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Introduction

Research question

Whether it is a film or book, painting or theatre play: art forms have the capacity to provoke

moments of reflection on the spectator’s own reality. It is an equally fascinating and

complicated task to imagine what such a reflection exactly entails, as there is undoubtedly

individual variation in the way we process what we perceive. But it is not unreasonable to look

for potential common observations: hence, when we read Euripides’ Bacchae, it is compelling

to speculate how the Athenian audience would have experienced the behaviour of the Theban

women, as described by the first messenger:

ai 8¢ TNV TeTayuévny
dpav ékivovv BOpoov £¢ Pakyedpata,
"Takyov 40pdwt oTOHATL TOV ALOG YOVOV
Bpopiov kakodoar mav 8¢ cvvePakyev’ 6pog
Kai Ofjpeg, ovdev § 1y dkivitov dpodpwL.
Kvpel 8’ Ayavr mAnoiov Opwiokovo’ €pod,
Kayw "Eemndno’ wg ovvapmaoat OEAwv,
Aoxuny kevwoag €v0’ ékpomtopev Sépag.
1 & avePfonoev-Q Spopddeg Epai kOveg,
Onpwued” avépdv TV OT- AN Emecé pot,
gneobe BVpoolg S xepdv wmhiopévat. (723-733)!

(“At the appointed time, they

started moving their thyrsus in Bacchic revelry,

with united voice calling on Iacchos, son of Zeus,

Bromios. And the whole mountain participated in their revelry,
the beasts too, and nothing remained unmoved by their course.
It happened that Agave was leaping close to me

and I jumped up, as I wanted to seize her,

leaving the ambush where I had hidden myself.

But she screamed: “My running dogs,

we are hunted by these men here. Now follow me,

follow me, armed with your thyrsoi in hand!”)

When examining the possible impact of Greek tragedies on the contemporary audience, it is

crucial to consider the cultural-historical framework in which the play was originally

' follow in this thesis the edition of Diggle 1994 of the Bacchae. For all other Greek and Latin texts, I follow the

Oxford Classical Text. All translations are my own.



performed. Accordingly, scholarship on Euripides’ Bacchae has devoted considerable attention
to the extent to which the play may have reflected contemporary Dionysiac religion.?
Archaeological and literary evidence strongly suggests that the events in the Bacchae have little
to do with the Dionysiac ritual as performed at the end of the fifth century B.C. It is, in
Reitzammer’s words, “unrealistic to think that Athenian women were liberated from their
homes on a regular basis to worship Dionysus in the wilds in anything like the manner
described in Euripides’ play”.? Maenadism, at that time, had been calmed down and channelled
in the form of private thiasoi, and excessive rituals like the omapaypdg and @pogayia seem to
be fully absent from actual Dionysiac ritual.* In other words, it is highly unlikely that the
Athenian spectator witnessing this scene and the ensuing violence against the cattle and the
villagers, recognized a Dionysian cult that he knew from his own reality.

How, then, was the spectator invited to reflect on the unsettling behaviour of these
Greek women? One answer to this question is that Euripides seems to have been responding to
actual religious developments in Greece of his age. Scholars have been stressing the importance
of the influx of eastern and northern mystery cults in the fifth and fourth century B.C., like the
orgiastic mysteries of Sabazius.” Perhaps as a result of the social instability due to the
Peloponnesian War, these initiation cults gained in popularity among Athenians. In our play,
Dionysus emphatically comes from the east, bringing a chorus of Asian women with him.
Hence, it is tempting to think that a Greek spectator may have compared the impact that
Dionysus’ arrival has on the city of Thebes to the impact that the mystery cults of Euripides’
day had on Athens. The behaviour of the women, in other words, may have provoked the
spectator to reflect on what these new cult groups were able to bring about in the city.

In this thesis, I would like to depart from the idea that the Bacchae was written against
the background of these religious developments and to adopt a broader perspective. It will be
my argument that Euripides has attempted with his play to convey more universal observations
about how human beings function in the context of social groups: groups such as, but not
necessarily restricted to, these new orgiastic cults. What happens when a new group arrives
somewhere and attracts other members? What are the mechanisms at work in and dangers

arising from these groups? And what happens to the behaviour of people who are emphatically

* For example, Dodds 1960, xi-xxv; Versnel 1976 (with Van Straten 1976); Henrichs 1978; Reitzammer 2017.
3 Reitzammer 2017, 302.

*Versnel 1976, 21-26.

> Dodds 1960, xxii-xxiii; Versnel 1976, Reitzammer 2017.



not part of a group? The presentation of the Theban maenads in the passage quoted above serves
to illustrate Euripides’ strong focus on group dynamics. Until recently, the women were
mothers, daughters, slaves and other female citizens of Thebes, but something has changed:
they have now become followers of Dionysus, invoking the god ‘with united voice’ and sharing
this collective experience with the whole mountain and all the beasts. Most significantly, while
the herdsman emphatically attempts to ambush Agave only, she interprets this as an attack on
the group and calls on the others for a collective response.

It is the aim of this thesis to answer the following question: how does Euripides
thematize group dynamics in the Bacchae? The audience of the play is confronted with two
groups. First, the offstage group of Theban maenads, consisting of all female citizens of Thebes,
who have been sent to Mount Cithaeron by Dionysus and are celebrating him there. The
second, onstage group is the chorus: the female Asian worshippers of the god. The focus of this
thesis will be on the group functioning of the first group, as their group is most complex and
layered: they go through a transformation in response to the god’s arrival. Moreover, in terms
of identity, they represent a group that stands closest to the Greek audience, facilitating an easier
identification and reinforcing the idea that certain group mechanisms are also at work in them.
This is not to say that the chorus does not exhibit these mechanisms. On the contrary, in some
respects their behaviour may even reinforce the ideas about group functioning that arise from

the Theban group. The conclusion will therefore briefly take them in account too.

Status quaestionis

Naturally, I am not the first one to recognize the importance of groups in the Bacchae. It has
been pointed out that collectivity and communality were essential to the nature of Dionysus’
cult, one psychological effect of which is “a merging of the individual consciousness in a group
consciousness”.® Podlecki has read the Bacchae as a poetic statement of what happens when an
individual, after being a member or head of the group, suddenly finds himself opposite to the
rest.” He has analysed the clash between Pentheus and Dionysus on the one hand as leaders of
two groups that have incompatible aims, and on the other hand as two individuals not fitting

into the same family and world. Oranje, most significantly, concludes his analysis of the various

¢ Dodds 1960, xx. See also the chapter on Dionysiac communality in Seaford 2006, 26-38 and Winnington-Ingram
1948, 171-179.
7 Podlecki 1974.



audience responses to the play with a suggestion about the power of group nature of Dionysiac
ecstasy, unfortunately without any further explication. He claims that Euripides, in the reality
outside the theatre, “may perhaps have felt this divine power working in the group that
possessed the attraction of a common attitude to life (...). But the real powers of such a group
can be seen, not when they seek peace with the help of the various escapist techniques they have
developed (...), but when they assert themselves and try to impose their will on someone else.”
None of these studies, however, has thoroughly analysed the expression of group
dynamics in the play by using modern social psychological studies. These studies provide us
with illuminating theories that are able to shed a new light on the behaviour of the Theban
women in the Bacchae and their interaction with individual stage characters. Such an approach
fits in the recent tendency to study Greek tragedy from a cognitive perspective. Cognitive
theories, in the most general sense, strive at a better understanding of the human mind and
human behaviour, encompassing several fields of study like psychology, philosophy,
anthropology and neuroscience. Since tragedies present us with representations of human (or
divine) characters who process information and interact in a social setting, the wide array of
cognitive theories offers us useful tools to interpret and construct the meaning of these texts.
Several studies have applied a cognitive approach to Euripides’ Bacchae, such as the
investigation of the cognitive role of the thyrsus or the behaviour of Pentheus and Agave from
a psychoanalytic perspective.” The fact that psychological readings have been very successful in
scholarship on the play supports the idea that Euripides had a keen eye for the inner workings
of human beings."’ Interestingly, however, no particular cognitive study has devoted careful
attention to the expression of group dynamics in the Bacchae, although group functioning and

membership form an integral part of Euripides’ play.

Theory, method and structure

For my theory, I start out from the study of Stangor 2004 for social psychological mechanisms

in general. The relevant theories, ranging from social categorization to the concept of

¥ Oranje 1984, 173-174.

® On the cognitive role of Dionysus” and Pentheus’ masks and of the thyrsus, see Chaston 2010, 179-225; for the
latter also Henkes 2015. For Pentheus’ behaviour, see Segal 1978, 1986. For Agave’s recognition scene as
psychotherapy, see Devereux 1970. Seaford 2018 studies the Bacchae in the context of the ancients’ knowledge of
the Near-Death Experience in mystic rituals.

! Thumiger 2007, 60.



‘groupthink’, will be introduced in the individual chapters with references to more specific
studies. Moreover, Taylor 2006 studies the concept of ‘brainwashing’ as “an extreme form of
social influence which uses mechanisms increasingly studied and understood by social
psychologists”.!" One of the various domains Taylor 2006 looks at is that of modern religious
and political cults. In fact, the phenomena she identifies as commonly found in modern cults
are readily applicable to the cult as presented in the Bacchae."”” The psychological mechanisms
to which these modern cults groups are subject, also serve to elucidate the group functioning of
the Theban maenads. Therefore, I will also occasionally refer to her study.

An important methodological point must be made here."” What this thesis will be doing,
in part, is examining to what extent Euripides’ description of certain behaviour is
psychologically plausible according to modern theory. Such an approach presupposes that the
human mind and certain psychological sensitivities have not drastically changed in the past
millennia. But to use modern concepts, which have been developed in their own cultural-
historical context, to explain what happens in the Bacchae, would be meaningless if we do not
take into account the perspective of the ancient Greeks themselves. To give one example: the
Theban women, as described in our play, would meet all the conditions to be diagnosed in
modern society as brainwashed. This is a modern concept and the implications of such a
diagnosis, for instance for the women’s accountability, may be valid to us, but not to a Greek. I
will therefore also look at how the Athenians would have interpreted several aspects of the
women’s group functioning, by considering the implications and connotations of the
terminology of disease, madness and the imagery Euripides uses for them. In this way, we read
the play in its own cultural-historical context, which, as we will see, will refine the ideas about
group functioning that modern theory brings to light.

This combination is reflected in the thesis’ structure, with the first two chapters devoted

to modern psychological theory and the latter two to the cultural-historical perspective. The

' Taylor 2004, ix. The second chapter particularly deals with modern cults.

12 These five phenomena are: a strict differentiation of leaders and followers in the group (cf. 20-22, 50-52, 608-
609, 723-726); rebelliousness against established authority and learning (cf. the rebelliousness of the Theban
women, Dionysus and the chorus against Pentheus); a simplistic and dualistic way of thinking, for instance in good
and evil (cf. 195-196, 72-77); a utopian credo with a promise of some heavenly alternative reality (cf. the happiness
as expressed by the chorus about the worship in 72-77); an often disastrous and violent ending (cf. the killing of
Pentheus, although the cult itself does not end after this, with Dionysus travelling on through Greece (48-50)).

11 draw here upon the methodological considerations as expressed by Sluiter 2020. A similar view is expressed by
Lauwers, Schwall and Opsomer 2018, who argue that a “self-aware use of contemporary psychological insights that
are part of the interpretative horizon of the scholar, brings about a self-conscious dialogue between the ancient
text and the modern reader (...).”



first chapter will discuss how Pentheus perceives and treats the cult and its members, and how
this invites the spectator to reflect on mechanisms like social categorization, stereotypes and
prejudice. Focussing on the two messenger speeches, the second chapter will examine to what
extent the behaviour of the women is psychologically plausible, using Irving Janis’ theory of
‘groupthink’, and ask how this invites the spectator to reflect on decision-making in highly
cohesive groups. The third chapter takes into account Greek conceptions of sickness, discussing
what the presentation of the women as mad and diseased tells us about group functioning and
the dangers of a group. It will be particularly interesting to examine the extent to which other
characters recognize the women’s collective insanity and how this raises questions about
holding others accountable for their actions. Finally, the fourth chapter will be concerned with
Euripides’ use of animal and hunting imagery, as well as his use of the term &y\og, discussing
what this imagery tells us about group functioning and the potential dangers of group

association.



1 Pentheus’ perception of the cult

The first major aspect of group dynamics in the Bacchae concerns the way the cult and the
Theban women are perceived by Pentheus. In what follows, I will first analyse how Pentheus
perceives the other stage characters (Dionysus, Kadmos and Teiresias), as they belong for him
to one and the same group of Dionysus’ worshippers. The modern theory of social
categorization will prove useful in determining the psychological plausibility of Pentheus’
perception, with the Dionysian outfit playing an important role. With this theory in mind, I will
then turn to Pentheus’ perception of the maenads specifically. The focus will be on Pentheus’
accusations of the group regarding sex and wine in particular, proposing an interpretation of

these accusations and their alleged invalidity in terms of stereotyping and prejudice.

1.1 Social categorization and group membership

When it comes to perceiving others, modern psychologists often use the concept of ‘social
categorization’, which explains what happens when “we think about someone—either ourself
or another person—as a member of a meaningful social group”.’* Stangor offers a good
introduction to the concept and its outcomes, of which I will briefly summarize the most
important aspects here, before examining to what extent these aspects are applicable to the
Bacchae.” One of the fundamental functions of social categorization is that someone’s social
category may provide us with information about the individual. The role of ‘cognitive economy’
is important in this respect: we are particularly likely to rely on social categorization “in
situations where there is a lot of information to learn or when we have few cognitive resources
available to process information”.'* When we engage in social categorization, this often involves
‘self-categorization’ at the same time: we classify ourselves as belonging to a group (the in-
group) that is opposed to the group of the other that we do not belong to (the out-group)."”
The process of classifying others according to the group they belong to is essentially

subjective: the categorizer divides others into groups that already exist in the categorizer’s mind.

' Stangor 2004, 112.

' Stangor 2004, 112-132.

'¢ Stangor 2004, 117-118. For an experiment providing substantial support for the role of cognitive economy, see
Bodenhausen 1990.

17 Stangor 2004, 113, 127-132 on self-categorization; 14-15 introduces in-groups and out-groups.



Most often, this process happens automatically upon seeing the other. Therefore, it has been
plausibly suggested that people are more likely to categorize others using categories that are
physically immediately apparent, such as clothing or gender. If the individuals exhibiting these
categories are the only ones in this category, or the minority, they are more likely to be
considered in terms of their group membership, for instance when one man stands in the
middle of a group of only women. One last factor contributing to social categorization is the
degree of importance attached by the categorizer to specific categories.

Although thinking about others in terms of their social category has potential benefits,
like quickly providing information about the other, Stangor also discusses potentially negative
outcomes.'® When we categorize others, we tend to cling to “beliefs about the characteristics of
social groups and the members of those groups”, known as ‘social stereotypes’.'” Once a person
has been categorized, the stereotypes that are associated with this category may be activated,
even if we do not intend this to happen. The activated stereotype may in turn influence the way
we treat the individual. Hence, categorizing somebody else as part of a certain group may
eventually lead to a change in the categorizer’s behaviour. When stereotypes include negative
beliefs that are unjustifiable, they are called prejudices.

Pentheus constantly categorizes other characters according to their looks, especially in
the first scene. His description of the Stranger begins with and largely depends on his
(effeminate) appearance, especially his flowing hair (233-241, 453-459).*° When he first notices

Kadmos and Teiresias, he also refers to their physical appearance immediately:

atap 168 dANo Badpa- TOV TEpAOKOTOV

év mowihaiot veBpiot Telpeoiav 0pd

Tatépa Te UNTpog TG EURG, TOADV YéAwv,

vapOnkt fakxedovt’- dvaivopat, mdtep,

TO yijpag LUV eicop®dv vodv ovk £xov.

OVK 4moTIVAEELG KLOOOV; 0UK EAevBépay

Bvpoov pebnoeig xeip’, Euig unTpog matep; (248-254)

(“But look at this other wonder here: I see the soothsayer,
Teiresias, in spotted fawnskins,

and the father of my own mother - what a laugh!
celebrating Dionysus with a narthex: I condemn you, father,

'8 Stangor 2004, 121-131.

1% Stangor 2004, 115. A study confirming the minimization of differences within a group on the categorizer’s part
is Taylor 1981. For a more schematic approach to stereotyping, see Pryor and Ostrom 1987, 165-173.

?° Fragments of Aeschylus’ Lycurgeia suggest that the taunting of Dionysus with his effeminate appearance was a
traditional feature (Dodds 1960, xxxi).



seeing your old age devoid of sense.
Will you not get rid of the ivy? Will you not free your
hand of the thyrsus, father of my mother?”)

Pentheus mentions the other categories that the men belong to: Teiresias is the tepaokonog and
Kadmos is his father, as he repeatedly emphasizes (matépa te pntpog tiig éuig (...) matep (...)
gufig unTpog matep). However, he now categorizes them explicitly as Dionysian worshippers
(BakyxevovT’), basing himself on the attributes that he sees. He considers Kadmos and Teiresias
to be devoid of sense, rejecting Kadmos with contempt (moAvv yéhwv (...) dvaivopat) in his
new role as a bacchant with a narthex and a thyrsus, emphasizing that it are those attributes that
have changed Pentheus’ attitude towards him. He similarly treats Teiresias as a member of the
group, assuming that the seer imports the new god for financial gain (255-260) and
commanding to destroy the place where he observes birds (345-351). As for the Stranger, he
wants to kill him (246-247).

