytus of having raped her. In his enraged speech (950–957) Hippolytus’ father 

Theseus spurns his son’s peculiar piety, linking it with Bacchic frenzy and an Orphic way of life. 

Theseus venomously urges Hippolytus to go on boasting about his unparalleled proximity to the gods 

and making a big deal of his vegetarian diet; he can have Orpheus as his master, “join the Bacchic 

                                                 
44 Even though the written sources on the Dionysiac mysteries are mainly concerned with Bacchic communities in the 

hereafter, some evidence implies the togetherness of the initiates in this life as well (see Graf 2013: 165). Certainly, 

Bacchic cult groups varied from place to place and over time. Angelos Chaniotis (2011: 267–272) discusses the shared 

identity and emotional ties of Greek initiates based on later material, but the basic psychological mechanism related to 

the experiences of the initiates would have worked the same way.  
45 See Edmonds 2009: 75, 79; cf. Graf 2013: 158–159; Bremmer 2014: 75. The tablets have been found in funeral contexts 

and they provide the deceased with guidance on their journey to the netherworld. These ritual texts have been shown to 

belong within the realm of Dionysiac mystery cults (e.g., Cole 1980; Graf 2013). Dionysus was a key figure in Orphic 

mythology, and the Orphic initiates could be identified as βάκχοι (Graf and Johnston 2013: no. 1.16; the text found in 

Hipponion in Southern Italy is roughly contemporary with Euripides’ Bacchae; cf. Graf and Johnston 2013: no. 30; see 

also Herodotus 2.81; Diodorus of Sicily 3.65.6; Strabo 10.3.23; Plutarch, Life of Alexander 2.5), but not all Dionysiac 

revelers or initiates were Orphic. See Plato, Phaedo 69c; Burkert 2006: 43–44; Graf 2013: 143; Bremmer 2014: 78; see 

also the discussion of Tortorelli Ghidini (2013). 
46 See, however, the discussion of Bremmer 2014: 64–69. It is also notable that the philosopher Theophrastus, who was 

active in Athens in the fourth and early third centuries, mentions a practice of Ὀρφεοτελεσταί, Orphic initiators, as a place 

where a superstitious man would repeatedly seek consolation for his anxieties (Characters 16.12). 



revelries and venerate the trivialities of copious books” (954: βάκχευε πολλῶν γραμμάτων τιμῶν 

καπνούς), but he has been exposed. Theseus orders everyone to run away from such men, for they 

“hunt with their pompous words but contrive shameful things” (956–957: θηρεύουσι γὰρ/ σεμνοῖς 

λόγοισιν, αἰσχρὰ μηχανώμενοι). Even though Theseus’ bitter tirade against Hippolytus is unfounded, 

his speech is empowered by his agitation and it once again draws on apparently common prejudices 

against private Dionysiac mysteries. They are thought to throw dust in people’s eyes with their token 

sophistication, secret rituals, and strict rules, but in reality their hauteur hides their vile intentions, 

where — as Theseus seems to suggest — an incestuous rape would easily fit. 

 

In a similar vein, Plato (The Republic 364b–365a; cf. The Laws 909b, 933a) questions the motivations 

and promises of “begging priests and seers” (ἀγύρται δὲ καὶ μάντεις) who frequent rich men’s doors, 

offering them cures from any wrongdoings they or their ancestors might have committed. The reper-

toire of these connoisseurs of divine matters includes sacrifices, incantations, (binding) spells, puri-

fications, and initiations into mystic rites, which Plato sarcastically describes as pleasant feasts and 

amusement. Plato’s reference to initiatory rituals (τελεταί), purifications, and expectations of a better 

afterlife readily suggests the kind of religious agents that Orpheo-Bacchic initiators represented, and 

the connection is made clear by their use of books ascribed to, among others, Orpheus. Even though 

the criticism that Plato ascribes to his older brother Adeimantus is not directed at the performance of 

rituals as such,47 the now-familiar prejudices toward religious experts that Plato rehashes weigh heav-

ily against the entire cult they represent.  

The Platonic attack on these professionals proceeds on two fronts. First, the philosopher strongly 

challenges their competence: their claims of being able to influence and even manipulate the gods are 

denied, and their arrogant pretensions to make amends for past misdeeds or even harm individuals 

indiscriminately by ritualistic means appear absurd. What is more, in the context of Plato’s general 

discussion of justice, these reckless charlatans become “public enemies” as they encourage injustice 

and impiety (see also The Republic 365b–366b; The Laws 908b–d). Not unlike in Euripides’ plays, 

Plato’s sting is directed at private agents whose activities fall outside public control. The power of 

the gods is never questioned, but people who insist on having a special relationship with the divine 

are regularly impugned in Greek literature (see, e.g., Lateiner 1993; cf. Eidinow 2016:60). We may 

also compare Plato’s diatribe with a very similar attack against the abilities of religious professionals 

                                                 
47 Plato (e.g., Phaedo. 69c–d; Phaedrus 244e, 249c; cf. Symposium 218b), for instance, describes purification and initia-

tion rituals in a positive manner stressing that when they are understood and implemented correctly — under the guidance 

of philosophical reason — they will aid the souls to reach their original divine condition (see the discussion of Casadesús 

Bordoy 2013). Inversely, Plato scoffs that the greatest reward that those citing the ancient poet sages promise in the 

afterlife is continued symposium and eternal drunkenness (The Republic 363c–d). 



that was made in the Hippocratic treatise On the Sacred Disease some decades prior to Plato’s Re-

public. The writer denies that a disease would have divine origin and hence also the notion that reli-

gious professionals might have some special insights into healing.48 On the contrary, their fanciful 

explanations and remedies only testify to their obliviousness. They claim to be able to command 

divine powers, yet they put the blame on the gods should their treatment fail. Thus, their alleged 

religiousness is, in fact, impiety (On the Sacred Disease 2.1–32, 41–46; 3.16–4.19; cf. [Demosthenes] 

25.80). The Hippocratic invective draws on the same pool of stereotypical features as Plato, and mu-

tual competition is a clear motivation in this case.  

Second, Plato represents religious specialists as greedy swindlers who prey on people’s fears.49 The 

activation of the stereotype of the ruthless charlatan in connection with private professionals not only 

seemingly justifies his resentment but also encourages his readers to discriminate against them (see 

Schneider 2004: 268). Plato insists that crooked priests and soothsayers cash in on people’s appre-

hensions about the afterlife and the world of the dead, an area of knowledge that is notoriously hard 

to confirm — or disprove.50 Yet, Plato himself was fishing in the same waters. He, too, claimed to 

have special knowledge concerning the nature of the gods and the condition of souls.51  Furthermore, 

he was ready to advocate radical measures to bridle people’s private communication with the gods 

(that could be rash and imprudent, and thereby impious) as well as weed out those individuals who 

propagated ungodly ideas and impious attitudes; among the cunning and treacherous blasphemers, 

Plato names those who tamper with people by means of their private initiations (The Laws 907d–

910d). The aim of Plato’s criticism is to make the itinerant priests appear unscrupulous and to portray 

those using their services as fools. The stereotype of money-grabbing charlatans also seems to dis-

close one of the root causes of Plato’s grudge. He complains that they are able to fool not only indi-

viduals but entire households and city states (The Republic 364e; The Laws 909b); even the duped 

private persons or ἰδιῶται belong to the wealthier social strata. In a passage closely akin to this, Plato 

castigates the Sophists as “paid hunter[s] of the young and the rich.”52 In Plato’s tirade, the wandering 

                                                 
48 Hippocrates, On the Sacred Disease 1.2–14; 5.1–4. The Hippocratic writer calls these healers “Magicians, purifiers, 

begging priests and quacks” (On the Sacred Disease 2.3–4: “μάγοι τε καὶ καθάρται καὶ ἀγύρται καὶ ἀλαζόνες”). 
49 Cf. Euripides, Bacchae 255–257; Aristophanes, The Birds 959–990; Peace 1045–1126. See also Dillery 2005: 199; 

