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Abstract 

The Greek  culture recognized the necessity of human development through athletic competition earlier  

than 776 BC. The second point is that the Greek woman was strong enough, not to be excluded from 

cultural development through athletic competition in ancient Greece. in this way, it is proved whether 

there was an Olympic democracy between men and women or Olympic democracy is just a scientific 

neologism that refers only to men. 
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ΟΛΥΜΠΙΑΚΗ ΔΗΜΟΚΡΑΤΙΑ ΚΑΙ ΓΥΝΑΙΚΕΙΟΙ ΑΓΩΝΕΣ ΣΤΗΝ ΑΡΧΑΙΟΤΗΤΑ 

 

Ιωάννα Μάστορα 

 

Περίληψη 

The aim of the present paper is to highlight the way in which the Platonic dialectic of eros is the 

precondition for the recollection and consequent theory of ideas in Plato. More specifically, we will 

analyze the way in which eros, as a great demon, connects the soul with the intelligible kallos of the 

idea, so that the latter becomes an object of participation through dialectical science, which, in the first 

phase, is called obstetric art. Then, in a second phase, we will highlight the way in which the obstetric 

art of questions evolves into an inner dialectic, that is, into an inner dialogue of the soul with itself. In a 

third phase, we will analyze how this very inner dialectic causes the oblivion of the sensible world and, 

further, activates the recollection and the consequent theory of the intelligible kallos of the world of 

ideas, in order to become a dialectical science. 
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Chronological specifications 

One of the Panhellenic Games of Ancient Greece, the ancient Olympic Games 

consisted of a number of athletic contests between representatives of city-states. 

They were celebrated in Zeus' honor, and the Greeks ascribed a legendary beginning 

to them. Moreover their establishment is attributed to Pelops, king of Pisa in 

Peloponnesus.   Traditionally, the first Olympic Games took place in 776 BC. The 

Olympic Games, according to Pindarus, were held in the summertime, around the 

full Moon1 in Elis region2. Additionally, there are different views on the chronology 

 
1 PINDARUS, Olympia, 3, 19 and 10, 74-75. 
2 BOECKH, (1855). 
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of the Olympic Games, including whether they took place on the first or second full 

Moon following the summer solstice. We should be aware that the common calendar 

we use today did not exist in antiquity3.  Except for the Olympic Games, 

participation in which was allowed only to men there were also corresponding 

games for women -Heraea established by Hippodameia in order to honor the 

goddess Hera after her marriage to Pelops, according to legend. An 160m race was 

only open to Elis virgins (single women).      

    Concerning the establishment of the Olympic Games Pausanias quotes the story 

according to which Zeus engaged in a throne-contest here with Cronus, while others 

assert that he held the games in celebration of his triumph over Cronus. Apollo, who 

defeated Ares in boxing and outran Hermes, is on the list of winners. They assert 

that the Pythian flute-song, which is holy to Apollo and associated with his victories 

at the Olympics, is played when the contestants in the pentathlum jump for this 

reason4. According to another mention  it was  Pisos, the King of Pisa the residents 

of which due to their animosity for the Eleans and desire to take over the Olympic 

Games in their place, the people of Pisa brought tragedy upon themselves. The most 

oppressive of the Greek tyrants, Pheidon of Argos, was brought in for the eighth 

Festival53, and the games were held alongside him; however, at the thirty-fourth 

Festival54, the people of Pisa, led by their king Pantaleon the son of Omphalion, 

gathered an army from the surrounding area and hosted the Olympics in place of the 

Eleans5. 

    Pausanias also mentions the contribution of Iphitus who had organized the 

Olympic Games and, following an interruption of unknown duration, revived the 

Olympic festival and truce. had consulted the Oracle of Delphi to learn how to put an 

end to plagues and civil unrest in Greece. He was informed that he and the Elians 

needed to pick up the games. He is also responsible for the Elians' decision to turn 

their animosity for Hercules into the cult that was finally established6. 

 It is well known that women were not allowed attending the Olympics. Although  

Callipateira, Diagoras daughter, courageous enough to  present  herself  as a 

gymnast, was able to attend the men's Olympic Games. Callipateira, came to 

Olympia, violated the Olympic rule and by the time her son was called an Olympic 

winner, she went into the stadium and embraced  her  son. She had to be punished  

according to the law. The  officials  of  the  Olympic  Games  tried  to  cast  her  

down from Typean mountain (which is considered to be north east of Krestena 

town), for showing affection  to her own son. Finally she  was acquitted of  the 

offence, because they respected  not her, but Diagora's family. The officials did not 

respect the woman  but  the family7. In this case should be taken into account that the 

participants of the Olympic Games were fighting naked 

 
3 GONGAKI et al.  (2021). 
4 PAUSANIAS, (1903). Graeciae descriprtio, V, 7, 10 – V, 8, 1.  
5 Ibid, VI, 22. 
6 Ibid, V, 4. 
7 Ibid, V, 4. 
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    Taking into account these facts we conclude that  women were considered  as 

second class citizens. Some relative facts are the following:  

• Intention of the Elians to destroy the matriarchical system of Sparti.  