The social categorization exhibited in this passage is, according to modern theory,
psychologically plausible. With Kadmos and Teiresias, Pentheus is confronted with characters
he knows well, but who are dressed in markedly alien and deviant clothes: this makes him more
likely to consider them as part of a group instead of individuals. We may imagine a similar
amazement on the part of the spectators, who were confronted with two characters that they
supposedly expected to look different. Moreover, the outfit is a category of importance to
Pentheus, as the group that he associates it with poses a threat to his authority: some new
Stranger has invaded his city and sent all women to Cithaeron (217-220). All of this brings about
that Pentheus’ classifies the other characters into one (threatening) category, that of Dionysian
worshippers.

The new social category in which Pentheus places the men evidently changes his
behaviour towards them. This is obviously due to the threat that the cult poses. But in terms of
social categorization and stereotyping, a crucial point to consider is that Pentheus himself
repeatedly acknowledges that the cult is ‘new’ (tov vewoTti daipova, 219; vooov katvrv; 353-
354), thereby implying that he does not fully know what is going on. He must be resorting,
therefore, to existing, ‘old” categories and the (apparently negative) beliefs that he associates
those categories with. I will return to this point in the discussion of wine and sex accusations.

The Dionysian outfit remains an important motive in the play. When Kadmos makes

an appeal to Pentheus, he offers to crown his head with ivy while urging him to “honour the

10



god with us” (ued’ udV 1@ Oed® Tiunv didov, 341-343). Teiresias similarly implores Pentheus
to wreath his head and accept the god (312-313). When Pentheus threatens to cut the Stranger’s
hair and to seize his thyrsus, the Stranger answers that both belong to Dionysus (493-496). In
Taplin’s words, the Bacchic paraphernalia “come to stand for the acceptance of the new cult—
their absence for its rejection”.*! The idea that, by wearing the Dionysian attributes, one can
enter the cult group, is further thematized starting from the third scene, in which Pentheus’
initially strong aversion to the outfit gradually starts toning down. When he is tempted to spy
on the women, Dionysus urges him to get dressed in women’s clothes and wear the thyrsus and

fawnskin.”” The god responds to his return on stage:

€8101 mdpo1Be Swudtwv, deOnti pot,

OKELTV YOVAIKOG Hatvadog Pdkxng Exwy,

HNTPOG Te TAG 0fiG Kal AOXOV KATACKOTOG:

npénelg 8¢ Kaduov Quyatépwv popenv puat. (914-917)

(“Get out, before the house; be seen by me,

in the outfit of a woman, a maenad, a bacchant,

a spy upon your mother and her thiasos.

In appearance, you are like one of Kadmos’ daughters.”)

ITe. Ti aivopat 8 T’; ovxi v Ivodg otdoty
fj TV Ayavig €éoTavat, unTpog Y UG
Al ADTAG ékelvag eioopav Sok® o’ Op@v. (925-927):

(“Pe. How do I'look then? Do I not stand here
with the posture of Ino, or Agave, my mother?
Di. When I look at you, it seems as if I am seeing just them.”)

In these passages, the audience perceives a Pentheus who, entering the scene wearing the
Dionysian outfit, seems to merge into the group of maenads. A spectator most likely would have
taken the change in dress as symbolic of Dionysus’ victory over Pentheus.”’ However, merely
resembling a bacchant, by wearing the okevr] of one, or having the same popen or otaoig of Ino
or Agave, does not make him a bacchant. Dionysus knows this: to him, it just seems (dok®) as
ifhe is seeing the bacchantes when looking at Pentheus. Pentheus knows this too: he emphasizes

himself that he is a katdokomnog, not a fellow maenad (916, 956) and confirms that he just

2 Taplin 2003, 72-72.
> The change of clothes starts in 821; see especially 835.
» This change in dress has also been interpreted in terms of metatheatre: see Foley 1980.

11



represents their image when he asks Dionysus how to hold the thyrsus in order to resemble a
bacchant (eikaoOnoopat, 941-942). He also once defines the Dionysian attributes as women’s
clothes instead of Bacchic clothes (835-836). Although Pentheus wears the outfit used by
himself to classify others, the out-group, as bacchantes, he emphatically keeps self-categorizing
as outsider to that group. Euripides seems to thematize the limits of social categorization here:
just looking like a member of a group does not necessarily equal full group membership and

appearance is not an unambiguous category to base your evaluation of others on.**

1.2 Perception of the maenads

Let us now turn to Pentheus’ perception of the Theban women specifically. As opposed to
Dionysus, Kadmos, Teiresias and the chorus, Pentheus does not physically perceive the women
on Cithaeron until he visits them in the fifth scene. In fact, the women exist entirely in the
perceptions that stage characters express of them, as they never enter the stage (with the
exception of Agave in the exodos). Pentheus makes clear in his opening words that he was out
of Thebes for a while and has only just returned (¢xdnpog dv pev 1od’ érdyxavov xBovag, 215).
He therefore relies on information about the group that he was provided with, piecing his
description of the cult together from hearsay (kAbw, 216; Aéyovat, 233).

Whether or not this information included the fact that the women were wearing a
Dionysian outfit, it is at any rate not a category on which Pentheus explicitly bases his
classification of them in the beginning of the play. Pentheus for the first time reveals that he
knows what the maenads look like only in the fourth scene (especially 912-944). Physical
perception, however, is not a prerequisite for social categorization: it is a way of thinking about
others, regardless of their presence. What is important here is that it is clear that he treats the
women on Cithaeron as members of Dionysus’ group: as such, they are the “new evil” (veoxua
... Kaxd, 216) to the city and have therefore changed Pentheus’ behaviour towards them. He
wants to hunt them away from the mountain (225), bind them fast in iron nets (231), adding
them to the ones he has already seized (226-227).

One effect that this hunting imagery brings about it is that it emphasizes the fact that

Pentheus treats them as a collective instead of individuals: he is hunting them as a group rather

** For an extensive cognitive and neuroscientific approach to experiential aspects of Greek theatre, like clothes and
attributes including masks, see Meineck 2017.

12



than as individuals.” Individuating features are fully absent also in the rest of his description of
the women. In his perception, everybody is doing the same, without making any distinctions
(215-225): they are all in sham Bacchic ecstasy, roaming through the mountains, dancing for
Dionysus, sleeping with men and having wine vessels in their midst. Pentheus assumes that the
women exist of young girls only (vedviowv, 238).2° The messenger, however, differentiates them
as young, old and still unmarried women (véau madawai mtapBévor T° €t aluyeg, 694).7

Just as Pentheus’ social categorization of Dionysus, Kadmos and Teiresias is
psychologically credible according to modern theory, so is his collective treatment of the
women. Before the soldier (Oepdnwv) and both messengers relate their observations, the
information he has been given is the only cognitive resource he has to evaluate the group. At
the same time, there is a lot take in: upon his return in Thebes, he is faced with an alarming and
radically different situation in which all of Thebes’ women have been mobilized. In order to act
quickly, classifying all women as part of one group without any nuance is an instinctive way to

structure this situation.

1.3 Wine and sex allegations

Let us now examine more closely how Pentheus perpetuates stereotypes about the cult in our
play, by looking at one specific aspect of his perception of the women: his allegations regarding
wine and sex. It has already been noted that Pentheus sees himself as outsider to the group and
that his entrance to the stage is marked by expressions of isolation and unfamiliarity with the
cult.”® His distanced position to the cult is emphasized also in other ways: he calls the Theban

women sham bacchantes (mhaotaiot Bakyeiatotv, 218) and claims he does not know the new

** He expects to find them entangled in nets (957-958) and claims that the women are hunting Aphrodite instead
of Dionysus (688). There is more to the repeated use of hunting imagery throughout the play: see chapter 4.

%6 In 229-230, Pentheus does identify his mother and aunts as distinct members of the group, but this is most likely
an interpolation, as I agree with Diggle and Dodds (cf. Dodds 1960, 98). The first messenger mentions the presence
of Pentheus’ mother and aunts for the first time (681ff.).

7 The uniformity with which Pentheus perceives the women can also be interpreted as a manifestation of ‘outgroup
homogeneity’: the tendency to see all members of an out-group as similar to each other. In contrast, both
messengers identify individual characteristics of and differences between the members, such as a division into
three thiasoi and distinct activities (680-688, 1054-1057). On this phenomenon, see Stangor 2004, 124-125 and
Taylor 2004, 38-43 on its risks.

® One way to account for Pentheus’ aggressive approach is to recognize his social exclusion: modern studies into
ostracized humans reveal they have more intense emotions and less self-control (Stangor 2004, 63-65).
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god (Tov vewoTl daipova / Atovvoov, 6oTig €ott, 219-220).* Pentheus is wrong about Dionysus’
citizen-status: he constantly addresses him as &vog, but “Dionysus is, as he has already
proclaimed in the Prologue and as the Thebans will learn to their cost, not a xenos but an oikeios
(cf. 1350, oikeiog yeyws, and 1375-76, TobG 00VG ... oikovg), a Theban and even a member of
the royal house, on the same line of descent as his cousin Pentheus.”® The audience realizes
that Pentheus is not fully aware of the newly arrived god and cult, making him prone to resort,
in modern terms, to stereotyping.

He starts stereotyping already early in his speech: he accuses the women of being drunk
and serving the beds of men (221-225). This is something new for the audience: both Dionysus
and the chorus have not included this in their description of the women. The chorus refer to
wine once (142), but that is still very far from the excess as described by Pentheus. Regardless
of whether his informant told him about these excesses or not, it suggests to the audience that
Pentheus is clinging to his own beliefs about the group, repeating his accusations again and
again (260-262, 353-354, 487). It really becomes clear that he is stereotyping when these wine
and drugs allegations are emphatically disproved by someone who actually witnessed (cf. 6p®,
680) the group: the first messenger. He says they are resting against trees (683-686), but are

behaving

OWPPOVWG, OVX WG OV PT|IG
OVWHEVAG KpaTiipt kKal AwToD yopwl
Onpav kab’ VAnv Kompv fpnuopévag. (686-688)

(“decently and not, as you say,
drunk with a bowl of wine and the sound of the flute,
hunting out Cypris through the woods in abandonment.”)

Considering that the messenger has only narrowly escaped death at the women’s hands shortly
before, it makes it only more curious that he wants to ensure Pentheus that they are not eager
for wine and (by implication of cw@pdvwg) sex, before moving on to describe the atrocities they
commit. This adds to the play’s suspense, but it also suggests that Euripides wanted to highlight

the invalidity of Pentheus’ beliefs. With Sophocles’ Electra as unique exception, messenger

* One may argue that this last claim could be interpreted as reflecting a certain piety, but the general tone in
Pentheus’ speech strongly suggests disdain. Cf. also 962 in which Pentheus emphasizes his own isolation (uovog
yap adTdV gip’ avijp TOAUOVY T00¢).

*® Podlecki 1974, 150. He interprets the Bacchae partly as a clash between two characters that do not fit in the same
family and world, analysing the use of terms like £évog, véog and i) that are applied to both characters.
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speeches are by convention not false, as Euripides” audience must have recognized.’ Teiresias
(314-318) and Dionysus (940) too disprove Pentheus’ assumptions about the women’s
intemperance and neither does the soldier or the second messenger at any moment mention
sex or wine.”® Despite all this, Pentheus continues to make the same allegations (814, 957-958),
thus still relying, in modern terms, on the same prejudice, as it is an unjustifiable stereotype.

Pentheus’ allegations have been placed under close scrutiny. According to several
scholars, we can conclude on the basis of passages in Demosthenes and Aristophanes that
similar accusations were made about other new cults at Athens in Euripides’ day.” Sex and wine
seem to have been essential elements of the Athenian conceptualization of mystery cults in
general. Certainly, the fact that Dionysus is repeatedly presented as a god coming from the east
(for instance, by the god himself in 13-22) strengthens this connection for the spectator: some
scholars even go as far as to claim “that it would have been impossible to exclude the element
of sex from an account of orgiastic religion without leaving it incomplete”.”* Hence, Pentheus’
accusations may not have seemed so implausible for the audience as we might think at first
sight: they were rooted in a way of thinking about religious groups known to Euripides’
audience, making Pentheus’ response an identifiable response for the spectator of the Bacchae.
To put it in psychological terms, Pentheus’ wine and sex stereotype was associated with one of
the categories existing in the spectator’s mind: that of ‘new mystery cults’.

Let us pause here for a moment to consider modern cults. Also in modern times, studies
reveal that there is a great consistency in stereotypes within a given culture.”” What is striking,
is that sex and drugs prejudices about religious cult groups are still prevalent. The community
of Jonestown, for instance, set up by Reverend Jim Jones in the 1970s, developed into an
extremely isolated cult in the jungle of Guyana.’® To his followers, Jones was the saviour and
the commune was one of brotherhood and happiness, but to the outside world, rumours about

mind control, immoderate sexual activities and excessive use of drugs quickly spread. It seems

! Marshall 2006, 203.

* It must be noted that the first messenger mentions one maenad drawing wine from rock (706-707), but as nobody
drinks it, it is no reason to mistrust the strong point of 686-688.

** The passages mainly refer to the oriental cult of Sabazius: Demosthenes De corona, 259-260 and Aristophanes
Lysistrata 387-398; Birds 875; Wasps 9. Cf. also Cicero De legibus 2,37 in which Aristophanes is said to have
attacked new gods and the nightly vigils belonging to their cults. For a more extensive discussion of these passages,
see Versnel 1976; Dodds 1940, 171-176 and Reitzammer 2017. Versnel and Reitzammer also point to the
importance of music in the Athenian conceptualization of mystery cults (for instance in Aristophanes, Lysistrata
1-3): Pentheus does not include it in his stereotype, but it is included in the messenger’s dismissal (686-688).

** Winnington-Ingram 1948, 65.

** See, for instance, Katz and Braly 1933 and Devine and Elliot 1995.

* For an analysis of his cult, see Nesci 2018, Taylor 2004, 31-36 and Galanter 1999, 113-117.
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an instinctive and cross-cultural human response to resort to these allegations against isolated
and cohesive social groups.” In Jones’ case, not without justification: sex played an important
role in his policies, sometimes purging his followers by eliciting sexual confessions, forcing
them to sleep with him or allowing orgies, and at other times declaring months of celibacy.*®

In our play, however, these accusations are said to be incorrect. How was the audience
supposed to interpret this marked invalidity of Pentheus’ assumptions, while to them, it was a
fairly reasonable attitude? One possible answer is that it enhances the tragic effect: especially
Versnel argues that it makes Pentheus’ behaviour more acceptable, hence justifying a spectator’s
sympathy for a king whose perception is recognized by not a single other character.*” A second
interpretation that explains the sex allegations in particular, is that these allegations might
reveal something about Pentheus’ unconscious desires. Pentheus is, unknowingly, fascinated
by the sensual aspects of the worship, manifest in his eagerness starting from the end of the
third scene to spy on the women: Pentheus “thinks he is rational and prudent, but really, like
them [the maenads], he is at the mercy of irrational impulse”.*

I believe that we can add a third explanation. The audience is aware of Pentheus’
limitations of knowledge of the group. They then repeatedly see him perpetuating a negative
stereotype of intoxicated and lascivious women. In the Bacchae, the threat that the women pose
as a group and that Pentheus feels is clearly confirmed by both messengers, but the specific
allegation of sex and wine turns out to be unjustified and therefore a prejudice. One may well
imagine that the spectator still believed the women were drunk given their frenzied behaviour.
But precisely because this was an Athenian stereotype too, it must have invited the spectator to
reflect upon his or her own way of looking at religious groups, and psychological mechanisms
like stereotyping and prejudice more in general. On the whole, the message that is strongly
implied is that it is not right to fully rely on (unjustifiable) stereotypes about other social groups
and its members.

This is supported by our text in various ways. The fact that all attempts by other

characters to persuade Pentheus to change his prejudice about the women fail, adds to his

7T have not encountered well-founded studies about underlying mechanisms of this attitude. One (obvious)
explanation is that in many cults, these excesses have in fact occurred, like the cult of Charles Manson in the 1960s,
who used sex to initiate his female followers and gave them drugs like LSD (Taylor 2004, 30-31). Cf. also Dodds
1940, 157-158 about ritual dance as a cross-cultural religious experience.

*® See Chidester 2003, 97-104 about Jones’ policy on sex and property within the community.

* Versnel 1976.

* Winnington-Ingram 1948, 58. For an analysis of Pentheus in terms of oedipal desires, see Segal 1986, 283-284.
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dogmatic, even tyrannical attitude, which in turn leads to his downfall. Kadmos looks at the cult
from a different perspective than Pentheus and Teiresias. He accepts it because it is in the
interest of his family and of Thebes politically, urging his grandson to recognize this (181-182;
331-342) and to accept Dionysus even if he is not really a god, for it would be better for Thebes.
Thus, in Kadmos’ opinion, a good ruler should be able to neglect his prejudices. Teiresias,
conversely, has a more rationalizing stance towards the new cult, visible for instance in the
rationalized account of the Double Birth-myth (286-296) as opposed to the versions of
Dionysus and the chorus (1-3; 88-103).*' The audience perceives these nuanced approaches to
the cult, which enables them to recognize individual differences among its followers, that, by
contrast, Pentheus fully neglects, throwing all others into the same evil pot. Would Pentheus
have allowed his prejudice to be broken down by Kadmos’ civic and familial appeal, he might
have prevented the collapse of Kadmos’ race (1302-1326).