Flower 2008: 135–136; Stratton 2007: 44; cf. Eidinow 2017: 255, 258–259, 269. 
50 See Johnston 1999: 53–55, 107–108 on the rituals related to the Netherworld that Plato implicates here. Cf. Plato, 

Phaedrus 244d–e. 
51 Plato elaborates these themes in numerous dialogues, see esp., Plato, Timaeus 28c–30b, 34b; Phaedrus 245c–249d; 

Gorgias 522e–527e; The Laws book 10. What is more, Plato also made use of Orphic concepts in representing his own 

ideas (see n. 47 above), as discussed by Casadesús Bordoy (2013), claiming that only the philosophers were the true 

initiates. 
52 Plato, Sophist 231d: “νέων καὶ πλουσίων ἔμμισθος θηρευτής.” Cf. Sophist 224b; Apologia 19e–20a. In the sixth book 

of The Republic (489a–c), Plato continues his criticism by pointing out that, while the cities do not respect philosophers, 

considering them useless, it is not the philosophers’ task to go to rich men’s doors offering their counsel but the current 

political leadership should instead turn to the philosophers who are truly competent rulers.  



of the priests and Sophists alike becomes a sign of their ignorance, their lack of commitment to com-

munal values, and their ultimate unreliability, which is reflected in their profit-seeking.53  

The competition between Plato and the Sophists is clear — a great deal of the Sophists’ reputation as 

second-class philosophers can be traced to Plato’s criticism — but I think that we should also extend 

this professional competition to include religious specialists and philosophers like Plato. After all, 

philosophers and physicians who were eager to condemn religious practitioners also curried favor 

with the same clientele: young and wealthy men. Their contempt for those who made their livings 

performing rituals scarcely hides their own dependence on largesse, for which they had to compete 

with these religious experts, who, in turn, were blatantly successful in attracting wealthy patrons.54 

What is more, the philosophers, as one of the groups of self-proclaimed rationalists, were still in 

Plato’s time struggling to make their religious ideas heard and to gain a position of authority compa-

rable to that of archaic sages and inspired poets. Instead, religious specialists often had tradition on 

their side, while philosophers might face charges of illicit innovation — very concretely, as the trials 

of Socrates and the Sophists attest.55  

In brief, the intellectual criticism of Dionysiac revels and initiations falls upon, first, the private agents 

who offered to perform them for a fee, and second, on the insufficient understanding of the divine 

context by those engaging in these rituals. Undoubtedly, criticism was often justified, but what sepa-

rates rational criticism from expressions of prejudice is the affective and evaluative negativity asso-

ciated with the object of criticism (see above with n. 13).56 Indeed, the character of the initiator might 

even be used to question the functionality of the rituals, as a saying attributed to the fifth-century 

Spartan king Leotychidas II indicates. Purportedly, Leotychidas had sneeringly asked an impover-

ished Ὀρφεοτελεστής Philippos why he did not die as soon as possible to get out of his misery, since 

                                                 
53 The wandering of various professionals had a twofold character in Greek thinking. On one hand, it could signify their 

unique knowledge and dispersal of their skills and fame; on the other hand, it became a potential token of dishonesty and 

charlatanry. Plato exploited the latter set of connotations, whereas the Sophists and itinerant religious experts themselves 

may have appealed to the former. See Montiglio 2005: 93–95, 100–101, 105–108, 114–116; cf. Herrero de Jáuregui 2015: 

615–617.  
54 See Wallace 2007:222–223, 231. According to Bremmer (1999: 9) there was an increased “demand” for private reli-

gious practitioners in late fifth-century Athens, and he repeatedly draws attention to the fact that the Orphic initiations 

found favor among the higher social strata (2014: 66, 71–73, 80). Bremmer (2014: 68–69) also speculates whether Or-

phism would have had particular appeal to Athenian elite youngsters. See also Johnston 1999: 108–109, 119–121. Like-

wise, Geoffrey Lloyd (1979: 45–48, 56–57) has observed the mutual competition between Hippocratic physicians and the 

religious healers they criticized, as well as the basic vulnerability of the former’s position. See also Graf 1997: 30–32; Le 

Person 2009: 292–295. 
55 The evidence concerning the trials of several named Sophists is ambivalent but the scholarly consensus supports their 

existence. See, e.g., Rubel 2014: 35–41, 64–73; Parker 1996: 207–209. Cf. Aristotle, Rhetoric 1397b 5. Professional 

rivalry may also have motivated the impiety charges against philosophers. Harvey Yunis (1988: 68–71), in particular, has 

connected the late fifth-century decree proposed by the seer Diopeithes and directed against the dispersion of unconven-

tional religious ideas with his antagonism toward the Sophist Anaxagoras. 
56 The traditional assumption that prejudices result from irrational reasoning and are, therefore, essentially unfounded has 

been abandoned over the last few decades (see, e.g., Dixon and Levine 2011: 8–9; Augoustinos and Reynolds 2001a: 2–

3). 



he promised that his initiations guaranteed a blissful afterlife.57 As the self-proclaimed rationalists 

present the competence and the motives of professional initiators in a negative light, they get a chance 

to advertise their own superior knowledge. In other words, the evocation of prejudice against private 

religious agents serves the purpose of elevating the rationalists’ own position in a mutual contest.58 

They had to convince the potential clients that trusting one’s money and soul to the hands of a random 

charlatan posing as, say, an Orphic initiator would be a risky gamble.  

On the one hand, these observations support the notion that prejudice is always mobilized for gain 

(Reicher 2011:30), which in this case is concrete livelihood in addition to a more intangible prestige. 

On the other hand, they coincide with empirical studies that indicate a clear correlation between re-

alistic or perceived intergroup competition and prejudiced attitudes.59 It is probable that in the Greek 

cultural environment of the zero-sum game, where one’s gain was readily interpreted as the other’s 

loss, the philosophers perceived their relationship with religious professionals in terms of negative 

interdependence, that is, the other group’s operations were perceived as affecting one’s own success. 

Plato’s recurrent references to the success of religious specialists among the rich and powerful also 

reveal a further motive, namely, the feeling of relative deprivation and frustration that results from 

the discrepancy between one’s expectations and one’s actual status and achievements (Brown 2010: 

166–172). Plato clearly felt that the cities should have lent an ear to philosophers’ teachings, thus 

acknowledging their authority, but instead this honor was given to what he considered to be second-

class sages. The marked similarity of philosophers and religious experts was likely to augment the 

need to create sharp rhetorical boundaries and acrimonious polemic.60 Likewise, the relatively mar-

ginal status of both groups61 might have encouraged mutual comparisons in order to achieve positive 

distinctiveness (see Brown 2010: 155–157). Among the traditional markers of high status in Greece 

were good family, wealth, military prowess, and fame, but the philosophers largely chose to disregard 

these. Instead, they developed new dimensions, such as knowledge and understanding, which they 

used to reflect their own identity and prestige. As the writer of the Derveni papyrus suggests, the 

Orphic initiators also put great emphasis on the same values, which may have appeared to be a direct 

threat to the philosophers’ identity. Overall, the philosophers not only saw irrational revelries as a 

                                                 
57 Plutarch, Sayings of Spartans 49.3 (224e). Diogenes Laertius (6.1.4) attributes the saying to the Athenian philosopher 

Antisthenes, active in the fifth and fourth centuries. 
58 Similarly, the writer of the Derveni papyrus (P. Derv. col. 20), often identified as an Ὀρφεοτελεστής, castigates other 

initiators for making a profession out of the sacred rites without sufficient understanding of their nature or the ability to 

teach their meaning to the initiates. His sharp polemic seems to have been instigated by rivalry within the craft (see Betegh 

2004: 352–353; cf. Eidinow 2011: 27). Likewise, Flower (2008: 146) observes rivalry among the seers. 
59 According to realistic conflict theory, conflicting group goals and the (perceived) threat thus posed by the out-group 

are the primary causes of prejudice. For an overview, see Brown 2010: 144–149, 174–179; Platow and Hunter 2001. 
60 On intergroup similarity as a potential cause of bias, see, e.g., Brown 2010: 153–154. 
61 Cf. Dickie 2001: 20‒21; Edmonds 2008: 30–32; Graf 1997: 35. Edmonds (2008: 30–32) also notes that the elevation 

of ancient philosophical and medical theories from the margins to the center is a modern construction. 



menace to social order but also felt that Bacchic initiators threatened their own status and distinctive 

identity. 