• Women were not allowed to approach  the sacred holly-tripod 

standing  at  Delphi  oracle. 

• From Thucydides’ «Funeral  Oration», we  know  that  women had to remain 

silent  standing at the back  of  the procession during the funeral. But this 

argument still remains controversial8. 

But also nowadays, where  women are  more  emancipated  than before, some  

residues  of  those  ideas,  still  remain.  For  instance, there ίs masculine and not 

female priest, the recognition of only the god (masculine) and not the goddess, the 

fact that nο woman can step ίη the sanctuary of a church, no woman can receive the 

Holy communion during her menstrual biological  changes. It is possible that all this 

is evidence of a stronger position of men in relation to women. 

 

Evidence of an Olympic democracy 

In spite of the fact that women were not allowed to enter the Olympics there are  

mentions of  Pausanias about  a priestess of Demeter Chamyne being present in the 

Games9. Also according to a recent study Some scholars think the cult of Demeter 

Chamyne in Elis predates the Olympics. Kyle thinks the mention of the priestess 

could mean that the priestess was there to make sure the Olympic rituals were done 

properly. Pausanias also mentions virgins at the Olympics. While scholars have 

made various suggestions about the virgins (perhaps only virgins and not matrons 

were allowed; perhaps men took their eligible daughters to the events “husband-

hunting”), Kyle thinks the presence of virgins could mean those girls, representing 

Demeter's daughter Persephone, presumably only one at a time, accompanied the 

priestess-Demeter10.  Also there are more mentions about women winning in the 

Olympics. “Near Platanistas there is Kyniskas memorial, Archidamos daughter,  

king of Sparta. She was the first one who won chariot  races in Olympic Games”11. 

Also   “By what is called the Scenoma (Tent) there is a statue of a woman, whom the 

Lacedaemonians say is Euryleonis. She won a victory at Olympia with a two-horse 

chariot”12. 

    Here arises a contradiction here: Why Callipateria hardly acquitted from death 

penalty, when she illegally came into the stadium, while on the other hand statues of 

female Olympic winners existed. A possible answer is the following. Women could 

participate in some sports (chariot races for example) during the rnen's Olympic 

Games. According to the Olympic Law, a woman had the right to breed horses and 

send them to Olympia to  compete in riding. There were also men horse-breeders. 

 
8 Tyrrell & Bennet, (1999).  
9 PAUSANIAS, (1903). Graeciae descriprtio VI, 20, 9. 
10 NICOLOULI, (2012), p. 22 
11 PAUSANIAS, (1903). Graeciae descriprtio, III, 15, 1. 
12 Ibid, III, 17,6.  
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The Olympic victory was belonging exclusively to the horse-breeder (man and 

woman).There were also female competitions which took place, in Olympia, called 

Heraea, the women's competition. 

 

The Heraea Games 

An ancient Greek event called the Heraea featured a footrace with young females. 

The competition, which was conducted at Olympia every four years, most likely 

occurred around the time of the first Olympic Games13. The oldest cultic activity at 

Olympia appears to revolve around the cult of Zeus, while there is evidence of cult 

activity dating back to the eleventh century BC. The cult of Hera was undoubtedly 

established by approximately 600 BC, when the first temple of Hera at Olympia was 

constructed. It is unclear if the races were a festival staple from the start or were 

added afterwards14. According to one account in Pausanias, the struggle between Elis 

and Pisa following the passing of Pisa's despot Damophon in 580 BC involved the 

sixteen women who are said to be responsible for the Heraea. There may have been a 

reorganization at this time if the festival was already established (as there was at other 

Greek Every four years, the citizens of the area were performing great festivals to 

honour Hera. Sixteen women from different areas of Helia were wearιng a veil which  

they  offered  to  Hera.  Also there  were sacrifices: Every four  years sixteen women 

were weaving a veil for  Hera and these women were organizing the Heraea15.   