Significantly, in contrast to Pentheus, other characters in the play do seem to change
their beliefs about the cult. The soldier is sent to imprison Dionysus, but is perplexed (8t aidodg,
441) by his immediate surrender and the many wonders (mToAA@v ... Bavpdtwv, 449) that the
god brings. Clearly in awe of the god, he “half confesses his faith in the Stranger, then breaks off
in fear of offending his master — ‘but what shall happen next is your concern, not mine’.”** The
emphasis on the chastity and sobriety of the women reveals that the first messenger expected to
find them in this state. However, clearly intrigued by the cult’s appeal, he ends his speech with
a plea to accept the god (769-774), something he is at first reluctant of to tell Pentheus (668-
671). He tries his best to persuade his king by almost making him an eyewitness (ei mapfjo0a,
712; &v mpooeideg, 737; €1deg ... v, 740), in the sense of ‘if you would have been here, you would
respect this god’.*> A similar appreciation for the god is expressed by the second messenger
(1150-1152). It is good to note here that all these characters have changed their beliefs after
perceiving the cult themselves. The subtle change of sides, or at least the openness to other
beliefs, as exhibited in these characters, emphasizes that one may look beyond stereotypes and

prejudices, something Pentheus, who does not see them until it is too late, is not capable of.

1 For Teiresias’ speech as satire of sophistry, see Winnington-Ingram 1948, 47-54 and Segal 1982, 293-295. For
the different position of the two old men from the women, see also 195-196. They seem to worship Dionysus more
deliberately: 8¢t (181, 184) could express a similar coercion as with the women, but expressions like {uveBéunv
(175) suggest a more independent position. Note that the use of fjxw for both characters echoes Dionysus’ first
word, therefore subtly suggesting their affinity with the god.

2 Dodds 1960, 132 on 449-450.

* De Jong 1991, 51, 105.
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This chapter has demonstrated how Pentheus, at the beginning of the play, categorizes
all other stage characters as members of one group of Bacchic worshippers, changing in turn
his behaviour towards them. According to the theory of social categorization, this behaviour is
psychologically plausible, as he judges particularly by appearance and is confronted with
deviant and threatening categories. The Dionysian outfit is a recurring motive in the play, used
by Euripides to reflect on group association and the limits of social categorization on the basis
of looks. Regarding the maenads, Pentheus does not categorize them based on their looks, but
still evidently treats them as a uniform group, which again is an instinctive human response.
One specific aspect of his perception of them, his repeated allegations of wine and sex, are
emphatically disproved, confirming that these are his prejudices. His dogmatic position is
contrasted to the different perspectives that Kadmos and Teiresias adopt, as well as the flexible
beliefs of the soldier and the messengers. Pentheus fails to look beyond his initial prejudice,
which has disastrous consequences for him. His response is one the spectator could sympathize
with, given the recognizability of his accusations in the context of the mystery cults of Euripides’
day, but their invalidity entails an implicit warning: one must not judge too quickly about

groups and its members, as this may have real life consequences.
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2 Group performance

Having discussed how Pentheus perceives the cult and its members, this chapter now turns to
a second important aspect of group dynamics in the Bacchae: the women’s own behaviour in
the two messenger scenes (677-774, 1043-1152). The bloody atrocities they commit on
Cithaeron, as well as the gruesome plundering of the villages at its foot, evidently demonstrate
abnormal behaviour. The idea that they are deviating from the norm seems to be asserted by
the messenger himself when he describes how the women ravage the villages “as if they were
enemies” (Wote mohéot, 752). One could argue that their frantic behaviour becomes even
more abnormal and frightening for a spectator as they continue their rage in the civilized world
rather than in nature. How, then, is the spectator invited to understand the women’s actions?
Before presenting an interpretation of this in modern social psychological terms, let us
first look at the explanation many scholars have given for the anomaly of the women’s
behaviour. What we see throughout both narratives is Dionysiac madness at work: the spectator
here experiences the brutal power of the god.* In the first messenger speech, for example, the
messenger himself already provides sufficient arguments for this reading. According to him,
the first thing the women do after waking up is to arrange their Dionysian outfit and perform
Dionysian rituals (695-711), confirming as an eyewitness Dionysus’ management of the women
as he pronounced himself in the prologue (23-38). But the god’s influence is expressed in more
explicit ways. He draws water and wine from the rock (704-707, 766).* Bulls that were strong
before are now subdued and torn apart by the maenads in extraordinary swiftness (743-745).
The women even seize children (748-763), they lift the whole booty on their shoulders and carry
fire in their hair that does not burn them, while being immune to hostile spears (755-763). All
this inhuman behaviour leads the messenger to exclaim: “women did this to men, not without
the help of a god” (yvvaikeg dvdpag odk dvev Be®@v TIvog, 764), before ending with a plea to

Pentheus to please accept the god in the city (769-774).

* For example, Segal 1982, 62ff and Dodds 1960, 159 about this scene: “It also depicts for the audience what could
not be shown on the stage, the strange workings of the Dionysiac madness upon the Theban women, as it appeared
in all its beauty and horror to a simple-minded observer”, later referring to this as ‘black maenadism’.

* Dodds, 1960, 163-164: “Dion. is a miraculous wine-maker (...), and his power is transmitted to those possessed
by him when they wield his magic rod. (...) his rod can also, like Moses’, draw water from the rock, and its power
extends likewise to the two other liquids which Nature gives to man—milk and honey.”
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Although I completely agree with the interpretation that the messenger thematizes
Dionysus’ power over the women, undoubtedly also to save his own face, and that the scene
serves in part to exhibit the Dionysiac madness of the women, I would like to argue for a
complementing explanation. In what follows, I will propose another way to account for their
behaviour, by using Irving Janis’ model of ‘groupthink’, a phenomenon occurring when a group
is in a state of very high cohesion. As a close-reading of both scenes will demonstrate shortly,
the messenger also thematizes the collectivity of the group and the violence that a group is
capable of, thereby inviting the spectator to reflect on such group processes. The god-induced
madness undoubtedly left the spectator with a feeling of eeriness.* But when we read between
the lines with Janis’ model of groupthink in mind, the women’s behaviour as presented by the
messengers turns out to be psychologically plausible. Such a social psychological analysis thus
only reinforces the eeriness of the situation: the women’s behaviour is psychologically more

instinctive to a spectator than a simpler dismissal of ‘divine madness’ might suggest.

2.1 Janis’ theory of groupthink

Janis created his theory during his analysis of several disastrous decision-making processes in
the twentieth century.”” His objects of study were “instances in which a defective decision was
made in a series of meetings by a few policy-makers who constituted a cohesive group.”
Starting out from an analysis of several particular groups, Janis argued that groupthink can
occur in any group as a result of a generalized set of specific group processes. In essence, the
phenomenon occurs “when a group, which is made up of members who may actually be very
competent and thus quite capable of making excellent decisions, nevertheless ends up, as a
result of a flawed group process and strong conformity pressures, making poor ones”.*” His
model identifies, first, antecedent conditions in groups that are conducive to groupthink and,
second, symptoms of groupthink. These symptoms, in turn, lead to faults in decision making.
It should be noted here that the maenad’s behaviour is not a conventional object of

groupthink, as we are not dealing with political decisions in a series of meetings. Recently,

* Dodds 1960, 159-160 notes that the snow on Cithaeron, mentioned by the messenger in 661-662, made Greeks
feel uncanny.

* Janis 1972, 1982. The most notorious fiasco he analysed was the failed invasion of the Bay of Pigs in 1961.

8 Janis 1972, 10.

* Stangor 2004, 197. Conversely, Surowiecki 2004 argues that collective judgements are often better than individual
ones, provided they meet certain conditions: one of them is the avoidance of homogeneous groups and hence the
risk of groupthink (36-39).
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Turner has convincingly attributed groupthink to a more comparable decision-making process
in Greek literature, namely Thucydides’ account of the Athenian decision to invade Sicily.*®* He
concludes that “Thucydides reveals an understanding of decision-making that Irving Janis
would much later formalize in his theoretical framework of Groupthink”>' Although the
objects of study are different, I believe that Turner’s method, namely to examine to what extent
the conditions and symptoms of groupthink are implicit in Thucydides’ explanation, is equally
effective for Euripides” description of the maenads, as both messenger speeches demonstrate
many of the conditions and symptoms of the theory as well.”

There is one other methodological point to make here. Throughout the analysis, it is
helpful to keep De Jong’s observations about the limited perspective of the messenger in mind.
She has argued that, with a few exceptions, the Euripidean messenger “is an ‘I-as witness’-
narrator”.” This means that the messenger always plays a role in his own narrative, but is never
its protagonist, recounting the events as he understood them at that time and inferring motives
of other characters from what they do and say, or from his own perceptions. What I will be
arguing in this chapter, is that his words reveal something else: they hint at psychological

mechanisms that he may not consciously be aware of and that can be explained by groupthink.

2.2 Conditions for groupthink

Let us first look to what extent the maenads meet the conditions that are conducive to

groupthink. Janis identified four conditions:

1. High group cohesiveness and social identity;
2. Directive, authoritative leadership;
3. Isolation from other sources of information;

4. Time pressures and stress.”

> Turner 2018.

! Turner 2018, 245.

> Janis also formulated several ‘defects’ in the decision-making process, such as an incomplete survey of
alternatives and the lack of contingency plans, but as these are more relevant for political decisions, this analysis is
limited to conditions and symptoms.

> De Jong 1991, 60-62. According to her, messengers in the Bacchae are no exceptions to this. Our first messenger
repeats that he is an eyewitness: 0p® (680), Bady’ ideiv (693) and t6 Sewvov fv Béap” idelv (760).

>* 1 follow here Stangor’s classification and explanation of groupthink conditions (Stangor 2004, 197-202).
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A high level of social identity means that members perceive the group to which they belong as
extremely important and valuable. Members are therefore more prone to conforming to the
norms and opinions of the group. In modern cults, such conformity pressures often lead to
what Taylor calls a ‘reality drift’: cult members tend to adjust their own beliefs and values to
those of the cult leader, who often holds beliefs that are far away from reality, and the validity
of these beliefs can often not be tested due to the cult’s isolation and environment control.”
Followers of Charles Manson’s cult, for instance, calmly defended the murders which they had
committed, convinced of their leader’s righteousness.

The first messenger’s speech exhibits all the conditions that are conducive to groupthink.
He starts his narrative with a description of what he encountered upon meeting the group (677-
688). He distinguishes three thiasoi, each led by one of Kadmos’ daughters, and although some
are lying under a pine and others under an oak, all of them (ndoat) are sleeping.”® This calm
and, in the messenger’s words (686), decent situation changes when Agave wakes the others
(689-713). All women jump up, young and old, and the first thing they all do is arrange their
Dionysian outfit, while some (af, TG, &\An) continue to perform various Dionysiac rituals. The
messenger thus emphasizes that the maenads are doing some things collectively, while at the
same time identifying distinctions and observing individual activities. More importantly, this
beginning of the narrative already contains strong indications of the group’s high cohesiveness
and social identity: by dressing themselves in the same outfit and performing rituals that bind
them together as a group, the women express the importance they attach to their group. The
messenger even seems to thematize high levels of conformity when he describes their
awakening as “a marvel of orderly behaviour” (Badp’ id€iv ebkoopiag, 693).

In the next stage of the narrative, the focus shifts to the herdsmen (714-727). They are
plotting an ambush and it is their explicit intention to hunt down Agave only. Having hidden
in the bushes, they notice how the women start invoking Dionysus (723-727). They wave their
thyrsus in their revelry, calling on the god with united voice (d0powt otopaty), after which the
whole mountain, including the beasts, participate in their ecstasy (néav 6¢ ovvePdkyev’ 6pog /
Kai Ofjpeg) with nothing remaining unmoved in their course (00d¢v & fv axivntov Spopwt).
This all happens at the “appointed hour” (trjv tetaypévnv / @pav). From the sudden collective

action that the messenger perceives, he infers that there must have been an appointed time for

> Taylor 2004, 41-42.
> The distinction of three thiasoi seems to reflect actual Dionysian cult practice in Thebes, as can be inferred from
an inscription from Magnesia: see Dodds 1960, 161-162; Murnaghan 2006, 100-101.
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their worship. He emphasizes the absolute unity of the maenads as he perceives it, as there is no
distinction or exception, and reinforces this by mentioning the harmony with the natural world,
something he already prepared in his description of the women as suckling gazelles and wolf-
pups (699-700).”” In the light of groupthink, however, the behaviour as he observes it again
indicates high levels of conformity and social identity: according to the groupthink theory, the
time of worship would not be appointed, but happen quite instinctively.

With the women in this condition of unity, the narrative enters its crucial stage: the
turning point of the women’s behaviour and the ensuing crisis (728-763). The messenger jumps

up to seize Agave, after which she immediately exclaims:

Q) dpopadeg pai kOveg,
Onpwued” avépdv TV OT- AN Emecé pot,
gneobe Bvpoolg S xepdV wTALopEVaL.
fUELG pEv 0OV pevyovTeg EEnAvEapev
Pakx@v omapayuov, ai 6¢ vepopévaig xYAonv
Hooxols énfifiABov xetpog aodnpov péta. (731-736)

(““My running dogs,

we are hunted by these men here. Follow me,

follow me, armed with your thyrsoi in hand!”

We fled away and we escaped being torn apart

by the bacchantes, but they, with unarmed hands,

attacked the heifers that were grazing on the young grass.”)

Agave’s words are significant. She appeals to the group-feeling of the women: by invoking them
as dpopadeg épai kOveg and claiming that the men are a threat to the group (Onpwped’, 1* person
plural), she addresses them in their capacity as group members and frames the messenger as
their common enemy. This is particularly striking for the spectator as the messenger has
repeatedly expressed that only Agave was to be seized. Agave transforms it into an attack on the
collective, appealing to and at the same time increasing the women’s social identity. Moreover,
this passage confirms her power over the group, as the maenads obey her without hesitation:
the women identify themselves as group members and act to protect the group, although they
carry out their attack on the pooyxois instead of the men. Nevertheless, the impact of her
command demonstrates her directive and authoritative leadership (the second condition for

groupthink), that was already hinted at during the group’s awakening.

*7 Nature is fundamental to Dionysus’ worship: see Dodds 1960, xi-xx.
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One result of an increased cohesiveness and importance of the group to its members,
according to Taylor, is that “the difference between the group and the outside world also
increases. The group tends to practise increasingly strict boundary control to protect against
intrusion by others. This can include ‘deviant’ behaviour—glazed expressions, xenophobia, or
aggression—towards any outsider perceived as threatening.”® Such a distinction between the
cult world and the outside world is evident for the maenads, as their complete isolation (Janis’
third condition for groupthink) is thematized: situated on Cithaeron, they are far away from
the civilized world and are surrounded by other maenads only. For a Greek, the mountain
carried strong connotations of remoteness and seclusion: a “liminal area, at the frontier between
civilization and wild nature”.”® Dionysus himself emphasizes the distinction between cult world
and outside world in 471-472: non-bacchantes are not allowed to know the details of the
initiation rites. The distinction is marked as well by the secrecy with which the herdsmen
approach the group. The women are trapped in their own reality and prone to a reality drift:
this drift will be most clear in the women’s failure to recognize Pentheus in the second
messenger scene. Lastly, the maenad’s behaviour also meets the fourth condition of crisis and
stress: the attack of the messenger pressures them to respond quickly.

Their response, the ensuing omapayudg and the raid of the villages, is then described in
detail by the messenger. There are some individualized descriptions: some women are tearing
apart bulls and others young heifers, but on a whole, these activities are part of one collective
omapayuos. This image of collectivity becomes most powerful when the bulls are “dragged
down by countless girl hands” (pvpidol xeipdv ayoduevor veavidwv, 745) and when the
messenger compares the women to a flock of birds flying away (xwpodot & ®oT dpvifeg
apOeioat dpopwt, 748).° Similarly, the raid on the villages is performed together, described in
third-person plural forms of verbs only (Siégpepov, fipnalov, éBecav, mhp E€pepov, o0 Exatev,
¢tpavpdtilov kanevwti(ov Quynt, 754-763). Everybody is doing the same at the same time

(underlined by the use of imperfecta), emphasizing that the maenads operate as one cognitive

> Taylor 2004, 42.

> Segal 1982, 114-117. Two examples from tragedy serve to illustrate the connotation of remoteness: in Euripides’
Supplices 757, the mountain is used as a place to bury the dead; in Sophocles” Oedipus Tyrannus (1110-1181), it is
the place where Oedipus is left to die as an infant.

% In the former, the meter (two resolutions) enhances the collective insanity: a “swift, perhaps slightly hysterical
rhythm” (Dodds 1960, 167). Animal imagery will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4.
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unit during the entire crisis.®' Finally, in the last stage of the narrative (764-774), all maenads
return to their isolation on the mountain to wash themselves.

All four conditions for groupthink are thus met in the first messenger’s speech. We have
seen high levels of cohesion and social identity, directive leadership from Agave, isolation from
the outside world and time pressures and stress. The bloody atrocities stand in strong
opposition to the calm and decent situation in the beginning of the narrative. One significant
element to consider is that the messenger relating all this has nearly escaped death, so for a
spectator, his initial description of calmness and decency may have appeared rather fabricated.
The result of this dramatic opposition is that the turning point of the maenad’s behaviour
becomes more significant: it is not until the group is threatened that they turn to collective
violence. According to Janis’ model, this turning point is psychologically plausible, as the group
exhibits the conditions that are conducive to poor group decisions. It is in any case a warning
for Pentheus not to provoke the group and, as it turns out in the second messenger’s speech, a
parallel for what will happen to him.