Social Destabilization and the Reaction of the Establishment 

Returning to Euripides’ Bacchae, we need to consider why we are faced with prejudice against private 

ecstatic worship at the end of the fifth century. The existence of a professional skirmish within a small 

circle of specialists is hardly a tenable explanation for voicing concerns in the framework of a public 

medium such as drama. The context of the Bacchae makes it clear that Pentheus’ attitude is directed 

at a cult that seems novel and socially destabilizing. Given that, at the time, the cult of Dionysus 

represented what we might call institutionalized ecstasy with its well-established and well-rehearsed 

rituals of contemporary revelry and reversal, it seems highly unlikely that it would have stirred wild 

suspicions. Whereas mythical tales about Dionysus warned against the potentially destructive effects 

of reversing societal roles, the communal rituals honoring the god had effectively thwarted this 

threat.62 As regards Bacchae, the Athenians’ successful management of Dionysus’ double-edged gifts 

was highlighted, since the dramatic festival of City Dionysia was a concrete way of funneling the 

perils of unrestrained ecstasy and private θίασοι that Euripides described on stage to common good. 

Therefore, it is most likely that Euripides projected contemporary prejudices against other, yet un-

tamed, ecstatic cults into a mythological setting. Consequently, he also had primarily other gods on 

his mind when expressing concerns about treading a fine line between potentially offending a god 

and suffering the consequences of unrestrained ecstasy.63 

The Phrygian wine god Sabazius was certainly a god that ticked all the boxes on Pentheus’ list of 

misgivings, and he was readily identified with Dionysus.64 He had been recently introduced in Ath-

ens, he was honored by private associations, and his worship (allegedly) included drinking, initiations, 

mingling of men and women, and summoning of reveling bands. Aristophanes made repeated refer-

ences to the worshippers of Sabazius, associating the cult with women and lower social strata. In The 

                                                 
62 Cf. Seaford 1993: 134, 137; Jaccottet 2005: 194‒196; Gehrke 2011: 364–365; Versnel 1990: 149–150. In tragedy, the 

opposition is also found between (mythical) Thebes, where the social threats materialize, and (the audience’s contempo-

rary) Athens, where such conflicts have purportedly been resolved (e.g., Zeitlin 1990). 
63 Thus also Versnel 1990: 99–100, 149–150, 155–157, 173, 180, and esp. 186–187; cf. Kovacs 2016: 102; Scodel 2011: 

88–89. I do not claim that caution and prejudice against newly arrived deities would have been the overriding message of 

the Bacchae; instead, I suggest that Euripides’ audience would have perceived this theme within the scope of unofficial 

ecstatic cults of the day, such as the θίασοι of Sabazius discussed below. 
64 Amphitheus FGrHist 431 F 1; Diodorus of Sicily 4.4.1; Plutarch, Table-Talk 4.6.2 (671f); Suda s.v. Σαβάζιος. Another 

apt candidate for prejudice was Cybele, whom Euripides (The Cretans fr. 472 [Kannicht]; Palamedes fr. 586 [Kannicht]; 

Helen 1362–1368; Bacchae 72–82), in particular, often portrayed in unrestrained Dionysiac context. Her position has 

been extensively discussed in Rauhala (2012, esp. 118–120). See also Versnel 1990: 105–110, 172–173. Even though the 

fact that so many new cults had found their way to Athens led comic writers to make fun of the city’s hospitality (Strabo 

10.3.18), the religious situation of the late fifth century should not be seen as exceptional, let alone as degenerate (Parker 

1996: 196–198). 



Wasps (9–10), two slaves discuss their mutual interest in Sabazius, which is a poorly concealed allu-

sion to their drinking. In Lysistrata (1–4), the play’s eponymous heroine complains that women would 

be swarming with their tympana to get to the Bacchic festivals and other celebrations promising rev-

els, lavishness, and erotic play, whereas no one has showed up for her meeting.65 Later on, an un-

named Proboulos, holder of a newly established Athenian magistracy, grumbles about women’s lav-

ish wantonness, their banging of tympana, frequent rituals for Sabazius, and celebrations of Adonia; 

these he considers to be examples of their intemperate and licentious acts.66 The nexus of stereotypes 

where Aristophanes locates the Baccho-Sabazian rites is revealing: female irrationality and immod-

eracy, inebriation (the Proboulos also makes a point of mentioning the tipsiness of the women cele-

brating Adonia), lavishness, and extravagance. Even though the Proboulos does not have an Oriental 

seducer to worry about, his characterization of the all-female rites and religious initiative resembles 

Pentheus’ subsequent account. Particularly telling is the last word of the opening line, τρυφή. This 

term firmly links the kind of religious behavior to the discourse on eastern barbarian nature with its 

alleged softness, effeminacy, indulgence, and sumptuousness.67 On the one hand, by associating Bac-

cho-Sabazian worship with features that rationalized cultural notions about women’s inferiority, Ar-

istophanes paints a dismissive portrait of the cult; on the other hand, his characterization of the rev-

elries as a women’s affair would have reflected poorly on the men participating in them. 

The boisterous sounds of tympana, or kettledrums, accompany various accounts of unsettling reli-

gious revels. In the Proboulos’ speech, tympanismos becomes a generic term for female folly, and 

Lysistrata also refers to women crowding various festivals with their tympana. In particular, literary 

references to tympana evoked images of unrestrained ecstatic worship related to Dionysus, Cybele, 

or Sabazius — often as a ragbag of cultic features.68 If we weigh the significance that various elements 

had in the stereotypical portrayal of unofficial Dionysiac worship, first, we need to consider the pro-

nounced eastern connotations. Orgiastic cults were frequently depicted as arriving directly from the 

east, as in the case of the Bacchae’s Lydian seducer, but, in general, the rowdy music and immoderate 

indulgence associated with their worship oozed “Oriental” decadence. This type of description, which 

                                                 
65 On the connotations of the named gods Pan, Kolias, and Genetyllis, see Reitzammer 2008: 293–295. 
66 Aristophanes, Lysistrata 387–388, 398: “ἆρ᾽ ἐξέλαμψε τῶν γυναικῶν ἡ τρυφὴ/ χὠ τυμπανισμὸς χοἰ πυκνοὶ Σαβάζιοι, 

… τοιαῦτ᾽ ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν ἐστιν ἀκόλαστήματα.” 
67 Reitzammer 2008: 288–290. During the last decades of the fifth century, τρυφή started to replace the concept of 

ἁβροσύνη as the primary indicator of opulent Oriental lifestyle (Kurke 1992: 102–105). On the construction of barbarian 

luxury and softness in tragedy, see Hall 1989: 127–128, 209–210. On the many structural and thematic similarities be-

tween the Bacchae and Lysistrata, see Levine 1987.  
68 E.g., Euripides, Bacchae 58–59, 120–134; Euripides, Palamedes fr. 586 [Kannicht]; Euripides, Helen 1347; Diogenes 

of Athens, Semele fr. 1.2–4 [Snell]; TrGF 2 F 629; Aristophanes, The Wasps 119–120; Pindar, Dithyrambs 2.8–10; Ho-

meric Hymns 14.3–4; Herodotus 4.76.3–4; Demosthenes 18.284; see also Aeschylus, The Edonians fr. 57 [Radt] for the 

goddess Cotyto. For the mixture of various ecstatic or unconventional cults, see also Euripides, Hippolytus 950–957; 

Euripides, The Cretans fr. 472 [Kannicht]; Demosthenes 18.259–260. In general, the syncretistic tendency to lump various 

gods together is conspicuous within the compass of orgiastic cults (Allan 2004: 116, 131–146; Rauhala 2012: 205–207). 



commonly features in public media such as drama and oratory, is likely to have increased prejudice 

against Dionysiac worship (see Schneider 2004: 345–346), since it has the effect of blurring bound-

aries between the in-group’s self-image and the image constructed of an out-group, in this case the 

enemy image of eastern barbarians. If the followers of a “new” orgiastic cult in actual fact behave 

like the conceptual Others, they question or even negate the relevance of the tenets of Hellenic self-

definition, and, thus, a negative response can be anticipated (see Jetten and Hornsey 2014: 469). This 

was a delicate matter for the Athenians in particular, since their Ionian heritage alone suggested an 

unwanted affinity with the rejected eastern qualities (Herodotus 1.56.2, 1.143.2; Thucydides 7.57.2; 

see also Alty 1982: 7–11).  