    With those athletic events women wanted to honour Hippodamia. It is said, that 

she was the first woman who organized female athletic games. The female 

competiion originated in the Mycenaean era.   Pausanias is mentioning two narratives 

regarding these sixteen women are provided by Pausanias. The first is that 

Hippodamia organized the Heraia, and she chose sixteen ladies to compete in the 

games. The inaugural games were staged to honor her marriage to Pelops. The second 

is that the Elians chose a wise elderly woman from each of the sixteen ancient Elis 

polis to resolve a disagreement between Elis and Pisa. These women were also tasked 

with planning the Heraea16.  

    Later on, those women had the responsibility to organise the Heraea. The women 

from these cities made peace between Pisa and Elis. Later on they were entrusted 

with the management of the Heraean games, and with the weaving of the robe for 

Hera. The Sixteen Women also arrange two choral dances, one called that of 

Physcoa and the other that of Hippodameia. This Physcoa they say came from Elis 

in the Hollow, and the name of the parish where she lived was Orthia17. 

    The women wore their hair loose and their tunics came down to the knee. They 

also used to bare their right shoulder and breasts naked. The Olympic Stadium was 

the place where the Heraia were held a month or so after the men's Olympic games. 

 
13 DILLON, (2002).  
14 SERWINT, (2003).  
15 PAUSANIAS, (1903). Graeciae descriprtio, IV, 16, 2.  
16 SPEARS (1984), pp. 43–44. 
17 PAUSANIAS, (1903). Graeciae descriprtio, IV, 16, 2. 
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Τhe  races did not cover the entire length of the Olympic Stadium but 1/6 m. shorter 

of the men running races, which means  the women ran the 5/6 of the length of the 

stadium, which corresponds to 182,18 m nowadays. The winner of the races was 

given a wreath made of  olive-branches, as well as a piece of  meat from the  cow 

that was  sacrificed  in the honor  of Hera. Also, the winners acquired the right to 

depose written pictures. The first winner of the Heraea was the daughter of 

Amphion’s. It is believed that the piece of meat symbolized the strength that the girl 

obtained by eating it. Today there are still similar remainders in various religious 

manifestations in some Greek villages. 
 

 

Discussion 

Heraea, the women games at Olympia was an enlighting example of equality of 

women and  men. We can see the liberation specifically of the female body in  

movement  through  athletics.  The women participating  in  the  Heraea  enjoyed  

liberty and equality. They exercised under the same conditions, the same rehearsals, 

the same training and effectiveness with the men. Taking part in the race  of  Heraea, 

she broke the mythological and cultural or  political  chains and she got emancipated  

as a political and   human being. Moreover Heraea is the confirmation of her freedom, 

beyond the typical negative tendencies against her, within the ancient political-

sociological classes. Competing  in races  she was desiring the action,  the  victory, 

the  praise in the stadium. At the same time, she indicated courtesy, good upbringing, 

bravery, virtue and  prudence. The woman of  Heraea was not the «Stone of pleasure» 

or the  «meat  market»  but  she  was  emancipated  to  act  as  a  creative and 

individual  identity in the world. She proved  her nature and the variety of the creative 

possibilities. Moreover the wedding of  the female winner of the Olympic Games, 

proves that this union consists of two equal personalities. In this way, the foundations 

are laid for a genuine Olympic democracy, which establishes the principle of equal 

participation of women in activities considered to be men's activities. It is possible 

also that the ban on competitions was a reflection of respect for the female body, as 

the competitions included tough sports such as wrestling and pankration which would 

not be suitable for wives, sisters and mothers. 

    Furthermore, the argument about body nudity should not be valid since the ancient 

Greeks were familiar with nudity, as it is seen from ancient masterpieces of art. 

Bodies of heroes and gods and goddesses as well  were  naked. We know that Greek 

gods and godesses were quite proud of their physical expression and beauty. It is also 

questionable whether men could attend the  Heraea, due to lack of information. 

    Ιn these recent years the first women athletes appeared during the Second  

Olympic Games in Paris in 1900. At the beginning their efficίency was extremely 

lower than that of the men but as the years went by, they made such great progress,  

that  in  some  games,  they very much  approached the men's effίciency in the Sports. 

Today, women have not only the right but also the  responsibility to struggle  for 

“quicker - higher – stronger (citius-altius-fotius)”  targets and that is because 

nowadays are conscious of  the   major role that play in the society.  
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    From the above conclude that the Olympic Games and then the Heraea were the 

foundations of the upgrading of the position of women in ancient society. Therefore, 

it is correct to assume that the ancient games are the first step in the establishment of 

the Olympic Republic. 
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