Before identifying the groupthink conditions in the second messenger’s speech, let us
briefly return to the herdsmen in the first messenger’s speech. We have seen the maenad’s
immediate and collective response and the absolute absence of any type of deliberation. The
contrast with the herdsmen plotting the ambush (717-723) could not be bigger. Even though it
is told in brief, their deliberation process is much more elaborate and evokes an éxkAnoia-
setting.®” There is one member of the group, practiced in speaking (tpifwv Aoywv), who stands
up and formally addresses the others in direct speech. He makes a proposal with a convincing
argument. The messenger emphatically concludes his report of the decision-making process by
saying that the group accepted his proposal (0 &’ fuiv Aéyewv / €50€e). The herdsmen go
through a process that the maenads never do. This contrast is reinforced by the fact that the
process of an assembly is strictly connected to the organized setting of the moAig: it here reminds
the spectator of the ‘normal’ way affairs are handled, while the moAig has now been disintegrated
by Dionysus’ arrival. Also by means of this contrast, Euripides thematizes the reckless and
inconsiderate decision-making of the women.

The second messenger (1043-1152) demonstrates all four conditions for groupthink in a

¢ The combination of collective and individual action as described by the messenger is interesting in the light of
Budelmann’s recent article (2019) on the Greek concept of collective cognition: one could argue that Euripides
explores here questions of individual cognition versus collective cognition.

%2 Susanetti 2010, 233-234.
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relatively similar manner, allowing here for a more concise analysis. Parallel to the first
messenger, the narrative starts upon the arrival of Pentheus, Dionysus and the messenger on
Cithaeron, with a description of the maenad’s relatively calm behaviour (1043-1057).° All
engage “in delightful work” (év tepmvoig movoig, 1053): again, some (ai) are arranging their
outfit while others (a{) are performing rituals. Next to this initial combination of collective and
individual actions, also the secrecy that we encountered in the herdsmen’s approach to the
women returns. Pentheus, the messenger and Dionysus are emphatically hiding themselves
from the women “in order to see them without being seen” (wg 6pdiuev ov) 6pwpevot, 1050),
again indicating the division between the isolated cult world and the outside world.

The situation changes when Pentheus proposes to climb a tree:

[TevBevg & 6 TARuwv BfiAvY oV 6pdV EXAov

E\eke 0148’ °Q €€V, 00 pév Eotapev

ovk &§tkvodpat paviddwv 66001g vOowv-

OxOwv & Em” appag € ENdTny Dyavxeva

dow’ v 0pHdg pavddwy aioxpovpyiav. (1058-1062)

(“But wretched Pentheus did not see the female crowd

and said: “Stranger, from where we stand

I can not see the these false maenads.

But when I climb a lofty pine on a hill,

I might clearly see the shameful behaviour of the maenads.”)

By calling the maenads false and calling attention to their aioxpovpyia, he is emphatically
presented as a threat to the group and its identity. Moreover, parallel to the second stage in the
first messenger’s narrative (where the maenads were collectively invoking Dionysus in
communion with nature), we find a similar indication of the group’s collectivity in Pentheus’
mention of the group here too: 8fjAvv dxAov.** Note that for a spectator, this indication of unity
follows the more individualized description of the first stage of the narrative and comes just
before the turning point of the women’s behaviour, subtly reproducing the order of the first
messenger’s narrative. And just like then, the moment of crisis is preceded by rational decision-

making: Pentheus presents an elaborated and valid argument (o0 pév €otapev / odk €€ikvoduat

% T say relatively calm, as the menace in these verses must not be discarded: for one, the spectator knows what
happened after the peacefulness in the first messenger’s narrative. Cf. also the suggestion of 1054-1055 that the
women prepare the thyrsus for a new battle.

% The implications of dxhog will be discussed in chapter 4.
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Haviadwv 6ocolg voowv) for his proposal to climb a tree, with which the Stranger then helps
him (1062-1069).

The crisis is then instigated by Dionysus’ voice:

¢k & aifépog pwvn TIG, WG peV eikaoal

Atovvoog, avePonoev-Q veavideg,

dyw TOV VUGG KApE TAHA T dpyta

YéAwv TI0épevov- AN TipwpeioBe viv. (1078-1081)

(“And from the air, a voice cried out,
Dionysus I guess: “Young women,

I bring you the man who ridicules you and me
and my mysteries: come, punish him!”)

Dionysus is now the directive and authoritative leader, but his appeal to the women is highly
comparable to Agave’s. He addresses them in their capacity as group members, first as vedvideg,
then as part of a group that is united in being threatened by Pentheus. In strong contrast to
Pentheus’ calm reasoning (‘from where I stand, I cannot see the women, but when I climb a
tree, I might), Dionysus’ argument is, indeed exactly the same as Agave’s, blunt and irrational
(‘we are threatened, so let us fight back’). Pentheus ends with a potential optative (idoyt” &v
0p0dg, 1062), Dionysus with an imperative (tTipwpeio0¢). His similar appeal to the women’s
social identity turns out similarly successful: after a brief silence, Dionysus has all the maenads’
attention and a brief repetition of his words (1082-1088) prompts the women to, without any
hesitation, swing into violent action to protect their group (1088-1142).

This high cohesiveness is confirmed by the messenger’s emphasis on collective action.
When the maenads notice Pentheus, some climb a rock and start throwing stones and branches,
while others (&A\\at) hurl their thyrsus at him (1095-1089), all part of one collective attack.
There is another comparison to birds, in this case to the swiftness of doves (1090-1091), and it
is emphasized that all are participating, “Agave, her sisters and all bacchantes” (1092-1093).
When all attempts to hit Pentheus fail, Agave addresses the women once more (1106-1110), in
the first-person plural, in their capacity as pawvadeg, urging them to protect “the secret of
dancing for the cult” (dmayyeidnt Beod / xopovg kpvgaiovg), thereby again appealing to the
women’s social identity. Their immediate and undivided cooperation confirms their
conformity. After Pentheus is killed by his mother, Ino, Autonoe, and all the bacchantes devour

his flesh while screaming and cheering (1129-1136): one (i}) has an arm, the other (f}) a foot,
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but all (ndoa) play with his flesh like throwing a ball. Finally, in the last stage of the narrative
(1137-1152), the messenger tells that Agave has left the isolated cult world on Cithaeron and
her fellow maenads in there and now enters the city.

As we have seen, the second messenger’s speech too demonstrates strong indications of a
high levels of cohesion and social identity, isolation from the outside world, directive leadership
by Dionysus and Agave, in a situation of stress and time pressures. Again, a relatively calm
situation fatally escalates once the group is provoked, shortly after a brief episode of rational

reasoning.

2.3 Symptoms of groupthink

As all conditions that are conducive to groupthink are thus met, let us now turn to the
symptoms that groups exhibit when groupthink actually occurs. Janis identified three type of
symptoms that are indicative of groupthink, each with more explicit examples of symptoms.

The first type is:

1. General overestimation of the group by its members

The belief of most or all members that the group is prudent or even superior to the rest;

The belief that the group has an inherent morality;

The illusion of being invulnerable to the main dangers arising from the groups’ actions.®®

In the Bacchae, such an overestimation of the group is expressed on multiple levels. The fact
that the maenads themselves perceive their group as supreme is strongly implied in their
unquestioning obedience to protect the group against an enemy who ridicules the group or may
betray its secret. But the supremacy is most explicit after the events on Cithaeron in the exodus,
when Agave glorifies the group’s actions (1169ft.) and even exclaims to Kadmos that her father
can be proud, “for he has engendered by far the best daughters of all mortals” (mavtwv dpiotag
Buyatépag omeipat pakpdt / Ovnt@v, 1234-1235). Ironically, she makes this remark after the
catastrophe, emphasizing a fortiori for the audience that her assessment of the situation is

anything but realistic.

% These symptoms are introduced first in Janis’ treatment of the Bay of Pigs fiasco (1972, 35-49). In this section, I
started out from Turner’s synthesis of groupthink symptoms (2018, 245-253) and added some of Janis’ specific

symptoms.
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The inherent morality of the cult as a whole is established by the on-stage worshippers
and the god himself. Kadmos, for instance, connects the acceptance of the cult to respecting the
laws (331) and Teiresias believes that the two are the only ones having sense, as opposed to all
others who do not honour Dionysus in the city (uovot yap €0 @povodpev, oi & &ANot kak®g,
196). Moral language pervades many of the choral odes, confirming, for instance, in the first
stasimon, what Kadmos and Teiresias have professed shortly before. The chorus claims, on a
more generalizing level, that those who oppose the instinctive religious life are lawless (&vopov,
386), thoughtless (appooivag, 386) and destined to ill fortune (Svotvyia, 387). They say that
Pentheus has exhibited unholy insolence (ovx 6ciav / OBptv, 374-375). The accepting side is
connected to positive terms, like peace (fjovxiag, 389) and a good life (evaiwva, 426). On the
whole, the ode presents “the religious life as the life of piety, gaiety, and humility”.® Dionysus
expresses the inherent morality of his cult in his prologue (26-52). One of his motives for
coming to Thebes, next to the vindication of his mother, is “that the city must learn once and
for all, even if she does not want it, what it means to be initiated into the Bacchic rites” (dei yap
MOAy TNVS €kpabetv, kel pr Oélet / dtéleotov ovoav TOV Eudv Pakyxevpdtwy, 39-40),
something he intends to do in other places too (48-50). Although the Theban women do not
explicitly express the inherent morality of the cult, it is not absurd to attribute such a self-
perception to them as well.

The Theban women’s illusion of invulnerability to the dangers that might arise from their
actions is evident. We have seen that both messengers perceive a feeling of invulnerability with
the maenads: in addition to their hair not being burned, the easiness with which they carry
heavy load on their shoulders and their immunity to spears, it is stressed that they do everything
barehanded and without iron (736, 1104, 1140). In the exodus, Agave exalts that she left the city
to hunt with her bare hands (1206-1207, 1236-1237). One way to account for this perceived
physical invulnerability is that Dionysus is granting the maenads his powers.”” But the fact that
the women kill animals, plunder villages and even murder their own king without even briefly
considering the potential risks or consequences, can be interpreted as a symptom of groupthink.

The second and third type of symptoms are the following:

% Dodds 1960, 117-118. See also the moral analysis of this ode of Winnington-Ingram 1948, 66-68. Versnel 2011,
140-142 argues that the god’s supremacy, as pronounced by the chorus, typifies a new type of religiosity emerging
in the 4™ century B.C.

% Dodds 1960, 170 refers to several anthropological studies that demonstrate an insensitivity to pain with persons
in abnormal mental states. He identifies a similar plundering in certain cults in Liberia and Senegal (1951, 275).
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2. Close-mindedness of the group

members to change their beliefs;

presented as weak, evil or impotent.

3. Pressures towards uniformity

- Self-censorship of group members who hold beliefs that deviate from the group norm;

sometimes even in the form of ‘mind-guards’

Illusion of unanimity among the group members

Collective rationalization of deviant information or warnings that may lead the group

Strong stereotyping of the outgroup: those who hold opposed opinions are, for instance,

Direct pressure on anyone who questions the group’s beliefs to change opinion,

Some of these symptoms are more difficult to demonstrate with the women than those of

the first type. Stereotyping seems evident, especially in the second messenger’s speech: Dionysus

calls attention to the man that ridicules the cult, thus holding an opposed opinion, and for

holding this opinion, he is evil and must be punished accordingly. The emphasis on collective

action suggests apparent unanimity, but there is no indication in the text that this unanimity is

an illusion and that some of the members have different opinions on how to deal with the

messenger and with Pentheus, nor that they are pressured to change their opinion. However,

when it comes to the processing of conflicting information, there is one relevant and moving

passage that has not been discussed up till now:

0 8¢ pitpav kéung dmo
Eppuyev, G Vv yvwpiocaoa pr KTavol
TAfpwV Ayavr, kai Aéyet Tapndog
yavwv-'Eyw Ttol, pfjtep, eipi, maig 0é0ev
I[TevBevg, Ov Etekeg €v dopoig Exiovog:
olktipe & @ piTép pe punde Taig Epaig
apapTiaot Taida ooV KATAKTAVNLG.
1§ d@pov E€ieioa kai SLaoTpOPoOLG
KOpag ENiooova’, oV povodo’ & Xpr) QPOVELY,
¢k Bakyiov kateiyet’, 008’ EmetO€ viv. (1115-1124)

(“And Pentheus snatched the head-band from

his hair, so that she might recognize and not kill him,
the wretched Agave, and he touched her cheek

and said: “It is me, mother, your son

Pentheus, whom you bore in this house of Echion:
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Pity me, mother, do not kill me,

your child, for my sins.”

But she spat out foam and twisted her eyes

all around, not thinking as she ought to,

she was completely in Bacchus’ power, and he did not persuade her.”)

Pentheus attempts to disrupt the groupthink by providing information that has the potential to
change the group’s belief. That is, when Agave would recognize him in his crucial role as her
son, they might stop the murder. He is stressing this deviant information by repeatedly
expressing his real identity (ufjtep ... maiq 0é0ev / ITevOelg, Ov €tekeg ... @ pijTép ... MAida OOV).
However, he is not able to convince her: she is not touched by what would normally affect a
mother heavily and as the messenger understands it, she is not thinking as she ought to. Agave
does not exhibit a particular symptom as identified by Janis (she is not explicitly rationalizing
the deviant information and self-censorship would mean that she kills her son despite knowing
that it is him), but continues to be mad. However, when we consider that the group meets all
the conditions of groupthink and many of its symptoms, having Pentheus presenting
conflicting information that does not take hold might suggest that Euripides was aware of this
aspect of groupthink, the close-mindedness and uniformity pressures, as well.

This chapter has demonstrated how the group of maenads gradually swing into violent
action. One crucial aspect of both messenger’s narratives is the strong focus on collectivity,
inviting the spectator to reflect on decision-making in highly cohesive groups, as opposed to
the contrasting reasoning of the herdsman and Pentheus shortly before the women act. In fact,
when we approach their behaviour with an awareness of groupthink, it turns out that Euripides
has described these group processes in a psychologically plausible manner, exhibiting many of
the conditions and symptoms of groupthink and revealing an understanding of group dynamics
that Janis would only centuries later develop in the context of disastrous political decision-
making. For a spectator, this could only have added to probability of the play, enhancing in turn
the uncanny feeling that the Greek women evoke. They witnessed something that, intuitively,
was possible to happen in their own reality and it is not a big step to imagining that such group

behaviour could also occur in the new mystery cults in the Athens of their day.

31



3 Group dynamics as madness and disease

Having discussed the psychological workings of the group in the two messenger speeches, this
chapter will now take a different approach to the group’s dynamics. One particular aspect that
typifies the Theban women is their altered state of mind. They are repeatedly presented, by
different characters, with language of madness, possession and disease, and this altered
condition is shared by the whole group. In what follows, I will discuss the implications of this
presentation of their group dynamics as madness and disease. I will first briefly analyse the
explicit verbal instances with which the women’s frenzy is thematized by all other characters,
before discussing how the description of their behaviour on a more implicit level is embedded
in Greek conceptions of disease. Starting out from the modern concept of ‘brainwashing’, I will
then explore the degree of accountability assumed in ancient Greece for people who are sick or
even ‘out of their mind’. I conclude with a brief analysis of the extent to which other characters
acknowledge the altered mind state through their expression of identity, to see what this tells us

about group functioning and the interpretation of the play.
3.1 Madness, possession and disease

We find a variety of explicit verbal instances for the women’s frenzy. A verb that is repeatedly
applied to the women and to them only in our play is oiotpaw. The sting of the gadfly (oiotpog)
was a Greek metaphor for a sting to madness. Homer uses it in the Odyssey to describe the
wooers being struck with panic by Athena, fleeing through the palace like a herd of cows being
stung by a gadfly.®® The insect is mythically connected to Ino, who as punishment from Hera is
constantly stung.® Euripides uses the image in other plays to denote characters that have been
maddened with passion or love”, the frenzy of Heracles” and the fury of Orestes.”” The
common denominator in all these instances is the fact that the frenzy is inflicted, in some cases

more explicitly than in others, by a divinity.

% Homer, Odyssey 22.296-309.

% Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound 566, 681, 836, 879; Supplices 307, 541 and Sophocles, Electra 5.
7® Euripides, Iphigeneia in Aulis 77, 547; Hippolytus 1300.

7! Euripides, Hercules furens 862, 1144; also Sophocles, Trachiniae 1254.

72 Euripides, Iphigeneia in Tauris 1456; Orestes 791.
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In our play, we find that different characters recognize this divine frenzy. The first

instance of the word is in the prologue, where Dionysus claims:

TOLydp VIV aTdG €K dopwv OoTpno’ éyw
Haviaig, 6pog &’ oikodot mapdkomot pevdv (32-33)

(“Therefore, I have stung these women from their houses
in frenzy, and they dwell in the mountains, out of their minds.”)

In the parodos, the chorus describes the group as driven mad (oiotpn0eig, 119) and the first
messenger confirms this (oiotpoiot, 665). In the fourth choral ode, the Asian bacchantes urge
the swift dogs of Madness (Avooag kVveg, 977) to drive the women crazy (&vototprioate, 979)
so that they fail to recognize Pentheus as their king. Finally, also Kadmos observes the madness
of his daughters, calling them “driven wild” (oiotpomAfjyag, 1229). Pentheus, significantly,
never uses the term.