Another recurrent element in the depictions of Dionysiac worship is femininity. On one hand, revel-

ries are represented as the emblem of “female foolishness,” as described by the Proboulos, and on the 

other hand, the secluded gatherings with more than a drop of wine seem to suggest inevitable moral 

corruption for women. This assumed depravity is also at the heart of Pentheus’ accusations. Further-

more, we hear from the Roman statesman Cicero that in one of his plays, Aristophanes put Sabazius 

and some other new gods on trial, where he had them judged as alien and expelled from the city.69 

According to him, Aristophanes’ barb was directed at the “foreign” gods’ novelty and their nocturnal 

rituals. Cicero’s reference to Aristophanes is directly related to the concern for safeguarding women’s 

virtue and repute. In the same passage, Cicero’s interlocutor mentions with consent the Roman offi-

cials’ severe measures against the Bacchants in Rome,70 and relates that nighttime mysteries had also 

been banned at Thebes.71  

The alleged moral and social corruption lurking behind the veil of religious gatherings was, however, 

not limited to women alone. Several accounts suggest that orgiastic rites also make men effeminate. 

This is apparent, for instance, in the unmanly appearance of Euripides’ Dionysus, the mocking words 

that Pentheus hurls at old Cadmus and Tiresias as they head for the maenads’ feast (Bacchae 248–

262), and the ultimate regression and cross-dressing of Pentheus (see the discussion of, e.g., Leinieks 

                                                 
69 Cicero, De legibus 2.37: “novos vero deos et in his colendis nocturnas pervigilationes sic Aristophanes, facetissumus 

poeta veteris comoediae, vexat, ut apud eum Sabazius et quidam alii dei peregrine iudicati et civitate eiciantur.” Most 

likely the Aristophanean comedy in question is Horai. See, e.g., Delnieri 2006: 71–72.   
70 The most detailed and undoubtedly colored account of the exposure of the so-called Bacchanalian conspiracy in 186 is 

found in Livy 39.8–19. According to Livy, the initiation in the Bacchanalian mysteries is discovered to be a gateway to 

unspeakable baseness and moral corruption, and he describes the whole cult as a mere screen for a conspiracy that aimed 

at perverting young men and overthrowing the established order. 
71 Robert Parker (2011: 60) dates the Theban law to the fourth century. Further, we may note a fourth-century cult decree 

from Sardis, issued by the Persian governor of Lydia, which prohibited the priests of Zeus Baradatês, identifiable as the 

Iranian god Ahura Mazda, from attending the mysteries of Sabazius, Angdistis (identifiable with Cybele), and the Cap-

padocian goddess Ma (Robert 1975: 308 = SEG 29 no. 1205). Apparently, it was feared that the personnel of the Iranian 

cult would get polluted by the “mysteries” of the local gods. See also the discussion of Robert (1975) and Sfameni Gas-

parro (1985: 68), who speculates whether the term “mysteries” has been employed in order to underline the shadiness of 

the mentioned cults. 



1996: 50–55, 69). Furthermore, the references that we have to the late fifth-century comedy Baptae 

by Eupolis make it evident that the chorus of the play consisted of effeminate male worshippers of 

the goddess Cotyto; Eupolis portrayed them as dressed in female clothing while performing some sort 

of brazen dance.72 There is no other evidence of an Athenian cult of Cotyto at this time, but possibly 

Eupolis presented her as a new or arriving goddess. The fragments reveal that the following features 

belonged to Eupolis’ representation of the unofficial cult of Cotyto: orgiastic music and dance, ritual 

cries familiar from the Sabazian revels, wine, obscenity, and effeminate men.73 The ancient testimony 

also indicates that the notorious Athenian statesman Alcibiades made an unforgettable appearance in 

Baptae. He had a reputation for taking pleasure in all kinds of τρυφή, excessive drinking, flamboyant 

unmanly clothes, and wanton lewdness, which would have made him an apt addition to Eupolis’ 

Cotytian orgies.74 

To suggest that men who take part in private θίασοι are acting foolishly is one thing; to represent 

them as downright κίναιδοι is another. A κίναιδος, or a grown man who took pleasure in playing the 

female sexual role and being subjugated by others, was not only deeply despised in ancient Greece, 

but also considered to be unfit for performing civic duties (see Winkler 1990: 46–47, 54–57, 61–64). 

Even though Eupolis’ characterization of the effeminate worshippers represents the extreme, he is 

not alone in suggesting that men joining in unsanctioned initiations and ecstatic revels are unsuited 

to run the city. In his speech On the Crown, delivered in 330, the orator Demosthenes assaults his 

opponent Aeschines by ridiculing his participation in the ecstatic revels of Sabazius. According to 

the orator, Aeschines’ mother had been a priestess of the cult and had organized mystery initiations. 

Already as a youngster, Aeschines had assisted her by performing various degrading tasks during the 

rituals and nocturnal initiations, taking pride in his mighty ululations. In the daytime, Demosthenes 

continues, he led the gallant routs of worshippers through the streets handling snakes, shouting ritual 

                                                 
72 The principal source is Juvenal 2.91–92 and the scholia thereto. Eupolis’ Baptae is discussed in depth by Storey 2003: 

94–111. Storey maintains that Eupolis significantly contributed to the long literary tradition that associated lecherous 

behavior and womanish men with the cult (99). The theme of feminizing impact of ecstatic worship is taken to the extreme 

in the Hellenistic period with the introduction of the womanish eunuch priests serving Cybele; we do not know how 

commonplace a sight such emasculates would have been on the actual Greek cultic scene but in literature they rapidly 

became the most popular representatives of the cult. See Rauhala 2012: 390–401. 
73 See esp. frs. 83, 88, 92–95 (PCG). See also the discussion of Storey 2003: 105–107. In the treatise On the Style (97), 

traditionally attributed to Demetrius of Phaleron but probably a later work, the writer mentions κιναιδίας or “lecheries” 

as an example of justifiable coinage, as someone had thus called “tympana and other instruments of the effeminates” (“τὰ 

τύμπανα καὶ τἄλλα τῶν μαλθακῶν ὄργανα”). 
74 The evidence concerning Eupolis lampooning Alcibiades in Baptae is collected in PCG: 331–333; Storey 2003: 101–

102. Cicero (Letters to Atticus 6.1.18) is aware of the well-known tradition (“quis …non dixit”) according to which 

Alcibiades had tossed Eupolis into the sea on their voyage to Sicily, but does not provide details as to the reasons behind 

it. On Alcibiades’ inclinations, see Thucydides 6.15.2–4; Plutarch, Life of Alcibiades 16.1–2; cf. Life of Alcibiades 4.2–

5.1, 6.2–4, 8.3, 23.3–7, 39.5. Cf. Stuttard’s (2016: 5–6) speculation that Alcibiades’ actions might have given inspiration 

for the character of Dionysus in Euripides’ Bacchae. 



calls, and enjoying the attention and accolades he received from old hags.75 Unquestionably, Demos-

thenes expected the majority of his audience, a jury assembled of Athenian citizens, to resent that 

kind of behavior. In fact, Demosthenes suggests that Aeschines’ religious odyssey demonstrates such 

poor judgment and decorum that it calls into question his entire character.76 Not only had he aban-

doned temperance like a woman, but he had allowed himself to be prompted by women.77 