There are other terms denoting the madness of the women. In 36, Dionysus repeats that
he has have driven them away from their houses in madness (¢€éunva dwudtwv), before
defining the whole group in 52 as maenads (powvdot, literally ‘mad women’). The second
messenger observes that they are possessed by the god’s breath (0e0d mvoaiow éupaveig, 1094),
vividly describing Agave’s possession in the seconds before she murders her son (1122-1124).
With foam on her lips and her eyes twisting (as confirmed by the chorus who sees her coming
in 1166-1167), she is not thinking as she ought to and possessed by the god (00 gpovodo’ & xpr
@poVvelv / ék Baxyiov kateixet’, 1123-1124). Kadmos finally, explains to Agave that she and her
sisters did what they did because they were mad (épdvnre, 1295).

These terms of madness and possession are also applied to other characters. As
Thumiger sets out in her systematic study of characterization in the Bacchae, these words
preclude “a predictable identification (...) with any one pattern of behaviour”: they are used by
different characters from different perspectives, thereby assuming different implications.”” For
example, most of the verbal instances mentioned above in the context of the Theban women
come from the root pav-. In these instances, pavia is used either to denote divine punishment
or ecstatic possession. But it is also used by Teiresias and the chorus to denote Pentheus’ (and

a general) impiety towards the gods (326, 359, 887, 399-400, 999). Teiresias even uses it for the

7 Thumiger 2007, 79. Her second chapter presents a comprehensive study of psychological and medical motifs
throughout the play.
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Dionysian ecstasy that gives seers their valuable abilities and that fills armies with panic (289-
305). In other words, pavia “is a gift, an initiatory state, the product as well as the source of
ignorance and stupidity, and the means as well as the aim of divine punishment”, offering the
audience no fixed point of meaning.” Importantly, just as with oiotpog, Pentheus never uses
the term for the women on Cithaeron.

Nor does Pentheus use words with the root @pev- for the women, whose usage is
similarly complex and manifold.”” We have seen that Dionysius uses it for the women who are
out of their minds (33) and the messenger for Agave who does not think straight (1123), but it
is also applied (negatively) by Teiresias and Kadmos to Pentheus’ foolishness for rejecting the
god (269, 332, 359) and by the messenger to denote Pentheus’ quickness of mood (670). One
context in which its use is particularly interesting is the change in Pentheus’ mental attitude
towards changing clothes (and symbolically, Dionysus’ victory over him). At the end of the

third scene, Dionysus says:

Telowped’ adtov. mpdta § EkoTnoov Qpevav,
Vel EAa@pay AVooav- 0G PPovaV pév €0

oV un BeAnon BAALY EvoDval oTOARY,

€Ew & eAavvwv Tod @poveiv évdboetat. (850-853)

(“Let us punish him. But first, let him be out of his mind,
by sending him mild madness: for if he is sound of mind,
he will not agree to dress in women’s clothes,

but if he is driven out of his senses, he will dress up.”)

What is implied here, is that the intention to do something is subject to mental change: the god
emphasizes that Pentheus would only be willing to change dress if his mental state changes
from, literally, “thinking straight” (¢povav €0) to ‘being out of his mind’ (¢ékotnoov @pevv;
€€w O é\advwv Tob @povelv). Once Pentheus has changed clothes, his delusion is clear (918-
922): he thinks he sees two suns, two cities of Thebes and a wall with seven gates, perceiving
Dionysus as a bull. Dionysus compliments him for having changed his mind (pef¢otnkag
@pevV, 944), as his former mental state was not healthy (tag 8¢ mpiv @pévag / ovk eixeg OyLels,
947-948). The message is clear: the mental condition of both the women and their king have

been changed. Both have ‘given up’ their old state and have been imposed a new one by the god.

7* Thumiger 2007, 79.
7> For an exhaustive examination of these words, see Thumiger 2007, 75.
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Agave, eventually, will come back to her senses, returning to her former state (yiyvopat 8¢ mwg
/ &vvoug, 1269-1270).7 I will discuss the implications of this insanity in a moment.

On a more implicit level, the women’s behaviour is presented as that of diseased people.
The theme of disease and cure is a recurring theme in our play and, similar to what we have
seen with pavia, its language is used by various characters from opposing perspectives.”’
Although there are no explicit verbal references to sickness in the presentation of the maenads,
it has been convincingly argued by Thumiger that Euripides’ description of their frenzy closely
corresponds to the symptoms as described in the Corpus Hippocraticum.” In the Epidemics, for
example, sick people, regardless of which specific sickness, are repeatedly described to react to
their disease as to being struck and screaming out loud. Also, they restlessly wander while
making sudden movements. In general, a sudden change from a state of calmness into one of
crisis is considered as a typical manifestation of sickness.” We find the imagery of restless
leaping with the maenads too (for instance, in 445-446, 1056-1057) and the sudden movements
of the sick are, for instance, reflected in the women’s behaviour during the onapaypég and raid.
The image of the oiotpog also conveys a sense of unpredictability. One particularly striking
parallel is the women’s description in the Bacchae as being “struck out of their minds”
(mapdxomot @pevv, 33) to a recurring Hippocratic symptom (mapakpobw, mapdkpovoua,
napakonn)).® Lastly, the foaming lips and twisting eyes are traditional symptoms of abnormal
mental conditions as described in the Corpus Hippocraticum, also recurring in other Euripidean
plays.®!

In other words, the description of the women’s frenzy must have tapped into a more
traditional Greek conceptualization of sickness in general, suggesting to a spectator that the
mental condition of the women was one of sickness. But Thumiger takes the discussion one
step further. The cult as portrayed does not correspond to the conceptualization of just a

disease, but of a collective disease, which becomes clear when comparing the description to

76 Devereux 1970 argues for the clinical plausibility of this ‘psychotherapy’-scene.

77 Thumiger 2007, 86-100 presents an elaborate linguistical examination on disease and cure. For example,
Pentheus presents the cult as a polluting sickness (262, 353), whereas Teiresias presents the god as the cure (283)
and Pentheus as sickness (311, 326-327).For a more general survey of (the ambivalence of) disease and cure in
Greek tragedy to depict human misfortune, see Lloyd 2003, 84-97; 91-94 on the Bacchae.

7® Thumiger 2007, 86-100. The Hippocratic works she refers to are Epidemics I1I and VIL

7 Musitelli 1968.

% Hippocrates, Epidemics 111, 3.104.2-3, 3.122.14-15; VII, 5.460.10.

8 Hippocrates, De morbo sacro 7 on epilepsy; Euripides, Medea 1173-1176 about Medea; Hercules furens 931-934
about Heracles, who is said ‘not be himself anymore (6 §° 00k€0” adtog V).
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Thucydides” account of the plague that hit Athens in 430 B.C.* Among the key elements of the
epidemic as Thucydides perceived it were the novelty of the disease, the inability to control it,
its unpredictability, the fact that it had first struck elsewhere and had now reached Athens, the
impartiality with which it made it victims, the social dislocation it engendered and the need for
a collective scapegoat (in Athens’ case, the Peloponnesians). Moreover, thirst and burning heat
were the main symptoms, as well as a terrible amnesia afterwards.

In our play, Dionysus arrives as an emphatically new god to the city, having first
imposed his cult abroad, and is impartial when it comes to distinguishing between his followers
(209). As for the inability to control the plague, the mass reaction and chaos that Dionysus’
arrival causes “certainly recall the historian’s account of social dislocation in plague-stricken
Athens”.® The failure of Pentheus and his aunts to acknowledge Dionysus as god, but also as
family, as well as Agave’s failure to recognize her son, may reflect Thucydides” description of
victims not recognizing their relatives while being sick. Lastly, fire is a recurring marker for
divine power and the women’s frenzy in the Bacchae, which corresponds both to Thucydides’
symptom and the Hippocratic description of fever.** All in all, it is not difficult to imagine the
Athenian spectator drawing the analogy between these two collective events: at any rate, it must

have invited the audience to understand the women’s new condition as a collective disease.

3.2 ‘Brainwashing’ and accountability

Let us now return to the women’s description of insanity specifically and the implications for a
Greek in terms of accountability. It will be helpful to start out by considering how we, in
modern-day society, would evaluate their behaviour. The description of the women would duly
qualify for a diagnosis of ‘brainwashing’, at least according to the aspects that Taylor describes
in her influential study on the concept.*” According to her, our modern conceptualization of
brainwashing entails, first of all, intentional behaviour on the brainwasher’s part, who wants to
alter or even destroy the old beliefs of the victim, so that new beliefs may be adopted. These new

beliefs are often very strange and insensible compared to the old beliefs. Both aspects are evident

% Thucydides, Historiae 2.47.3-54.5.

¥ Thumiger 2007, 91.

% For example, Epidemics 1, 2.684.13. In Oedipus Tyrannus 27, Sophocles describes a plague as imposed by a god
of fever. On the connection between this play and the plague, see Lloyd 2003, 84-85.

% Taylor 2004; the aspects are systematically introduced with illuminating case studies from p. 10 onwards.
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in our play: the women change from denying Dionysus’ divinity to worshipping him on
Cithaeron and it is emphatically Dionysus who is behind this (20-34).

Naturally, humans change many of their beliefs over time, which is something we would
not define as brainwashing. Therefore, the timescale is another aspect Taylor identifies: “the
shorter the time of transition - between old and new beliefs— the more likely that some form
of brainwashing has occurred.” As our play opens with the women already sent away, we do
not know how long they are in frenzy already, but one can hardly imagine that this situation
has lasted for weeks until Pentheus finally intervenes, with olotpog also suggesting a swiftness
of change. Lastly, persons that we would call brainwashed often associate strong emotional
states with their new beliefs, that are in turn difficult to challenge with rational arguments: this,
I believe, is clearly demonstrated in the analysis of the two messenger speeches in the previous
chapter.

But what does it help us to recognize that we, 21*-century spectators, would consider
the Theban bacchantes as victims of brainwashing? It is the last aspect of Taylor that is
particularly interesting here. She claims that in our modern conception, too, “brainwashing has
a guise as a concept of last resort, a screen pulled across to hide the abyss of our ignorance. We
invoke it when we have no other explanation, or are not motivated to look for one.” This ‘last
resort’ has significant consequences for the extent to which we hold the brainwashed
accountable for his or her acts. As Taylor sets out, we are likely to nuance our opinion of the
victim as moral agent or even discard full responsibility. In fact, most of the trials in which
alleged victims of brainwashing were prosecuted for committed crimes, centred around the
question whether they were acting voluntarily or under coercion.®

An example that serves to elucidate this is Charles Manson’s cult.* When his followers
stood trial for seven murders, the prosecution adopted the argument that it was Manson’s
brainwashing that caused their actions, thereby implicating him in the murders. The dilemma,
however, was that this absolved his followers from responsibility, while at the same time,
Manson himself was not even present during the murders, complicating his own responsibility.
Although a higher court eventually decided that ‘brainwashing’ cannot relieve one from

criminal liability and convicted both Manson and his followers, the trial demonstrates the

% Taylor 2004, 11.

8 Taylor 2004, 9.

8 See Taylor 2004, 10 for the case of Patty Hearst; for the case of Charles Manson’s followers, 29-31.
% Taylor 2004, 29-31.
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complexities in thinking about altered mind states and responsibility. In our conception,
claiming that the Theban women must be brainwashed would imply at least a reduced
accountability for their actions, with Dionysus using them to some extent as a ‘tool’ to kill
Pentheus.

How, then, would a Greek spectator of the Bacchae have assessed the women’s
responsibility? First of all, it is worth noting that pavia and other diseases in ancient Greece are
generally god-induced and mark a situation of calamity. Lloyd argues that the theme of gods as
responsible for disease (and their cures) is already strongly developed in archaic texts.”” There
is, generally, a strong correlation between good behaviour and health and prosperity, with (one
or more) gods often sending a disease as punishment for some offence. The idea that divine
retribution was widespread among Greeks, moreover, is confirmed by various episodes in
Herodotus.”" At the same time, Lloyd warns us not to make too many universalizing claims, as
there are also instances in which sickness has nothing to do with the gods.”

In our play, divine retribution is evident for the audience and most characters, as we have
seen in the analysis of the use of the gadfly metaphor. The instances of pav-words reveal that
even more characters recognize their deranged mental state, except for Pentheus. At any rate,
the audience knows that the pavia is imposed on the women as punishment for their denial of
Dionysus’ divinity and we have also seen that oiotpog implies a divine cause. Surely, there is
responsibility on the women’s part in this respect: they have done something wrong for which
they are to blame and are (rightfully) punished with pavia. This is confirmed by Kadmos in the
exodus: when Agave asks him how the women ended up on Cithaeron, he answers that they
were mad (1294-1295). Agave then understands it was Dionysus who brought them ruin, to
which Kadmos replies that he had reason to do so: “He was insulted with insolence, for you did
not consider him a god” (6Bptv <y’> VPprobeic- Oedov yap ovy 1yelodé viv, 1297).

But what did temporal insanity specifically imply for the accountability of their actions? It

will be helpful here to look at other instances in Greek literature in which this area of tension

* Lloyd 2003, 10-26.

° Lloyd 2003, 115-127. One example is the case of Cleomenes, king of Sparta, who strikes one of his own people
and then self-mutilates, ending in his death. Herodotus describes the various explanations that the Greeks offer
for his madness, all going back to divine punishment. Only the Spartans, contrastingly, offer a naturalistic
explanation, blaming his drinking habits.

°2 For example Odyssey 22.296-309, where Odysseus’ mother explicitly contrasts a death by the hand of Artemis,
who is often connected in Homer with women’s diseases, with dying from consumption that is caused by a disease.
The third chapter of Lloyd 2003 discusses more naturalistic approaches to disease in the fifth century B.C.
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emerges, for which I depart from Walton’s discussion on this subject.”” When Agamemnon in
book 19 of the Iliad reflects on his seizing of Briseis from Achilles, he emphatically states that
he is not responsible (¢yw 8’ o0k aitiog eipt, 19.86), but rather the gods, who casted delusion on
his mind (of t¢ pot eiv &yopf] ppeotv EuPfalov dyprov dtnv, 19.88). He then explains how dtn

operates and how it can even afflict Zeus, before concluding:

AN €mel daodpny kai Lev @pévag é§ENeto Zevg,
ay €0é\w apéoat, dopevai T dnepeiot dmowva- (Homer, Iliad, 19.137-138)

(“But because I was blinded and Zeus took away my wits,
I want to make amends and offer countless ransom.”)

What is suggested by Agamemnon is that he acted in a deluded, god-induced state of mind,
thereby “dissociating the action from himself”.** In this sense, he is not aittog, as his actions
were not carried out by his usual self - that intentions are subject to mental changes has been
noted by Dionysus. But Agamemnon does accept responsibility in the sense that he must pay
for what he did during the subversion to compensate Achilles. Obviously, there is a rhetorical
aspect to this: Agamemnon needs Achilles back and cannot offend him again, but he needs to
save face as well. Resorting to a god-inflicted delusion is, apparently, a good way out, as his
words are accepted: it demonstrates that a reduced accountability due to an abnormal mental
condition was a plausible explanation.

Other plays confirm the ubiquity of this idea. In Euripides” Hercules furens, Hera sends
Madness (Avooa) on stage to madden Heracles. She is reluctant at first and makes sure Heracles
will not know that he is murdering his own children when he does, until he is released from
madness (865-866). After the murder, Heracles comes to his senses again (1089ft.), indeed not
recalling what he has done, until Amphitryon tells him everything, just like Kadmos with Agave.
Theseus then enters the stage and is told about Heracles’ atrocities (1182ff.). Significantly,
Heracles is never blamed by Theseus: the latter claims it was Hera at work (Hpag 68" aywv,
1191) and strongly sympathizes with Heracles (1196-1198; ovvaly®v, 1202). Madness,

moreover, is not mentioned at any point anymore.

> Walton 2009, 131-147.
** Williams 1993, 53; see 50-75 for his full analysis of the passage. For a more theological analysis of the passage,
see Versnel 2011, 163ff.
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In Euripides’ Orestes, Orestes himself presents a slightly different take on responsibility
after murdering his own mother. Initially, he blames Apollo for urging him to do this most
unholy deed (285-286), just like Electra in the prologue declared it was Orestes” obedience to
the god that caused the murder (28-32). Orestes, who is mad during the beginning of the play,
for instance mistaking Electra for one of the Furies, repeats the point that the gods piled the
trouble upon him later to Menelaus (394). But when Menelaus then asks him from what he
suffers exactly, he responds that it is his conscience, because he knows that he has done terrible
things (1] ovveoig, 6tLovvolda deiv’ eipyaouévog, 396). So, while blaming the gods, Orestes does
not fully hold them accountable and, by referring to his conscience, he suggests that he is aware
of his own responsibility.”

These examples demonstrate how Greeks poets explored the complex relationship
between insanity, divine and personal responsibility. The major and unanswered question here,
as Walton puts it, “is where personal responsibility can be disowned and personal weakness
passed off as god-sent.”* In the beginning of Orestes, Helen claims she is sorry for the death of
her sister Clytaemnestra, whom she never saw back after sailing to Troy, due to a god-induced
frenzy (Oeopavei, 79). As the audience knows she was simply fulfilling divine will by joining
Paris in her capacity as most beautiful women in the world, it is a strange excuse, perhaps with
some comic intent.” But even if it was meant ironically, such an excuse demonstrates that the
idea of reduced accountability due to divine frenzy was an idea that the Greeks reflected on and
that we can assume the audience of the Bacchae to be acquainted with. This is important for
our present purposes, as we will shortly see that, while the audience may have considered the
possibility of reduced accountability for the women, not all characters do, as not all recognize

the women’s frenzy.