Demosthenes’ speech leads us back to the core of prejudice, namely, the real or imagined threat that 

the target of prejudice is considered to pose to the group’s own status, values, and objectives. On the 

one hand, this involves the question of loyalty discussed above; in other words, the jury or audience 

is invited to moot whether someone who has joined a secluded cult group can be trusted to act for the 

best interest of the whole community. On the other hand, it addresses an even more serious concern, 

that is, whether the cult group actively challenges the established order. This concern is expressed 

most explicitly in Livy’s account of the alleged Bacchanalian conspiracy in Rome, but similar anxi-

eties can be detected in earlier Greek narratives as well. To begin with, a powerful extraneous divinity 

could undermine prevailing social hierarchies.78 Aristophanes’ comedy Plutus incisively demon-

strates how a new god can overturn the status quo by rousing the crowd and casting the great off their 

pedestal. As the personified god of wealth, Plutus, regains his eyesight and delivers riches fairly, the 

worship of other gods becomes gratuitous. The sycophant, deprived of his former fortunes, even 

blames the new god for dissolving the democracy without having obtained the consent of the People’s 

Assembly or the Council of 500.79  

Even though Aristophanes makes his audience laugh through comic exaggeration and by presenting 

the incredible scenario, the idea that officially recognized cults support the established social order is 

evident. Inversely, unauthorized new cults could challenge the establishment’s authority and their 

right to control communication with the gods. The orgiastic cults, in particular, offered an alternative 

way of contact by establishing an intimate relationship between the worshipper and the divinity in 

question. At the same time, new religious groups questioned whether the officially recognized cults 

could guarantee the prosperity of the community and service the needs of its individual members. 

The Eleusinian Mysteries, shared by the majority of Athenians, were a unifying factor that helped to 

                                                 
75 Demosthenes 18.259–260; see also 19.199, 281. Cf. Theophrastus’ (Characters 16.4) reference to Sabazius as one of 

the gods in the divine arsenal of a superstitious man. 
76 See also Demosthenes 54.17, where the young men’s dubious mystery initiation suggests their salacity and resulting 

unreliability (cf. Livy 39.15.13–14). 
77 Female influence was considered a kind of disability that obstructed men’s judgment; it could also be used as a legal 

argument against one’s decisions (e.g., Isaeus 2.1; 6.48; Hyperides 3.18; see also Just 1989: 209–212). 
78 Cf. Versnel 1990: 156: “The new cults could easily be experienced as disruptive since they lured away the adepts from 

the socio-political system by offering them both a competing sense of belonging and a different model for constructing 

‘the other reality.’” See also Allan 2004: 125. 
79 Aristophanes, Plutus 750–763, 945–950 (“καταλύει … τὴν δημοκρατίαν, οὔτε τὴν βουλὴν πιθὼν/ τὴν τῶν πολιτῶν 

οὔτε τὴν ἐκκλησίαν”), 1112–1116, 1172–1184. 



forge social identity and positive distinctiveness (after all, the goddess Demeter herself had given 

preference to Eleusis, which belonged to Athenian territory in the classical period), whereas an initi-

ator who arrived to declare that his rites could guarantee extra bliss for a select few was a potential 

troublemaker. Therefore, Pentheus’ repeated desire to punish the disguised Dionysus appears under-

standable, for the king sees him as a rabble-rouser who undermines his authority.80 Pentheus, how-

ever, not only fails to recognize Dionysus but also the fact that his mysteries were intended for the 

whole polis (Euripides, Bacchae 39–40; see also Seaford 2016: 85.); had he embraced the cult like 

the older and more prudent Cadmus and Tiresias, the mysteries would have brought his people bless-

ings instead of the destruction of his house. 

Unendorsed rituals did not invite punishment in mythical tales alone, but assembling unlawful θίασοι 

might also have been a legitimate cause for prosecution, at least in Athens. This does not mean that 

cultic innovations would have required prior approval from the state officials. However, the person(s) 

in charge might be brought to court if the cult practices were deemed subversive or objectionable and, 

perhaps, if the lawsuit furthered the prosecutor’s own ambitions (see, e.g., Versnel 1990: 123–130; 

Parker 1996: 215–217; Eidinow 2016: 22–23, 28–29, 53–54). In his speech On the False Embassy 

(281), Demosthenes refers again to Aeschines’ mother, Glaucothea, as the woman who marshalled 

Bacchic revel bands and states that another priestess is dead because of them. Although the reference 

is ambiguous, the orator implies that Sabazian gatherings had led to the execution of an unnamed 

priestess. Later sources seem to corroborate this; the first-century C.E. Jewish historian Josephus, for 

instance, claims that the priestess had initiated people into the rites of a foreign god and she had been 

executed, since the introduction of foreign gods carried the death penalty.81 Furthermore, Demosthe-

nes’ contemporary Euthias (Baiter and Sauppe, Oratores Attici 2: 320) accused a courtesan called 

Phryne of impiety, stating that she had participated in processions in a shameless manner, introduced 

a new god, and assembled lawless θίασοι consisting of men and women. Apparently the new god was 

called Isodaites, which was also an epithet of Dionysus.82 Only the resourcefulness of Phryne’s lover 

Hyperides, who pleaded her cause, saved the woman from the death sentence: a report has it that 

Hyperides made Phryne reveal her naked breast to the jurors and her beauty prompted pity to get the 

better of them.83 All in all, the accusing finger points at women who took a religious initiative by 

                                                 
80 Euripides, Bacchae 239–241, 246–247, 355–357; cf. Bacchae 256–260. See also Versnel 1990: 162; Mills 2016: 135–

136, 139. On Pentheus as a champion of Hellenic values against Asiatic disorder, see Segal 1982: 119–121. 
81 Josephus, Contra Apionem 2.38. The scholia on Demosthenes 19.281 (495a–b Dilts) elaborates that, first, this priestess 

was called Nino(s) and she had dispensed philters to young men, and second, that although she was considered to mock 

the mysteries, after her execution Aeschines’ mother was sanctioned to organize the initiations based on a divine decla-

ration. See also Versnel 1990: 115–117; Eidinow 2010: 13–14, 2016: 17–23 and passim. 
82 Harpocration, s.v. Ἰσοδαίτης; Plutarch, The E at Delphi 9 (389a). Harpocration adds that especially women of question-

able repute celebrated the mystic rites of Isodaites. 
83 Athen. 13.590d–e; [Plutarch] Lives of the Ten Orators 9 (849e). On the case against Phryne, see also Versnel 1990: 

118–119; Parker 1996: 162–163; Dillon 2002: 194–195; Gherchanoc 2012; Eidinow 2016: 23–30 and passim. Whereas 



forming Bacchic θίασοι that were not officially recognized by the governing bodies. Their accusers 

introduced charges of impiety and unsanctioned religious innovations mixed with allegations of im-

morality, social upheaval, and magic.84 All these elements — perhaps magic excluded — would later 

reappear in the account of the Bacchanalian affair in Rome (Livy 39.13.9–10), when all evils were 

traced back to the cultic innovations of a Campanian priestess. 

It is hard to pinpoint why a woman who was leading a religious group would incite prosecution in-

stead of mere denunciation. Even though women generally enjoyed more public recognition in the 

religious field than in other walks of life — in Athens in particular — a private mixed cult group 

assembled by a woman may yet have seemed especially controversial. The popular stereotype of 

women associated them with other irrational and disorganized forces that threatened to subvert the 

structured male-dominated society,85 and Aristotle (Politics 1313b), for example, aligns women with 

the upholding of tyranny. Public invisibility of women — just like contempt for menial work — were 

stock features of public speeches, even though the majority of jurors and assembled citizens were 

probably not wealthy enough to live up to the voiced ideals. This shows that the values of the well-

to-do elite had been internalized by the citizen population at large.86 As Michael Jameson (1997) has 

proposed, the discrepancy between the ideal of female seclusion and the everyday Athenian reality 

had, by the fourth century, become so evident that it might have caused genuine concern for the 

stability of the social hierarchy. This would have threatened the demarcations between the free and 

the slaves, citizens and foreigners, as well as men and women. Women of apparently foreign and 

humble background were an easy target for channeling these anxieties (cf. Eidinow 2010: 31–32), 

and by taking action against them, the leading political figures could display their ability not only to 

recognize threats but also to step in (see Reicher 2011: 39–40).  