3.3 Insanity and identity

By looking at the explicit verbal instances of insanity, we have seen that while most characters
do recognize the (divine) madness of the women, Pentheus does not use words that denote this
madness for the women. One other, specific way in which the maenad’s altered condition is

reflected is the expression of their identity by other characters. As Laura Swift sets out in her

% Walton 2009, 145.
% Walton 2009, 144.
% Walton 2009, 131.
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analysis of choral identity in Euripides’ Medea and Ion, the tragic chorus can hold “a range of
alternative identities (choral, familial, gendered, local): the tensions created by these potentially
conflicting identities enhance the play’s exploration of associated ideas”.”® This range of
conflicting identities is also apparent in Euripides’ presentation of the Theban maenads,
sometimes even referred to by scholars as “shadow chorus”.”” They are simultaneously Theban,
hence Greek, mortal, women and, most significantly, they have become maenads or bacchantes
by suffering from a new mental condition. In what follows, I will analyse how the expression of
identity also demonstrates the fact that Pentheus does not recognize the women’s new
condition.

A recurring tension in the group’s identity is the distinction between the group’s
femininity and the group’s bacchanalianism. Dionysus’ presentation of them in the prologue
epitomizes this tension. Initially, he emphasizes the fact that the group on Cithaeron consists
of his aunts and all the female offspring of Kadmeans, as many as there are women (35-36),
emphasizing “the exclusion of men”.'"” In the next references, however, he refers to them merely
as bacchantes and maenads in the mountains (Baxxag, pawvdot, Bakyas, 50-52, 62), suggesting
that they have given up their civic and female identity, to become something else.

Euripides thematizes the ceasing of the group’s traditional female identity in a quite
explicit manner. When the chorus in the parodos invokes Thebes to join the god’s worship, they
add that the Theban women are waiting on Cithaeron, taken away by Dionysus “from the
weaver’s shuttle and loom” (4@’ iot@v mapd kepkidwv, 118). The image of the loom reappears
at the end of the second scene, when Pentheus addresses the women of the chorus, threatening
them to stop their drum roll and keep them as slaves at the loom (511-514). Moreover, Agave

mentions the loom also in the exodus to Kadmos:

fj Tag map’ i0T01g EkAtmodoa kepkidag
&6 peiCov’ fixw, Bfjpag dypevety xepotv. (1236-1237)

(“For I have left the weaver’s shuttle at the loom
for greater things, to hunt wild animals with my hands.”)

% Swift 2013, 131.

* For example, Murnaghan 2006, 100: in her metatheatrical reading of the Bacchae, she argues that Euripides
invited the Greek audience to perceive the maenads as the real chorus in the play, hence presenting two models of
choral experience. Cf. also Bierl 2013 for a different metatheatrical reading of the chorus.

1% Dodds 1960, 67.
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Euripides uses the image of the loom as a marker for the everyday activities of women, a role
also Pentheus has in mind for women. But the image is also used as a tool to emphasize the fact
that the Theban maenads have abandoned their civic female identity, according to the chorus,
under Dionysus’ force, and more deliberately according to Agave. The abandoning of the loom,
the metaphor for femininity, thus also comes to represent the women’s altered state.

The movement from female to Bacchic identity is made particularly apparent in the first
messenger’s narrative. At the beginning, the group is predominantly referred to as a female
group: they are dancing women, led by his aunts and his untnp Agave (680-682); the group
includes young, old and even unmarried women (694) and many of them still have swollen
breasts as they have abandoned their new-born infants (699-702). The herdsman trying to
ambush Agave explicitly identifies her as the mother of Pentheus (718-721). But once the group
is attacked and flies into a rage, in the messenger’s presentation, the group’s female identity is
completely substituted by its Bacchic’ identity: the herdsmen escape a Baky®v omapaypov (735)
and the villages close to Cithaeron are plundered by Paky@v (759)."" Even Agave herself
invokes her fellow maenads as dogs, as opposed to the hunting men (731-732). The idea that
their femininity has perished, perhaps becomes most clear in 754, as they are even plundering
children from the villages.

The messenger ends his narrative explicitly reflecting on the theme of identity:

yuvaikeg d&vdpag ovk dvev Be®v TIvog. (764)

(“Women did this to men, not without the help of a god.”)

Although the messenger brings up their femininity again, he does this to emphasize the
peculiarity of the situation: women inflicted these things on men, while in normal
circumstances, they would not be able to do so, obviously saving his own face as well with this
remark. Taken together with the messenger’s shift in identity focus in the course of the
narrative, the message of his conclusion is clear: it is the god that turns the group from women
into bacchantes, and in this latter identity, they carry out the atrocities.'” The only solution that

the messenger sees is to urge Pentheus to accept the god (769-774).

1% The only exception and ‘female reference’ to the group is in 745: poptdot xetp@dv &yopevot veavidwv.

See Barrett 2002, 102-131 for a metatheatrical approach to the ability of the messengers to see hidden things
that Pentheus fails to recognize.

102
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Does Pentheus acknowledge this god-imposed insanity? In the beginning of the play, he
focuses on the group’s female identity. They are women who have left their houses (217) and in
their capacity as women are now serving men (222-225). He claims that Dionysus presents his
mysteries to young women (238), emphasizing that their maenadism is false and feigned (218,
224) and threatens to end their fakyeia, their Bacchic revelry (232). Pentheus perceives the
group primarily as women, merely participating in the frenzy, or at any rate with a safe distance
to really being bacchantes. This seems to change after the soldier reports the Dionysian miracles
that happened in prison, referring to the group as Pakyag (443), and after the first messenger
claims he has seen the terrible behaviour of the Bakyag motviddag (664). Pentheus for a moment
seems to take this as a confirmation of the group’s new, Bacchic identity: he now for the first
time calls them Baky®v (674, as opposed to Pakyeia), and continues to identify them as
bacchantes after the messenger’s narrative, denouncing the Oppiopa fakyx@v (779) and urging
to tight the Baxyaiotv (785).

However, he resolutely changes his course at the end of his response to the first

messenger, emphasizing the group’s female identity:

oV yap &AM\’ OmepPaihel Tade,
el TPOG yuvak®v meloopuect’ & maoyopev. (785-786)

(“For nothing exceeds this,
that we suffer what we suffer at the hands of women.”)

Pentheus does not accept the messenger’s suggestion that the god is behind everything, and still
assumes that the group acted as women, and as such must be punished. This is developed in the
rest of the third scene and the fourth scene. Pentheus intends to shed female blood (796-797).
He defines the thyrsus and fawnskin as women’s clothes instead of Bacchic clothes (835-836).
When Pentheus returns on stage after changing clothes (914-927, quoted on page 11), Dionysus
enumerates the different identities that his new outfit displays: a woman, a maenad/bacchant,
a spy upon his mother and her thiasos and in appearance similar to his aunts. Significantly,
Pentheus zeroes in on the female identity, asking whether he looks like Ino or his mother. He
wants to spy on the yvvaikag (953-954). Having arrived at Cithaeron, in the messenger’s words,
Pentheus is initially not able to see the female crowd (6fjAvv dxAov, 1058) and, repeating his
allegation of false maenads (1060-1062).
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In conclusion, then, what does this tell us about how Euripides thematizes group
dynamics in our play? For one, the Athenian spectator must have been aware of the women’s
divine insanity, as the survey of explicit verbal instances denoting their madness has
demonstrated. The description of their behaviour in general addressed Greek
conceptualizations of calamity-marking disease, even collective disease, as a comparison to the
Corpus Hippocraticum and Thucydides has revealed, with all texts containing similar
psychological observations. For a Greek, suffering from sickness or insanity entails personal
responsibility in the sense that it is usually, as in our play, imposed by a god as a punishment
for some offence. Although a survey of other instances of pavia in Greek literature does not
offer definitive answers to questions regarding accountability, it shows that Greek poets
explored this idea much in the same way as we encounter complexities in thinking about
brainwashed criminals nowadays. At any rate, the divine frenzy-excuse made sense in ancient
Greece and could be a plausible explanation for reduced accountability, although it was at times
also used as way of simply ducking the consequences of one’s actions.

Most importantly for us is that an analysis of the expression of the group’s identity
confirms that all on-stage characters were aware of the women’s temporal divine frenzy, with
one exception: Pentheus. The spectator, aware of the delusion, would at least have considered
it a possibility that the women were not to be fully blamed, whereas this is not an option for
Pentheus. Admittedly, he was not on stage during the prologue and lacks crucial information
that the audience has. But he also fails to recognize the hints that the soldier and the messengers
give in their expression of the group’s identity, never capitulating in his eagerness to punish
them. For one, this enhances the tragic element of the play. But it also reinforces, in a way, the
message of our conclusion of the first chapter: Pentheus is blind to the forces that are really
active in the group, and stubbornly does not even attempt to adopt another perspective that
may (partly) absolve the women from responsibility, tragically considering them as fully
responsible agents. Moreover, the general frame of the group behaviour of the women of
marked madness and disease, with the collective pavia eventually having disastrous

consequences, implies a warning to the potential dangers lurking in a social group.
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4 Group dynamics through imagery and dx\og

The last way in which Euripides thematizes group dynamics that we will be discussing is his use
of animal and hunting imagery. Much has been said about this imagery in the Bacchae, as
images of animals and literal references to them appear more often than in any other tragedy.'®
What [ am concerned with here, is the extent to which this imagery tells us something about
the Theban women’s group functioning. This chapter will analyse, first, Euripides’ use of the
image of foals, fawns and dogs within the play and discuss its implications in the context of the
Greek conception of hunting. After a brief discussion of the connotations of the bird simile,
also outside the Bacchae, it will then examine one particular word that is used for the group of
maenads: 6xAog. This is not a term that necessarily belongs to Greek animal vocabulary.
However, like the hunting and bird imagery, the word has certain connotations in Greek
literature that have a lot to say about the way Euripides perceived groups and regarded group

functioning.

4.1 Foals, fawns and dogs

Two particularly strong images that are linked to the Theban maenads (and Dionysiac worship
in general) are those of foals, fawns and dogs. The three images are uttered by different
characters and are closely connected to each other through the theme of hunting. We find the
first instance at the end of the parodos (163-169), when the chorus compares a joyful bacchant
to a “foal with its grazing mother” (m@wAog émwg dpa patépt / popPadi). Segal points to the grim
symbolism here, as Pentheus, in the outfit of a bacchant, will eventually be reunited with his
mother: the grazing, then, assumes a totally different meaning.'” The chorus’ image of a
jumping foal (okiptrpact, 169) is recalled by the soldier who describes the cheerful jumping
(oxiptdot, 445) of the women after being set free. The second messenger explicitly takes up the
simile, describing the women before they turn to violence as “foals, freed from the embellished

yoke” (ai & ékhtmodoat mowi\’ g Aot uyd, 1056).

19 Thumiger 2007, 128-138; Segal 1982, 31-42; Podlecki 1974, 146-147; Winnington-Ingram 1948, 100-120; Barlow
1971, 76; Carey 2016, 76-78.
19 Segal 1982, 34.
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The bacchantes are thus connected to a strong sense of joy, youthfulness and liberation,
which is echoed in the simile of the fawn. In the third choral ode (862-876), the Asian women
wish for themselves to dance around “like a fawn” (wg veBpdg), playing in the green pleasures
of the meadow. The fawn has just escaped in a chase the “well-woven nets” (edmAéktwv Omgp
dpxdwv) and the hunter with his running dogs (kvvayétag / ovvreivi Spaunua kvovav). The
young (and female) animal now jumps over the plain along the river and rejoices in solitude,
away from humans (f18opéva / ppot@v épnuiatg). With the first messenger speech still fresh in
mind, it is hard not to draw the parallel between the hunted fawn and the Theban women, who
experienced a similar alternation of joy and anxiety during the attack of the herdsmen.'”” The
women in fact look like fawns, as the fawnskin is an essential element of their outfit.

At the same time, however, the women also represent the other side of the coin, that of
the hunter. This reversal of roles occurs at the moment that the herdsmen attack the group.
Agave responds to this attack (731-732), seeing her fellow maenads both as “hunted down”
(Onpwued’) and as “running hounds” (§popdadeg épat kOveg) that subsequently hunt and devour
the cattle. Running is strongly associated with hunting, as we have seen with the dogs in the
third choral ode, but also in the parodos, where the thiasos is running (dpopaiwv, 137) to seize
and devour a goat. In the fourth choral ode, the chorus invokes (977-981) the quick hounds of
madness to go to Cithaeron and pit the Theban women, who are “running on the mountain”
(opedpouwyv, 985), against Pentheus. Just like the fawn was the object of chasing dogs, now the
women are on the hunted side, but they are incited at the same time to become the hunters of
Pentheus, subtly reversing roles.

In the ensuing second messenger’s speech, the turning point of their role reversal is
marked by Dionysus’ exhortation to attack Pentheus. They hunt him down, running
(Opapnpact, 1091) and really behaving like hounds: “first, they are roused by their master, at
1078; they lift their head nervously, almost as sniffing the air, at 1086-87; then they are
commanded to surround the prey, at 1106.”' Agave finally holds Pentheus’ head as hunting
trophy (0r1pq, 1144), praising Dionysus as her fellow-hunter (tov uykvvaydg, Tov Euvepydtnv

dypag, 1146) and later even as “hound-leader” (kvvayétag, 1189)."” From 1168 onwards,

1% Winnington-Ingram 1948, 115. He argues (105-116) that the image of the fawn, foal and dogs is a “commentary
upon the animal life and the aspiration of human beings towards it”. See also Barlow 1971, 113, who recognizes
the “closeness to the instinctive life of animals” as part of the Bacchic philosophy.

1% Thumiger 2007, 136.

1 The hounds return in Kadmos’ comparison of Pentheus to Actaeon, whose self-raised ok0Aaxeg murdered their
leader, first foreshadowing Pentheus’ fate (337-40) and later confirming the analogy (1291).
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Agave’s return is presented as a k®uog, a revel after a successful hunt, in which the hunter
displays the trophy and everybody congratulates the hunter.'®

So, the women are simultaneously presented on one hand as gamboling young animals,
that in essence always run the risk of becoming a prey, in our play specifically of running hounds
led by a kvvayétag. On the other hand, once the women find themselves in a threatening
situation, they perceive themselves as hunting dogs with Dionysus as their leader and are
described by the messengers as behaving as such.'” This fits into a greater theme of role reversal
in the Bacchae, as many scholars have noted, with Pentheus starting as the hunter and becoming
hunted and Dionysus going through the opposite process."® This hunting reversal, moreover,
was part of many Greek myths in which the hunt plays a role, such as the myths about Actaecon
and Callisto."! On a general level, therefore, this hunting imagery adds to the play’s suspense,
as the use of the image itself already suggests imminent danger to a Greek spectator.

What is interesting for our present purposes, however, is to examine the implications of
the hunting role of the women specifically. In her study on the archaic and classical Greek
conception of the hunt, Barringer argues that the hunt occupied a crucial place “in the
construction of the male gender in Athenian aristocratic culture”.'? It was strongly linked to
apetn, the emulation of Homeric ideals and the preparation for military activity, as the hunt
would help young men to acquire the skills to become warriors. Therefore, the fact that the
women perceive themselves as hunters is therefore already anomalous. They assume a role that
they are not supposed to assume, which in turn adds to their presentation as mad and as having
lost touch with their usual existence.

Besides adding suspense and confirming the women’s madness, Euripides’ use of the
hunt image for the women conveys an implicit message about group functioning. At this point,
the specific way in which they hunt deserves attention. In the play, Pentheus hunts with tools:
he intends to imprison the women and the stranger with “iron nets” (odnpaig ... &v dpxvolv,
231; év dpxvotv, 451). Dionysus hunts in a similar way, leading Pentheus “into his net” (g

Porov, 848) and throwing a “noose” (Bpoxov, 1021) around him. Conversely, it is repeatedly

19 Taplin 2003, 73-74.

19 The god alludes to his position as military leader of the group in the prologue (50-52). Next to hunt-leader,
Dionysus is also the bull that leads Pentheus to his death (920, 1159).

1% Segal 1982, 31-36; Winnington-Ingram 1948, 93-95, 106-108; Podlecki 1974, 146.

! See Barringer 2001, 125-171 for an analysis of these and other ‘reversal’-myths. In her second chapter, Barringer
discusses the hunt as an image for erotic pursuit, where often a similar change of ¢paotrg into épwpevog occurs.
"2 Barringer 2001, 10: she develops this idea especially in 10-59. Cf. also Xenophon, On Hunting 1.18, who urges
young men not to despise hunting, as it will prepare them for war.
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emphasized that the women do not use such hunting tools: they use oak branches as “ironless
levers” (aowdrpog poxAoig, 1104) and they hunt without a noose (&vev Ppdx@v, 1172). Agave
even emphatically boasts about not having used spears or nets, but having hunted bare-
handedly: she even despises huntsmen who use tools (1202-1210).'"

If we base ourselves on the main surviving hunting manual that was written around
Euripides’ time, Xenophon’s Kvvnyetikdg, the hunt that Pentheus and Dionysus launch
corresponds to a popular and common type of hunting on small animals, like the hare."* This
type of hunting involved a hunt-leader with a pack of hounds, that were supposed to drive the
game into a net, snare or trap, and explicitly not to catch it themselves, for “if one were going
to cook and eat a hare, it was better to catch her in a net than to have to pull her out of the
mouths of the hounds, half-eaten already.”'"” It must be noted here that Xenophon devotes 70%
of his manual to hare-hunting, perhaps sketching an incomplete picture of what the Greek hunt
fully entailed.""® However, the mention of hounds and nets and nooses in our play at least
suggests that our play activated in the audience the connotations of this type of hunt. An
argument in support of this is the fact that Pentheus’ death is also linked to a hare’s death in
Aeschylus’ Eumenides (26), suggesting that this type of hunting was part of the myth more in
general. The great mismatch between the image of a relatively non-risky form of hunting and
the actual hunting down of a god or a king, obviously adds to the tragic effect of the play.

For us, the outright rejection of any conventional hunting tools by the women is
significant. It makes them, for one, more reckless and mad, more so because they are chasing
what they believe is a big animal, a lion. In the context of the Greek conception of hunting, I
think that the point of this emphasis on their anomalous way of hunting is that Euripides wants
to convey an image of the women that have really become hunting hounds.'” The kvvayétag
(Dionysus) may need nets or nooses, but the women just assume the subordinate role of
hounds, obeying what their leader commands them to do: chasing the prey into a net. Yet, they

fail this role: the women tear their prey apart (both the cattle and Pentheus), the remains are

' The thyrsus is an exception here, as Agave calls upon the others to use it as weapon (633). Yet, it is not used
during the hunt, but only to display Pentheus’ head on afterwards.

"* For a good introduction to Xenophon’s treatise, see Phillips and Willcock 1999, 2-8. On ancient Greek hunting
more in general, see Hull 1964. Thumiger 2007, 135-136 also discusses the comparison to hare hunting.

15 Hull 1964, 10. Hounds are generally used by Euripides only in a hunting context, see for instance Cyclops 130;
Hippolytus 18, 217-219 and Helena 154.

!¢ Phillips and Willcock 1999, 10. Their edition also covers Arrian’s treatise on hunting, written centuries later,
who also devotes most attention to hare-hunting.

17 See Xenophon, On Hunting 4.4-5 for particularly striking similarities between his description of chasing dogs
and the women’s overall behaviour.
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scattered over the mountain and they even plunder villages.'”® In this savage aspect of their
hunting, Podlecki has rightly observed a reflection of Euripides on the excessive dangers of
group feeling.'”” Once the women start their violent behaviour, they figuratively turn from a
peaceful foal or fawn into impetuous dogs. They become animals that, according to Greek
conception, always hunt in a pack. This stands in sharp contrast to their identification during
the joyful and peaceful scenes with single foals and fawns, who are “travelling not in a flock or
drove, but alone”, and desire a life of solitude away from humans (ndopéva / Bpot@v €pnpiaig,
874-875)."*° Here it is supportive to recall the second chapter, in which we have seen that the
turning point of the women’s behaviour initiates a collective description of their actions in both
messenger speeches, whereas before this turning point, the women are also involved in
individual activities.

This strongly suggests that, at least in part, it is the group-feeling that causes the women
to perform the atrocities, blindly following the leader’s directions. In Podlecki’s words, the
image suggests that “the herd-instinct is thoroughly destructive: the women get their
dangerously volatile energy from the stimulus of group-association.”"' This herd-feeling seems
to emerge in the chorus as well: when they finally see the return of Dionysus, they complain
about the solitude they felt with him gone (povad’ €xovo’ épnpiav, 609). They want the opposite
from what the fawn desires. Euripides in this way uses the opposing images of the fawn and the
dog as a tool to warn for the dangers of the collective. Eventually, it will be Agave’s dissociation
from the group, her distanced position to the ‘herd’, that enables here to recognize and deplore

her actions carried out while being part of that group.

4.2 Birds

Another simile both messengers and Pentheus use for the women is that of birds. The first
messenger describes the women, who have just torn apart the cattle, as raising “like birds in
speed” (ot Opvibeg apbeioar dpouwi, 748) towards the villages. When preparing for his
journey to Cithaeron, Pentheus expects to find the women mating “like birds in the thickets”

(&v Aoxuaig SpviBag @G, 957). The second messenger describes how the women advance

8 Thumiger 2007, 136-137.

1% Podlecki 1974, 146-147.

120 Podlecki 1974, 147.

12! Podlecki 1974, 147. According to him, the image also suggests that “Bacchic worship is truly liberating of the
individual, whose identity is not suppressed or amalgamated in the group.”
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Pentheus “no less in speed than a dove” (meleiag wkOTNT oVY flocoveg, 1090). The aptness of
this image has been noted by various scholars, as birds map “all the aspects of the women’s
behaviour: peaceful aggressive, military, finally helpless”.'** At any rate, like the hounds, the
bird image implies a sense of swiftness and of a collectively operating group, something we also
find in Homer’s comparison of the Trojan army to birds (Iliad I1I, 2-7).'*

There is, however, something interesting to say about the implication of the image for
the mental state of the women. For within the play, flying also has a strong connotation of
instability of mind and loss of control. It is used twice by Kadmos to denounce Pentheus: “how
fluttered he is” (wg éntontal, 214) and “now you are fluttering” (vOv yap métn, 332). When
Kadmos brings Agave back to her senses, he asks her whether she is still fluttering in her soul
(10 8¢ mtonBev 166’ ET1 ofjL Yot Mapa, 1268).

In fact, the connection between madness and the flight of birds, the idea of a ‘flying’
mind, is more common in Greek literature. Two centuries earlier, Theognis in his elegies urges
not to make hasty decisions (1049-1053). Rather, one should ponder the things in his heart
before acting, for “the heart and mind of those who rage are fluttering, but counsel leads even a
good mind to what is beneficial” (t@v yap patvopévwv nétetar Bupog te voog te / BouvAn § eig
ayaBov kal voov éoOAOV dyet, 1053-1054). The context is different from our play: we are dealing
here with gnomic poetry and practical and ethical advice about life. However, acting too hastily,
aloss of self-control, is described in language that resembles the language in our play, presenting
the mind as flying. Deliberation, as it is implied, brings a mind back on the ground.

We find another interesting parallel in Aristophanes’ Birds, performed some ten years
before the staging of Bacchae. In the play (166-170), Pisthetaerus urges birds not to fly around
with their beaks open, for that is discreditable (&tipov). He then illustrates this point by saying
that in Athens, when people see a fluttering (netopévovg) man, they ask what kind of bird it is,
to which Teleas would answer: “the man is a bird, unstable, flighty, inconsistent, and he never
remains in one place” (&vBpwmog 6pvig doTaBNTOG TETOUEVOG / ATEKUAPTOG, 0VOEV 0VOETOT’
év TavT® pévov, 169-170). Although the exact details of the illustration are open to
interpretation, as Dunbar sets out in her commentary on the play, the general point of the

passage is clear: “for a man to be described as a bird, and as flighty, is discreditable”.’** Again,

122 Thumiger 2007, 203; Segal 1982, 142.

12 For birds blindly following the authority of their leader, see also the chorus in Euripides’ Helena, who imagine
themselves as migrant birds (1479-1493).

12 Dunbar 1998, 141; 141-143 discuss the details of the passage.
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the image of flying is applied to a human in a negative context of instability and unpredictability.
Both the Theognis and the Aristophanes passage demonstrate that a description of the women
acting like a flock of birds presumably implied for a Greek audience a sense of instability, of not

having both feet on the ground.

4.3’Ox\og

Next to foals, fawns, dogs and birds, one specific term that is used to denote the entire group of
maenads is dxAog.'”> When the chorus in the parodos describes how Dionysus leads his thiasos
into the mountains, the “crowd of women” (BnAvyevng dxAog, 117) is waiting there for him.
According to the second messenger, after arriving on Cithaeron, Pentheus is initially not able
to see the “female crowd” (BfjAvv ... dxAov, 1058). After the king is torn apart by his mother,
first Ino joins the attack, then Autonoé and then the “whole crowd of bacchantes” (6xAog te
TAG ... Paky®v, 1130-1131). The question here is: what connotations did this word activate in
the audience and what does this tell us about the way Euripides reflected on group functioning?
I will first analyse the instances of the word in Euripides’ other tragedies, as he extensively uses
it elsewhere, before briefly looking at how Thucydides uses the term.

Most importantly, the term generally has a negative connotation in Euripidean drama.
This is in some cases more evident than in others, but the term at any rate never conveys a
positive message. Often, 6xAog implies a sense of a threat: more specifically, the group indicated
by &xAog poses this threat in its capacity as a crowd. In Heraclidae (44), Iolaus declares that
shame prevents him from exposing young girls to a crowd of people. Helen in Orestes also utters
that it is not good for maidens to go into an 6xAog (108) and fears the Argive mob herself (119).
Menelaus in Helena (415) expresses about himself a similar embarrassment to burst into a
crowd and make inquiries. The intimidating nature of an dyAog emerges in Hippolytus (986-
989) in the context of public speaking. In Cyclops, Odysseus denotes the Trojan enemy using
the term (199) and the Cyclops himself uses it for the potentially threatening throng of pirates
and robbers near his cave (222). In Phoenissae, Antigone fears to face the crowd (1276) and the

servant describes the dxAog of women advancing the palace as a disturbance to the city.

12> The entry in the Liddell-Scott-Jones lexicon translates it as “crowd, throng”, most often in a military sense
(“crowd, throng”) or political sense (“populace, mob”), or a more general sense (“mass, multitude”). A second
meaning, often together with mapéxev, is “annoyance, trouble” (Liddell et al. 1996, 1281).
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Iphigeneia Aulidensis, lastly, contains references to the mob as a cause of fear (517), as a group
Odysseus sides with (526) and as the intimidating group of men approaching Iphigeneia (1338).

Odysseus’ description of an army as dxAog finds a parallel in many other occurrences of
the word. It is often used to denote the whole Greek army or divisions of it.'** In Phoenissae, an
armed &yAog submissively follows its leader Parthenopaeus (148). In Euripides’ oeuvre, the
word thus also carries strong connotations of obedience to a military leader, of not acting
autonomously but under someone’s command. This sense of compromised agency is also
conveyed in two references to an 6xAog of slaves.'”

So, given these strong connotations of the word, its use in our play is significant. It
implies that the maenads pose a threat in their capacity as a group and that they are acting not
as free individuals, but as an amalgamated herd. There is one particularly striking occurrence
of dxAog in Euripides’ Hecuba that is relevant for our present purposes. When Hecuba hears
from Talthybius about the sacrifice of her daughter Polyxena, she is stricken with grief and
urges the messenger:
ov § éN0¢ kai onunvov Apyeiolg Tade,
uny Oryydvery pot undév’ AN’ eipyetv OxAov
TG TadoG. €v ToL pupiwt oTpaATELHATL

axolaotog dxAog vavTikn T dvapyia
KpeloowVv upag, Kakog § o pr Tt dpdv kakov. (604-608)

(“Go now and proclaim this to the Greeks,

that they do not touch my daughter, but to keep the crowd
away from her. For in a countless army,

a crowd is undisciplined and the unruliness of the sailors

is stronger than fire, and there it is evil not to do anything evil.”)

Hecuba here explicitly thematizes the potential danger of a group of countless members, in this
case in a military context. The combination with pvpiwt is significant, as it returns in our play
too, when the women subdue the cattle with “countless maiden hands” (pvpiaot xelp@v ...
veavidwv, 745) and pull a tree out of the ground with “countless hands” (pvpiav xépa, 1109).

Hecuba here utters that with such a myriad of individuals together, a group is likely to become

126 The whole army in Andromache 605; Hecuba 521, 533; Iphigeneia Aulidensis 735, 1030, 1546. Specific divisions,
like cavalry or charioteers, are referred to with 6x\og in Andromache 759; Supplices 660, 681, 757.

27 Hippolytus, 842; Hercules furens 976. For other occurrences of the word, in markedly negative contexts:
Heraclidae 122; Orestes 801. In its second meaning of “annoyance, trouble”, see Medea 337; Ion 635; Helena 439;
Orestes 282. The word occurs sometimes in more neutral contexts, for instance in Orestes 871; Hercules furens 411
and Hecuba 1014.
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licentious and turn into anarchy that is stronger than fire. Recall that the Theban women were
carrying fire in their hair but were not burning themselves (957-958) and that Pentheus
denounces the insolence of the women as fire (778-779). In the Bacchae, the combination of
OxAog, popiog and fire asserts the potential power and danger of group in a religious context.
Here, it abandons this context for a military context. The similar motives, however, suggest that
anarchy is feasible no matter what the context is.'*®

Lastly, when we look beyond Euripidean drama, we find that the word has some
significant connotations in Thucydides. In his Historiae, most of the instances of the word refer
to (divisions of) military forces and he relatively rarely uses the word in a political context.'
There is, however, a particularly interesting occurrence in a political context. In 4.28,
Thucydides describes the Athenian reaction to Cleon, who has made claims about what he
would be able to inflict on Pylos, if only he would be in command. Nicias offers him to lead the
expedition, but Cleon starts retracting his claims. The more Cleon declines the command, the
more the Athenians, “as a crowd is prone to do” (oiov 6xAog @tAel Toteiv), urge Nicias to resign
and Cleon to sail. Thucydides’ comment on the crowd’s behaviour here suggests a concern
about the crowd as an unruly mob, stirred up by emotion. This concern is congruent, as Hunter
has claimed, with other negative evaluations of the crowd (often denoted with Suilog)
throughout the narrative."”’ In 2.65.4, for example, Thucydides describes the great anger of the
Athenians towards Pericles, which nevertheless perishes quickly, as their grief was dulled, “as a
crowd is prone to do” (6mep @uhel Sphog moteiv). Hunter argues that Thucydides judges crowd
behaviour entirely negatively, as a mob gives up reason for emotions and can be easily
manipulated.”

Euripides’ use of 6x\og, therefore, might have activated in the audience these negative
connotations of a crowd. This is not to say, of course, that we can assume that all spectators
shared this negative evaluation. Xenophon’s use of the term in political contexts, for instance,
does not suggest similarly strong concerns: his use of the term is predominantly neutral.’** But

it does demonstrate that these were questions that were explored at that time and, taken

128 Hecuba again alludes to the potential capabilities of large numbers of women (868-880).

12 See, for instance, 6.20.4 or 7.78.2. For this survey, I started out from Zumbrunnen’s 2017 extensive
inventarisation of the occurrence of 6xAog and épihog. For relatively neutral instances of the word in a political
context, see for instance 1.80 and 6.31.

% Hunter 1988.

! For other negative comments on crowd behaviour, see 6.17.4 and, for a Syracusan crowd, 6.63.2.

See, for instance, Hellenica 1.3.22, 2.2.21; Cyropaedia 2.2.21. The only possible exception I have found is
Hellenica 1.7.13, in which the crowd is driven by strong emotion.

132
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together with Euripides’ markedly negative use of the term in other plays, its use in our play is
significant: an dy\og is threatening in its very capacity as a group and members rarely act on
their own accord. The similarities in motives in Hecuba, moreover, reveal that the poet also
recognized the danger of other type of groups.

This chapter has shown how the Theban women, both explicitly and more implicitly,
are compared to foals, fawns and hunting hounds. In the context of the Greek conception of
the hunt, the use of hunting imagery first of all brings about suspense, as hunting ominously
involves a potential reversal of roles. Moreover, the hunting theme underscores the atypical
state of the women, as hunting was a male affair in Greece. Fluttering like birds throughout the
play, then, with the strong connotation of mental instability, the women are presented as all but
independent, self-controlled and serene human beings. The anomaly of their behaviour is
further emphasized by their rejection of conventional hunting tools and I have demonstrated
how closely connected their savage behaviour is to that of a flock of hounds in contrast to their
calmness as individual fawns. This strongly suggests that Euripides thematized the potentially
destructive power of group-association, as it seems that the herd-feeling at least in part causes
their behaviour. This is supported by our analysis of Euripides’ use of 6xAog in his other plays,
which has demonstrated that he regarded groups as potentially threatening, a concern that is

also expressed by Thucydides.
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Conclusion

When Dionysus arrives in Thebes, he throws the city into complete disorder. By expelling all
female citizens of Thebes to Cithaeron, he puts in motion several developments that we have
been examining in the preceding chapters from the perspective of group dynamics. What
happens when a new group arrives somewhere and attracts other members? What are the
mechanisms at work in and dangers arising from certain groups? And what happens to the
behaviour of people who are emphatically not part of the group? Our analysis of the Bacchae
has centred around these questions. By looking at different aspects related to the group of
Theban women, who go through a radical transformation after Dionysus’ arrival, I have argued
that Euripides has intended to convey more universal truths about the workings of social groups
and to invite the spectator to reflect on certain mechanisms in his own reality. Let us, to
conclude, briefly recapitulate the most important findings, before ending with some

considerations about possible future research.

Conclusions

Our analysis of group dynamics started out from the perspective of the outsider to the group:
Pentheus. He practices social categorization, considering Dionysus, Kadmos, Teiresias and the
women all as members of one uniform group of Dionysian worshippers, which activates certain
stereotypes that in turn change his behaviour towards them. As nowadays, this happens mainly
on the basis of physically apparent categories: references to looks and attributes are among the
first things Pentheus says to the others. Euripides seems to thematize the limits of social
categorization later in the play, when Pentheus, while wearing the outfit that he uses to classify
others as the out-group, self-categorizes as an outsider to that group. Just exhibiting a certain
category does not mean that you automatically belong to the associated group. Pentheus’
categorization is psychologically plausible, as the Dionysian outfit is a highly atypical outfit
which entails a threat to his authority. Moreover, it is an instinctive human reaction to structure
a complex situation in this way, whether it be because one is cognitively overloaded (on his
return to the city, Pentheus is faced with a radically different situation) or when there are few

information resources available (Pentheus only knows about the Theban women from hearsay).