The known cases against female leaders of Bacchantic groups in Greece do not include accusations 

of actual conspiracy. Nonetheless, women’s religious activity as such was at times represented as 

                                                 
Phryne may have escaped punishment, a Lemnian woman called Theoris was executed with her whole family in the fourth 

century; she is described as a sorceress ([Demosthenes] 25.79: φαρμακίς) or a diviner (Philochorus apud Harpocration 

s.v. Θεωρίς: μάντις [=FGrHist 328 F 60]), but also a priestess (Plutarch, Life of Demosthenes 14.4: ἱέρεια); her charges 

include variably potions and incantations ([Demosthenes] 25. 80), teaching slaves to deceive (Plutarch, Life of Demos-

thenes 14.4), or impiety (Philochorus apud Harpocration s.v. Θεωρίς). On the case of Theoris, see also Collins 2001; 

Dickie 2001: 50–51; Eidinow 2010: 11–13, 2016: 11–17 and passim. 
84 Impiety as the legal basis of their prosecution is supported, e.g., by Dickie 2001: 51–54; cf. Eidinow 2010: 17–19. The 

charges against Nino and Theoris demonstrate aptly how insinuations of magic were intertwined with accusations of other 

religious misdemeanor. This line of thinking was also evident in, for instance, Plato’s description of the doings of beggar 

priests and seers (The Republic 364b–365a). The connotations of magic would demand a discussion on its own, the place 

for which is not here. 
85 See, e.g., Just 1989, esp. 198–208 and his discussion (253–262) concerning Euripides’ Bacchae. 
86 See the discussion of van Wees and Fisher (2015: 15–34). All Athenian male citizens had an equal right to speak at the 

Assembly and in the courts; even though the speeches that have survived were written by famous orators, they were not 

necessarily delivered by them. One of the strategies available for a low-status group to achieve positive social identity is 

social mobility, that is, the adoption of the values and norms of a higher-status group. See Reynolds and Turner 2001: 

166; Brown 2010: 156–157. 



counter-productive and even harmful to men’s political initiatives. Apart from the mythical tales 

where women work as instruments of Dionysiac madness that destroys social structures within the 

household and the city, Aristophanes’ portrayal of female revels is telling. As mentioned above (n. 

25), women’s conspiracies against the male order, as Aristophanes imagined them, were often plotted 

at religious festivals. Moreover, in Lysistrata the comic poet represents women’s gatherings not only 

as wine-soaked spectacles of irrationality but also as a prelude to the military disaster that resulted 

from the Sicilian expedition and had devastating and far-reaching consequences for Athens’ ability 

to wage war. When Plutarch composed his narrative of the events, he mentions the women’s celebra-

tion of Adonia as a bad omen that preceded the launching of the expedition in 415.87 He attributes the 

ominousness to the mock funeral rites belonging to the festival, but Aristophanes makes no mention 

of them. Instead, Aristophanes sharply contrasts women’s “Sabazianisms” and “Adonisms” with the 

decisive debate at the Assembly. As suspicions of actual conspiracy in the guise of gross impiety 

churned around the initiation of the campaign,88 women’s religious revelries become likened to other 

forces working against Athenian democracy (cf. Lyons 2007: 31; Goff 2004: 212). One might even 

see unauthorized tympanismos as an example of the kind of impiety that led to the loss of divine 

favor. 

The examples drawn from drama and oratory attest that, as regards the stock images of drunkenness, 

lechery, effeminacy, foreignness, and clandestine schemes associated with Dionysiac activities, we 

are dealing with stereotypes that were widely shared in the society. The orators as well as the dramatis 

personae anticipate negative reactions, even condemnation, from their audiences. This confirms that 

these stereotypical images are used to evoke prejudice. Despite the aforementioned impiety trials, 

unofficial religious cults were generally tolerated, or rather ignored. Therefore, it is essential to con-

sider why pop-up Bacchic groups might have been a timely issue in the late fifth century when Eu-

ripides and Aristophanes wrote their plays, and again around the mid fourth century and thereafter, 

and why the social setting of that time enabled prejudices to surface. The motives for rejecting devi-

ance within a group are related to perceived threats that violations of group norms pose to the group’s 

positivity, cohesion, distinctiveness, goal achievement, and self-image. Derogation is more likely if 

the nonconformity pertains to a dimension that is important for the group’s social identity, as it was 

in the case of religion, or if the group’s position is contested. The demand for internal cohesion is 

particularly pronounced when the group faces an external threat such as war. Furthermore, if the 

                                                 
87 Plutarch, Life of Alcibiades 18.2–3; Nicias 13.7; cf. Ammianus Marcellinus 22.9.15; see also the discussion of Verde-

gem 2010: 231–232, 238–239. 
88 The sacrilegious act of the mutilation of the Herms at the eve of the expedition along with reports that immediately 

followed about the mocking of the Eleusinian Mysteries by Alcibiades, who was one of the fleet’s commanders, was soon 

considered a single conspiracy aimed at overthrowing the democracy. Thucydides 6.27–28, 53, 60–61; Andocides, On 

the Mysteries (esp. 11–17); Diodorus of Sicily 13.2.3–4; Plutarch, Life of Alcibiades 18.3–20.5; Cornelius Nepos, Alcibi-

ades 3.2–3. 



deviating members of the group are considered to hinder the group’s overall performance, the prob-

ability of denouncement increases (Jetten and Hornsey 2014: 467–469). 

Could Bacchic worship, in that case, be considered nonconformist? We can hardly label the rituals 

performed by private Dionysiac associations as unconventional, since similar practices were part and 

parcel of several officially recognized cults. Nonetheless, private θίασοι appear “deviant” in the sense 

that they do not fit in with the norms of the polis religion and they fall beyond the supervision of the 

governing bodies. We may allow that the so-called polis religion was never an all-encompassing 

system,89 but what matters here is that the persuasive rhetoric of the polis religion permeated the 

dominant religious discourse and contributed to the formulation of social structures and identities (see 

Eidinow 2011: 17–18, 33–34). In other words, the dominant religious discourse that excluded unau-

thorized cultic activities helped to sustain the existing social hierarchy and power structures and to 

provide the members of the polis with a social identity consistent with those structures. Therefore, 

cult communities that offered alternative reference groups for creating social identity and that were 

independent from the social hierarchies of the polis effectively challenged the current system and, 

hence, provoked prejudice especially among the dominant social groups.90 

In the late fifth century, the Peloponnesian war tightened the demands of cohesion, which can be seen 

as a contributing factor behind the impiety trials. Likewise, the disparaging comments voiced by Eu-

ripides’ characters not only reflect but also help to sustain circumstances where new cults in general, 

and orgiastic groups in particular, were perceived as undermining the shared values and consequently 

impeding the city’s military success. In the same way, Aristophanes associates Sabazius and other 

novel gods with Athens’ recent misfortunes and impending civil unrest. In the fourth century, we may 

discern two potential developments supporting the accentuation of prejudices: first, the growing po-

litical threat that Macedonia posed to independent city-states, and second, a religious development 

toward henotheistic cults that tended to prioritize the powers of a certain god and demanded a higher 

degree of allegiance than traditional cults. Dionysus certainly represented, if not even preceded, this 

new kind of religiousness, the markers of which are already present in Euripides’ Bacchae (Versnel 

                                                 
89 Polis religion, as defined by Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood (1990), requires that the polis “anchored, legitimated, and 

mediated all religious activity” (297; cf. 307), and religion, in turn, constructed the various aspects of the identity of the 

polis (304–305). For criticism of the model, see, e.g., Kindt 2009, 2012:13–35. 
90 According to social dominance theory, hierarchy-enhancing social forces include the attitudes and behaviors of the 

dominant groups, individual propensities for favoring group-based hierarchies as well as the stereotypes, ideologies, and 

institutions that support them. Even though the dominant groups benefit the most from securing the stability of the status 

quo, the low-status groups do not automatically reject it, and, in fact, often behave in ways that bolster prevailing social 

power relations (see Sidanius et al. 2017). Therefore, we may infer that at least some of the underprivileged members of 

the polis societies would also have subscribed to the prejudice against potentially destabilizing forces. 



1990: 164–172, 189–204; 2011:41–44). We may even surmise that cults that promulgated the su-

premacy of their particular god or imposed rigorous demands for purity, as the Orphics did, threatened 

the self-image of average citizens by exposing their potential moral and religious shortcomings.91 

By approaching the literary material through the study of prejudice, I have shown that Bacchantic 

worship was frequently an object of prejudices in classical Greece. If we mirror this finding against 

Jan Assmann’s theory about the birth of religious exclusiveness, we note that various levels of reli-

gious antagonism existed that do not rely on a distinction between true and false religion. According 

to Assmann,  

only they [that is, “counterreligions” that unequivocally denounce other religious tradi-

tions and declare themselves as the sole adherents of truth] know of heretics and pagans, 

false doctrines, sects, superstition, idolatry, magic, ignorance, unbelief, heresy, and 

whatever other terms have been coined to designate what they denounce, persecute and 

proscribe as manifestations of untruth. 

ASSMANN 2010 [2003]: 4 

First, the concepts of superstition and magic both developed to describe religious otherness in the 

Greek world, and, for instance, false doctrines and ignorance were common sticks with which to beat 

one’s opponent in the quarrels between self-proclaimed rationalists and religious experts. Thus, nei-

ther polarized religious demarcations nor the denunciation of others’ religious practices and beliefs 

were exceptional in classical antiquity. Second, the study of prejudices reveals a much larger scope 

of negative attitudes than the viewpoint of religious violence does; whereas violence can be an ex-

treme outcome of prejudiced attitudes, prejudices also exert negative influence in many, subtle ways 

on the objects of prejudice and their social standing and opportunities. I will end my discussion by 

considering briefly how the attitude toward Bacchic groups developed in the Hellenistic period and 

how the changed social setting in that period affected the expression of prejudice. 

Concluding Discussion: Hellenistic Management 

The Hellenistic period is characterized by the rise of private religious associations that acquired many 

social duties besides their cultic functions (see, e.g., Pakkanen 1996: 110–114; Mikalson 2006: 209–

211, 220–221). At the same time, the Bacchic orgies and private mysteries seem to have lost their 

public offensiveness.92 In the first half of the third century, Theocritus composed a poem about Pen-

                                                 
91 See Jetten and Hornsey 2014: 470. The best known “moral rebel” who faced public condemnation was Socrates. 
92 Several cases of impiety were still prosecuted in late-fourth century Athens, for instance, but as a hundred years earlier, 

religious charges are interlinked with political motivations and target known intellectuals (O’Sullivan 1997). 



theus’ fate in the hands of his maenadic mother and aunts. Theocritus’ version, however, differs es-

sentially from Euripides’ earlier description. Euripides portrayed the young king as — albeit foolish 

and obstinate — fundamentally identifiable; his genuine concern about the demoralizing effect of 

what he saw as dubious orgies must have been something that many in the audience could relate to. 

Whereas Euripides thus evoked tragic pity, Pentheus’ mother Agaue and her sisters are the heroes of 

Theocritus’ poem. They solemnly and carefully perform the secret rituals as instructed by Dionysus, 

while Pentheus is trying to glimpse what the profane are not allowed to see. When the women spot 

Pentheus, they are overtaken by Dionysiac madness and rip him apart. “I don’t care,” claims Theoc-

ritus flatly. In fact, nobody hated by Dionysus deserves another thought. The poet praises purity and 

proper reverence, and elevates Cadmus’ daughters as godlike exemplars of piety. He concludes by 

stating that no one should blame the gods’ works.93  

What has changed between Euripides’ cruel and dandified Dionysus and Theocritus’ just avenger? 

The most significant development has to do with the relationship between Dionysus and the ruler, on 

the one hand, and the position of Dionysiac groups, on the other. The new kind of religious thinking 

that tended to promote a certain divinity as the supreme power resonated with the hierarchical struc-

tures represented by the divine king at the top of Hellenistic society. Furthermore, many Hellenistic 

rulers since Alexander the Great were personally drawn to Bacchic worship, sometimes identifying 

themselves with the god. Alexander’s campaign to the Indus River readily found its parallels with 

Dionysus’ mythical Indian triumph. Dionysiac influences also entered the birth story of Alexander, 

his destruction of Thebes echoed Dionysus’ wrath, and after having arrived at Nysa, allegedly 

founded by Dionysus himself, he and his men honored the god with hymns, sacrifices, and feasts; 

according to some accounts, they were even overtaken by Dionysiac frenzy.94 In particular, the Ptol-

emaic rulers of Egypt considered Dionysus to be their ancestor, and the god featured prominently in 

their propaganda. Ptolemy II Philadelphus (r. 285–246), the patron of Theocritus, organized a Grand 

Procession showcasing Dionysus as the supreme god and the predecessor of the Ptolemies.95 Thus, it 

is understandable that Theocritus’ representation of Dionysiac myth and cult complies with Ptolemy’s 

                                                 
93 Theocritus 26 (“οὐκ ἀλέγω· μηδ᾽ ἄλλος ἀπεχθομένω Διονύσῳ/φροντίζοι” (27–28); “μηδεὶς τὰ θεῶν ὀνόσαιτο” (38)). 

Likewise, Diodorus of Sicily (3.65.3–4; 3.72.4) represents Dionysus as a punisher of impiety. 
94 Arrian, Anabasis 5.1.3–2.2, 2.5–2.7; 6.28.1–2; 7.10.6; Plutarch, Life of Alexander 2.3–9, 11.10–12, 13.4, 27.9–11, 67; 

On the Fortune or the Virtue of Alexander 1.10–11 (332a–b, d); On the Fortune of the Romans 13 (326b); Diodorus of 

Sicily 17.106.1. See also Friesen 2015: 13–14; Burkert 1993: 261–262. It seems that the tradition concerning the parallels 

between Alexander and Dionysus was elaborated by Alexander’s Ptolemaic successors (Nock 1928: 21–30).  
95 Athenaeus 5.197c–203b (after the third-century writer Callixenus of Rhodes). See also Hazzard (2000: 60–75) on the 

procession and Edgar (1906: 281–282) on Ptolemy’s portrait evoking Alexander and Dionysus. Besides the Ptolemies, 

the Attalid rulers of Pergamum are known as ardent patrons of Dionysiac groups. The local Dionysiac association, for 

example, erected an altar for the deified King Eumenes II (r. ca. 197–159) hailing him as god, savior, and benefactor 

(Ascough, Harland, and Kloppenborg, Associations in the Greco-Roman World (henceforth AGRW), no. 133; see also 

Burkert 1993: 264–268). Furthermore, in his letter to the people of Pergamum (I. Pergamon 248: 45–61) King Attalus III 

credited Zeus Sabazius with helping the city and its rulers and ordered the god to receive due public honors, which also 

included mystery celebrations. 