55



This last point in particular makes Pentheus susceptible to resort to stereotypes and
prejudice. For one, he generalizes about the women, but we have seen that one specific repeated
accusation regarding wine and sex, which seems to be a cross-cultural allegation against cult
groups, turns out to be fuelled by his own beliefs about the group, as it is emphatically disproved
by the other characters. To the spectator, however, Pentheus’ attitude was one he could
sympathize with, as his allegations seem to have been part of a larger Athenian
conceptualization of mystery cults around the time of the play. I have argued that the marked
invalidity of the allegations invite spectators to reflect on their own perception towards other
groups, like the cults of, for instance, Sabazius, and convey a warning: Pentheus’ prejudice and
blindness to other, nuanced perspectives on the cult eventually lead to his downfall, whereas
the soldier and the messengers demonstrate flexibility in changing position. The lesson implied
here is: do not judge too quickly about members of other groups, and allow yourself the time to
re-evaluate your own beliefs.

The second chapter changed perspective, with a focus on the women’s behaviour as
described by the two messenger speeches. Undoubtedly, the women must have evoked an eerie
feeling in the audience by tearing apart the cattle, brutally raiding the villages at Cithaeron’s
foot and eventually murdering their own king. This has often been interpreted as an exhibition
of the god’s influence. I have argued that this uncanniness is enhanced by the fact that their
behaviour is psychologically plausible. Irving Janis’ developed his theory of groupthink in the
context of disastrous political decisions of the twentieth century, but his analysis of flawed
decision making, he argued, could be extrapolated to any cohesive social group. In fact, we have
seen that all conditions for groupthink are met in both messenger speeches. Throughout both
messenger scenes, the image of one collectively operating group is emphasized, with a similar
build up in structure: the unity and conformity of the group increases in the beginning of both
narratives, reaching a climax at the point where the women carry out their atrocities.

The women exhibit several of the symptoms of groupthink as well. They perceive
themselves as superior, with Agave even claiming that Kadmos has the best daughters of all,
demonstrating the lack of awareness of what is really going on. They assume they are
invulnerable, as is implied in their blind obedience to kill animals, plunder villages and murder
Pentheus, and which is also expressed through the messenger’s observations of the
impregnability with which they act. Moreover, deviant information does not take hold:

Pentheus’ entreaty and emphasis on his real identity fail to disrupt the close-mindedness and
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uniformity pressures in the group. This all invites the spectator to reflect on decision-making
in highly cohesive groups, more so because it is contrasted to the more elaborate and rational
decision-making that especially the herdsmen exhibit. The psychological probability of the
situation, thus, implies a second lesson: such behaviour may really happen in the reality outside
the theatre.

A diagnosis of groupthink, however, would be meaningless if we do not also take into
account the cultural-historical context in which the play was written and performed. Therefore,
the third chapter has examined the implications of the Theban group’s presentation as sick and
mad in context of the Greek conception of disease. On one hand, the group is explicitly defined
as suffering from an altered mental condition, by the use of oiotpog and words with the root
Hav- and @pev-. On the other hand, their behaviour closely corresponds to the symptoms as
described by the Hippocratic authors of sick people in general. More specifically, we have seen
that the audience was invited to draw a connection to the plague that hit Athens 430 B.C, hence
presenting the women’s behaviour as a collective disease. On the whole, the frame of collective
sickness and madness suggests a situation of calamity and, as such, a warning about the dangers
of a group.

In terms of accountability, the Greek audience would at any rate have held the women
responsible for making the mistake of denying Dionysus’ divinity, which caused their insanity
in the first place. But the examples that we have seen in Homer and in other tragedies,
demonstrate that similar questions were asked about responsibility and pavia in Greece as we
are exploring nowadays. Whereas pavia is sometimes used as a way to easily duck the
consequences of one’s actions, it appears to have been an excuse that made some sense.

What this tells us about group functioning in the Bacchae, then, becomes clear if we
examine the extent to which other characters recognize the women’s insanity. An analysis of
the expression of the women’s identity, as well as an analysis of the verbal instances of frenzy,
has demonstrated that Dionysus, the soldier and both messengers acknowledge the divine
frenzy that the women are thrown into. The chorus knows this too, as they themselves urge the
hounds of Avooa to madden the women. Pentheus, significantly, does not. This brings us back
to the message that was conveyed in the first chapter about stereotyping: again, Pentheus is
blind to what is really going on, and the audience sees this. This obviously enhances the tragic
effect of the play, for Pentheus does not know what other characters (and the audience) do

know. But he does not even attempt to adopt a perspective that may absolve the group from
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(partial) responsibility. Rather, he continues to assail them as women, in their ‘normal’ state of
mind. Would he have been more open to other perspectives, the events may have turned out to
be less catastrophic.

Lastly, we have discussed the implications of Euripides’ use of imagery and the way this
invited the spectator to reflect on the dangers of group association. The comparison to birds,
first of all, enhances the idea that the women are instable and ‘fluttering’. Second, in synergy
with the chorus, both messengers compare the women to individual foals and fawns, whereas
they are described as hunting dogs, led by a kvvayétag, too. The possibilities of role reversal
that are inherent to the (Greek conception of the) hunt adds to the play’s suspense. For the
women specifically, the fact that they perceive themselves as hunters adds to their presentation
as mad, as the hunt of the type at which is hinted in our play was preserved for men. This
anomalous self-perception thus confirms, or rather refines from a Greek cultural-historical
perspective, the idea that emerged in the second chapter, that high cohesion can cause members
of a group to drift from reality.

The reversal of roles tells us something more about group functioning. Hunting usually
included dogs chasing a prey into the net of the hunt leader. The repeated emphasis on the
absence of nets or other hunting tools for the women, as opposed to the ‘civilized’ hunting that
Dionysus and Pentheus (who do use nets) represent, makes their hunt even more anomalous. I
have argued that this enhances the image that the women really become these hunting dogs,
blindly obeying what their leader commands them to do. The movement from individual
animals in a calm state into a collective pack of hounds once they start their violence, suggests
the potential power of the herd-feeling, confirming what emerged from our reading of the
group as exhibiting groupthink as well. Lastly, we have seen that Euripides’ use of 6xAog is
significant, as in Euripidean drama, it often denotes the threatening nature of a group, also in

non-religious settings, something that seems to be confirmed by Thucydides’ use of the term.

Further research

This thesis has examined the group dynamics of a group that is conspicuously absent from the
stage. Yet, throughout the whole play, the spectator witnesses on stage a group that strongly
resembles their Theban counterpart: the chorus. Despite differences between the two, the
principal one being the voluntary worship of Dionysus of the chorus, many scholars have

emphasized the blurring distinction between the two groups, inviting the audience to see the
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chorus, to some extent, as an onstage substitute for the Theban women.'”* It is tempting to
think, therefore, that of many of the aspects that we have discussed regarding the Theban group,
the spectator was presented with an onstage example. It would be a useful addition to
scholarship on the Bacchae, I think, to examine in what way the chorus reinforces, modifies or
perhaps even depreciates the implicit messages about group dynamics that have been
demonstrated in this thesis.

Consider, for instance, that parallel to the movement towards destructive and violent
behaviour that the Theban women exhibit twice, the chorus exhibits the tendency to become
more aggressive as well. Arthur has convincingly argued that the tone of the chorus becomes
fiercer and more aggressive as the play progresses, starting out from quiet submission and
leading up to violent opposition.'** While the audience may already feel the uncanniness by the
messenger speeches alone, consciously or unconsciously aware of the psychological probability
of the behaviour, the idea that groups are really capable of this kind of changes is perhaps
underlined by an actual example on stage. And what about the expressed affinity of the chorus
with wine (142, 423, 535)? Does it confirm for a spectator the plausibility of Pentheus’
allegations towards the Theban group? Or does it make a case for the fact that not every group
is similar and should not be treated as such, confirming the implicit message about
stereotyping? In terms of decision-making, then, to what extent does the chorus exhibit
conditions and symptoms of groupthink? And what does it tell us about group dynamics that
sometimes, the language of characters changes between moments when there is an in-group
onstage (Dionysus and the chorus) and when the out-group (Pentheus) joins them (for
instance, 614 and 649)?

These are questions that fall outside the scope of our present inquiry. Bacchae is a
perturbing and perplexing play about many themes, but for one, about the impact and power
of groups. Like any other art form, tragedy has the capacity to provoke moments of reflection
on the spectator’s own reality. We may imagine leaving the theatre of Dionysus in 405 B.C.
alongside other Athenians who have just witnessed the performance of the play. Did the other
spectators pick up the lessons about judging other groups and the potential dangers of group

association?

1 See, for instance, Carey 2016; Podlecki 1974; Arthur 1972.

13 Arthur 1972, who claims that this change in attitude is accelerated by the palace miracles at the beginning of the
third scene, as it represents the first manifestation of Dionysus’ power and thus an indication for the chorus that
their situation is not hopeless.

59



Bibliography

Editions
Euripides, Bacchae: ed. J. Diggle, Oxford 1994.

Secondary sources

Arthur, M. 1972. “The Choral Odes of the Bacchae of Euripides’, in A. Parry (ed.), Studies in
Fifth Century Thought and Literature. Cambridge, 145-180.

Barlow, S.A. 1971. The Imagery of Euripides. London.

Barrett, J. 2002. Staged Narrative. Poetics and the Messenger in Greek Tragedy. Berkeley / Los

Angeles / London.

Barringer, ]. 2001. The Hunt in Ancient Greece. Baltimore.

Bierl, A. 2013. ‘Maenadism as Self-referential Chorality in Euripides’ Bacchae’, in R. Gagné
and M. Govers (eds.), Choral Mediations in Greek Tragedy. Cambridge, 211-226.

Bodenhausen, G.V. 1990. ‘Stereotypes as Judgmental Heuristics: Evidence of Circadian
Variations in Discrimination’, Psychological Science 1, 319-322.

Budelmann, F. 2019. ‘Group Minds in Classical Athens? Chorus and Demos as Case Studies of
Collective Cognition’, in M. Anderson, D. Cairns and M. Sprevak (eds.), Distributed
Cognition in Classical Antiquity. Edinburgh, 190-208.

Carey, C. 2016. ‘Looking at the Bacchae in Bacchae’, in D. Stuttard (ed.), Looking at Bacchae.
London / Cambridge, 71-82.

Chaston, C. 2010. Tragic Props and Cognitive Function. Aspects of the function of images in
thinking. Leiden / Boston.

Chidester, D. 2003. Salvation and Suicide. An Interpretation of Jim Jones, the Peoples Temple,
and Jonestown. Bloomington.

Devereux, G. 1970. ‘The Psychotherapy Scene in Euripides’ Bacchae’, Journal of Hellenic
Studies 90, 35-48.

Devine, P.G. and Elliot, A.]J. 1995. ‘Are Racial Stereotypes Really Fading? The Princeton
Trilogy Revisited’, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 21, 1139-1150.

Dodds, E.R. 1940. ‘Maenadism in the Bacchae’, The Harvard Theological Review 33.3, 155-176.

Dodds, E.R. 1951. The Greeks and the Irrational. Boston.

Dodds, E.R. 1960. Euripides’ Bacchae. Oxford.

Dunbar, N. 1998. Aristophanes Birds. Oxford.

Foley, H.P. 1980. ‘The Masque of Dionysus’, Transactions of the American Philological
Association 110, 107-133.

Galanter, M. 1999. Cults. Faith, Healing, and Coercion. New York / Oxford.

Henkes, L. 2015. Van rekwisiet tot machtssymbool. De functie van de thyrsus in Euripides’
Bacchae, unpublished bachelor’s thesis. Universiteit Leiden.

Henrichs, A. 1978. ‘Greek Maenadism from Olympias to Messalina’, Harvard Studies in
Classical Philology 82, 121-160.

Hull, D.B. 1964. Hounds and Hunting in Ancient Greece. Chicago / London.

60



Hunter, V. 1988. ‘Thucydides and the Sociology of the Crowd’, The Classical Journal 84.1, 17-
30.

Janis, I.L. 1972. Victims of Groupthink. A Psychological Study of Foreign Policy Decisions and
Fiascos. Boston.

Janis, I.L. 1982. Groupthink. Boston.

Jong, J.F. de. 1991. Narrative in Drama. The Art of Euripidean Messenger-Speech. Leiden.

Katz, D. and Braly, K.W. 1933. ‘Racial Stereotypes of One Hundred College Students’, Journal
of Abnormal and Social Psychology 28, 280-290.

Lauwers, J., Schwall, H. and Opsomer, J. 2018. ‘Introduction: Psychology and the Classics’, in
J. Lauwers, H. Schwall and J. Opsomer (eds.), Psychology and the Classics. A Dialogue
of Disciplines. Berlin, 1-10.

Liddell, H.G.R., Scott, R. and Stuart Jones, H. 1996. A Greek-English Lexicon. Oxford.

Lloyd, G.E.R. 2003. In the Grip of Disease. Studies in the Greek Imagination. Oxford.

Marshall, C.W. 2006. ‘How to Write a Messenger Speech’, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical
Studies 49, 203-221.

Meineck, P. 2017. Theatrocracy: Greek Drama, Cognition and the Imperative for Theatre.
Abingdon.

Murnaghan, S. 2006. “The Daughters of Cadmus: Chorus and Characters in Euripides’
Bacchae and Ion’, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies. Supplement 87, 99-112.

Musitelli, S. 1968. ‘Riflessi di teorie mediche nelle Baccanti di Euripide’, Dioniso 42, 93-114.

Nesci, D.A. 2018. Revisiting Jonestown: An Interdisciplinary Study of Cults. Lanham.

Oranje, H. 1984. Euripides’ Bacchae: The Play and its Audience. Leiden.

Phillips, A.A. and Willcock. M.M. 1999. Xenophon & Arrian. On Hunting. Warminster.

Podlecki A.]. 1974. ‘Individual and Group in Euripides' Bacchae’, L'antiquité classique, Tome
43.1, 143-165.

Pryor, ].B. and Ostrom, T.M. 1987. ‘Social Cognition Theory of Group Processes’, in B.
Mullen and G.R. Goethals (eds.), Theories of Group Behaviour. New York, 147-183.

Reitzammer, L. 2017. ‘Bacchae’, in L.K. McClure (ed.), A Companion to Euripides. Chichester,
298-311.

Seaford, R. 2006. Dionysus. Abingdon / New York.

Seaford, R. 2018. ‘Mystic Initiation and the Near-Death Experience’, in J. Lauwers,
H. Schwall and J. Opsomer (eds.), Psychology and the Classics. A Dialogue of
Disciplines. Berlin, 255-261.

Segal, C. 1978. ‘Pentheus and Hippolytus on the Couch and on the Grid. Psychological and
Structuralist Readings of Greek tragedy’, The Classical World 72, 129-148.

Segal, C. 1982. Dionysiac Poetics and Euripides’ Bacchae. Princeton.

Segal, C. 1986. Interpreting Greek Tragedy. Myth, Poetry, Text. Ithaca.

Sluiter, I. 2020. De trauma’s van Achilles. Eerste LUCAS-lezing. Leiden.

Stangor, C. 2004. Social Groups in Action and Interaction. New York / Hove.

Straten, F.T. van. 1976. ‘Assimilatie van vreemde goden: archeologisch bronnenmateriaal’,
Lampas 9.1, 42-40.

61



Surowiecki, J. 2004. The Wisdom of Crowds. New York.

Susanetti, D. 2010. Euripide. Baccanti. Introduzione, traduzione e commento. Rome.

Swift, L. 2013. ‘Conflicting Identities in the Euripidean Chorus’, in R. Gagné
and M. Govers (eds.), Choral Mediations in Greek Tragedy. Cambridge, 130-154.

Taplin, O. 2003. Greek Tragedy in Action. London / New York.

Taylor, S.E. 1981. ‘A Categorization Approach to Stereotyping’, in Hamilton, D.L. (ed.),
Cognitive Processes in Stereotyping and Intergroup Behavior. Hillsdale.

Taylor, K.E. 2004. Brainwashing: The Science of Thought Control. Oxford.

Thumiger, C. 2007. Hidden Paths. Self and Characterization in Greek Tragedy: Euripides’
Bacchae. London.

Turner, A. 2018. “Thucydides, Groupthink and the Sicilian Expedition Fiasco’, in ]. Lauwers,
H. Schwall and J. Opsomer (eds.), Psychology and the Classics. A Dialogue of
Disciplines. Berlin, 239-254.

Versnel, H.S. 1976. ‘Pentheus en Dionysus. Religieuze achtergronden en perspectieven’,
Lampas 9.1, 8-41.

Versnel, H.S. 2011. Coping with the Gods. Wayward Readings in Greek Theology. Leiden.

Walton, J.M. 2009. Euripides Our Contemporary. London.

Williams, B. 1993. Shame and Necessity. Berkeley / Los Angeles / Cambridge.

Winnington-Ingram, R.P. 1948. Euripides and Dionysus. Cambridge.

Zumbrunnen, J. 2017. “Thucydides and Crowds’, in R.K. Balot, S. Forsdyke and E. Foster
(eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Thucydides. New York, 475-489.

On the cover: ‘La jeunesse de Bacchus’ from 1884 by William Bouguereau. Oil on canvas.
<https://www.meisterdrucke.nl/fijne-kunsten-afdruk/William-Adolphe-
Bouguereau/743012/De-jeugd-van-Bacchus-De-jeugd-van-Bacchus,-1884.html>24-07-2020.

62