“vigorous interest” in the god. His Dionysus is no dubious foreign agitator but a powerful and just 

Greek deity.96 

Theocritus’ version reflects also another aspect that clearly reduced prejudice against Bacchantic 

rites, namely, their incipient regulation.97 In Theocritus’ poem, the Dionysiac mysteries represent an 

established and well-ordered cult in which spontaneous ecstasy and suspected lechery find very little 

room.98 Several inscriptions related to Dionysiac associations in the Hellenistic kingdoms attest to 

some kind of affiliation between the local government or ruler and Bacchic groups. On the one hand, 

cities might grant some θίασοι public recognition, while on the other, certain parameters might be 

imposed on private initiators. For example, the famous inscription from Miletus from 276/5 confirms 

the existence of a public θίασος of maenads assembled by an officially appointed priestess, as well 

as the possibility of any woman to convene a private maenadic θίασος with initiatory rituals. The 

private groups, however, are subordinate to the official θίασος, and their leaders must pay a biennial 

fee to the priestess.99 In other words, maenadic activities are officially endorsed by the city, and the 

relations between official and unofficial groups are defined while a degree of control is exerted on 

the private θίασοι (cf. Holzhausen 2008: 56–57; Eidinow 2011: 31; Versnel 1990: 145). Likewise, a 

Roman copy of a Hellenistic inscription from Magnesia on the Maeander reveals the existence of 

three official maenadic θίασοι. According to the text, the Magnesians had consulted the Delphic ora-

cle about certain signs related to Dionysus, and the oracle had ordained, among other things, to fetch 

three maenads from Thebes who would then establish Bacchic groups in the town. The inscription 

also confirms that this had been done.100 

Perhaps the best example of the attempts to bring private mystery associations under state control is 

the decree dated to the reign of Ptolemy IV Philopator (222–205/4).101 Ptolemy IV, who was also 

hailed as the New Dionysus, was known for his zeal for Dionysiac worship.102 The decree obliges 

                                                 
96 See also the discussions of Griffiths 1979: 98–104 (citation at 101); Friesen 2015: 76–84. 
97 In a sense, governmental regulation reached its peak in Rome with the senate’s decree concerning the Bacchanals (ILS 

18), issued in 186, which imposed strict limitations for the organization, composition, and finances of the Bacchic groups. 

See also the discussion of Nilsson 1975: 4–12. 
98 Friesen 2015: 83–84; see also Athenaeus (5.198e) on the θίασοι participating in Ptolemy’s Grand Procession. 
99 Sokolowski, Lois sacrées de l'Asie Mineure ( henceforth LSAM) 48; see also SEG 17 no. 505 (= AGRW 176), a grave 

epigram from Miletus commemorating the priestess that led Milesian maenads to the mountain and was in charge of the 

public procession. See also Henrichs 1969:225–238, 1978:148–150. Cf. a similar inscription from Hellenistic Cos (no. 

27 Paton–Hicks), where the appointed priestess is given precedence over the initiations for Dionysus Thyllophoros. In 

addition, we may refer, for instance, to the decree (LSAM 55) from the second half of the fourth century that shows the 

Cnidian officials collaborating with the Bacchic worshippers termed Bakchoi in order to ensure the purity of the temple 

of Bacchic Dionysus. 
100 I. Magnesia 215 (=AGRW 202). The oracle in question is dated between 278–250; see the discussion of Henrichs 1978: 

123–134. The masculine name of the third θίασος, Καταιβάται, indicates that at least some male members were included 

(Henrichs 1978: 133; Porres Caballero 2013: 166).  
101 P. Berlin 11774 Vo (=BGU 6 no. 1211); for a translation, see Graf and Johnston 2013: 218. 
102 Plutarch, Life of Cleomenes 33.2; Etymologicum Magnum s.v. Γάλλος; Satyrus FGrHist 631 F 1 (=P. Oxy 2465); 

Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus 4.58. See also Tondriau 1946; Burkert 1993: 263. 



those who perform Dionysiac initiations to report themselves at Alexandria and explain the transmis-

sion of their paraphernalia (τὰ ἱερά) as well as hand over their sacred texts. The apparent reason for 

the edict is to control the activities of those performing Dionysiac initiations and to ensure their va-

lidity (see also Zuntz 1963; Friesen 2015: 13–14, 73). Even though some level of suspicion against 

independent specialists may have prompted the decree, these preemptive measures created at least 

the illusion that the state leadership had things under control. After all, even the sharpest critics were 

ready to allow Dionysiac experiences, as long as they were moderated by the state.103  

On the whole, the private Dionysiac mysteries evolving around wandering experts gave way to offi-

cially organized cults that were even under royal patronage. In a similar vein, as Walter Burkert (1993: 

268–270, 275) suggests, it seems that the Dionysiac experiences of divine enthusiasm and proximity 

were channeled, on the one hand, to the person of the ruler, and on the other, to the theatrical stage. 

Dionysiac enthusiasm could even take the form of royal mysteries in which the ruler stood in the 

center as a New Dionysus.104 Unsurprisingly, this kind of activity presented no threat to the elite and 

their social position, which, in turn, discouraged expressions of prejudice by the dominant groups. 

Once the Bacchic groups had been associated with the state structures, they reinforced rather than 

destabilized the social order, which in turn mitigated the prejudiced attitudes of those who had a 

vested interest in maintaining the status quo (see above n. 90). Besides Theocritus’ openly sympa-

thetic rendering, we may refer, for instance, to Strabo’s (10.3.7–23) rather dispassionate survey of 

Bacchic enthusiasm. Although Theophrastus (Characters 16.12) continues to murmur against the 

Ὀρφεοτελεσταί by having a superstitious man frequent them, even his initiators are an established 

part of the Athenian setting. They are not actively luring gullible fools; instead, Theophrastus’ sting 

is directed at a person’s character flaw and how it leads to the impious use of cultic services.  

Despite the newfound endorsement for Dionysiac associations, the old stereotypes and disapproving 

attitudes toward unofficial private orgies did not disappear. For instance, the philosophical treatise 

On the Modesty of Women (p. 151–154 Thesleff = Stobaeus 4.23.61–61a; cf. Plutarch, Advice to Bride 

and Groom 45 (144e)), attributed to the Pythagorean philosopher Phintys, shows that the image of 

indecent clandestine orgies remained (see also Zeitlin 1982: 136; Goff 2004: 285). Phintys advises 

women to stay beyond reproach, and thus to avoid any suspicion, for example, by shunning luxurious 

display and moving in public only when important errands require, and even then only during day-

light. Accordingly, she urges women to keep away from the orgies and rites of the Mother of the 

                                                 
103 For instance, Plato admits in his Laws (2.665b, d; 671b-c) the usefulness of Dionysus’ gifts. However, in the ideal 

state, a chorus of old men should perform songs and dances in honor of Dionysus, since they are best equipped to deal 

with the potentially — or even inevitably — disrupting effects of Dionysiac gatherings. Old men should also police the 

meetings to ensure their positive outcome. See also Wildberg 2011: 222–224. 
104 Euphronius, Priapeia (Collectanea Alexandrina: 176–177); cf. P. Antinoopolis I no. 8, where an initiation to the mys-

teries for victorious kings is mentioned. See also Nilsson 1957; Burkert 1993: 268–269. 



Gods. Not only does public law prevent women from joining these rituals, but what is more, they lead 

to spiritual ecstasy and drunkenness. As long as private associations, such as maenadic θίασοι or 

Orphic groups, were under administrative surveillance, they were subsumed by the dominant dis-

course, not in competition with it. The old prejudices, however, found new targets, such as the cults 

of the Mother of the Gods and the Syrian goddess Atargatis.  

My discussion of the literary references to Bacchantic worship shows that the incitement of prejudice 

was regularly connected with the elite’s need to defend its religious authority against rival claims that 

might have undermined the basis of its social status. Disparaging stereotypes of ecstatic revels and 

surreptitious private clubs seem to have belonged to the shared imagery that persisted for centuries 

and contributed to the cultural framework within which the Greeks interpreted their experiences. Ste-

reotypes alone, however, do not add up to prejudice without negative attitudes. I have argued that 

various influential figures, whether they were intellectuals addressing rather limited circles or play-

wrights seeking to win jurors’ votes, aimed at manipulating this public attitude by presenting tangible 

threat scenarios spiced with familiar stereotypes. While it is difficult, if not impossible, to determine 

whether this bid to incite prejudice would have been realized in people’s behavior, it becomes clear 

that the elite could exploit such prejudices to justify their policies. The gods of others may not have 

been deemed false, but the religious beliefs and practices of the targeted group were portrayed as 

flawed, socially stigmatizing, and maybe even threatening to society and its relations with the divine. 

The elite’s ability to recognize and eliminate potential social threats and disturbances in relations with 

the divine thus served the purpose of cementing their position.  
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