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Institute of Classical Studies Guest Lecture    May 8
th

 2012 

 

CELEBRATING THE ELITE OR JUST ELITISM? THE ANCIENT OLYMPICS 

AND CONTEMPORARY ACADEMIC VALUES 

 

Dr E.E. Pender and Dr E.J. Stafford, Department of Classics, University of Leeds 

 

Introduction 

 

1. “The study of the Greeks always was a means of thinking about modernity … and what we 

make of them … is something that itself changes as our own perspectives, preoccupations, 

and identities change. This is no less true as we move into a world increasingly characterized 

by intense cultural negotiation, hybrid identities, and the awareness of extreme inequalities. 

The Greeks no longer dominate the production of Europe‟s cultural capital, but they still 

remain important elements in this more complex, multicultural landscape.” 

Preface to The Oxford Handbook of Hellenic Studies, G.R. Boys-Stones, B. Graziosi and P. 

Vasunia (eds.), 2009. 

 

 

2. „Elite‟: noun: „a group of people considered to be superior in a political society or 

organisation‟; as modifier/adj „elite group‟.  

 

„Elitism‟ noun: 1. „the belief that a society or system should be led by an elite‟; 2.„the superior 

attitude or behaviour associated with an elite‟. 

Source: Oxford Dictionary Online 

 

ANCIENT  OLYMPICS  →  LONDON OLYMPICS 2012 

↓↑  elite/elitist?       ↓↑ 

PLATO‟S ACADEMY   →  RUSSELL GROUP UK 

 

Structure of the lecture: 

Part 1: The Ancient Olympic Games  

1.1 A brief history of the games at Olympia 

1.2 Cultural values celebrated in the games  

 

Part 2: The Platonic Olympics  

2.1 The Socratic Agon and the pursuit of excellence 

2.2 Elite rulers 

 

Part 3: London 2012 and the Modern Academy: Celebrating Excellence, Community Values 

and Widening Participation 

 

 

Some relevant research by the lecturers: 

 

 E.E. Pender (2000), Images of Persons Unseen: Plato’s  

metaphors for the gods and the soul (Sankt Augustin: 

Academia Verlag) 

 Various articles on reading Plato as inheritor of Greek 

tradition  

 E.J. Stafford (2012) Herakles (London: Routledge series 

Gods and Heroes in the Ancient World) 

 E.J. Stafford (2004) Ancient Greece: Life, Myth and Art  

(London: Duncan Baird) 

Heracles wrestling the Old 

Man of the Sea: shield-band 

from Olympia, c.550 BC. 
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PART 1: THE ANCIENT OLYMPIC GAMES  

1.1 A brief history of the games at Olympia 

Olympia welcomes the city-states: Lysias, Olympic Oration 1-2 
Herakles founded the contest „out of good will towards Greece‟, the games being conducive 

to „mutual friendship amongst the Greeks‟.   

 

The Sacred Truce: fragment of Timotheos (quoted in Polybios 12.26) 

Founded by Herakles himself, „making a proof of his own principle...  never willingly to be 

the cause of evil to anyone‟.     

 

1.2 Cultural values celebrated in the games  

The good of the city-state: Isocrates 16, On the Chariot Teams 31-2 (390s BC) 

At about this time Alcibiades observed that the Olympic festival was admired and marvelled 

at by all mankind, at it the Greeks made a display of their wealth, strength and culture, and the 

athletes were envied, while the cities of the victors became famous...  Achievements at the 

Olympics benefited the city in the eyes of the whole of Greece; yet, although he was no one‟s 

inferior in physical ability or strength, he yet disdained the athletic contests from his 

consideration, seeing that some of the athletes were low born,  lived in small poleis, and were 

poorly educated, and turned his attention to horse-breeding, which is the work of the most 

fortunate of men, and not to be pursued by any of mean birth. 

City provision for victorious athletes: inscription from Athens (IG I3 121), c.440-430 
Decided by Council and People...: right to free meals at the prytaneion shall be provided [for 

various other categories of people] and for all those who have won victories at the Olympics, 

or the Pythians or at the Isthmos or Nemea, or shall win victories in the future, shall have the 

right to free meals in the prytaneion; and the other awards in addition to the free meals 

according to the provisions written in the stele in the prytaneion; and for all those who have 

won victories in  chariot race or horse race at the Olympics, or the Pythians or at the Isthmos 

or Nemea, or shall win such victories in the future, shall have the right to free meals 

according to the provisions written in the stele in the prytaneion....   

 

Excerpt from a typical Pindaric victory ode: Pindar, Olympian  7   

[Composed 464 BC for performance at a victory party for the athlete Diagoras of Rhodes] 

I am like one who takes a wine-cup from a generous hand, 

as it bubbles with the foam of the grape juice, /  who will give it   

to a young bridegroom, toasting the move from one house to another,  

the all-golden top of possessions, 

and the joy of the drinking party, to honour his new kinsman, and make him admired among 

his friends present for the sake of the harmony of the marriage-bed: 
 
I in my place, bringing the pouring of my nectar, 

gift of the Muses, to the winners of prizes, 

the sweet product of my mind,  /  offer it   

to the victors at Olympia and Delphi.  He is a happy man who  

is surrounded by good reports.  

The pleasant return (charis) that gives strength to life often favours  

one man, then another, /  with the sweet-sounding lyre and the harmonious music of the pipes. 
 
I have come with both sounds to Diagoras‟ side, singing of 

the daughter of the sea, the child of  Aphrodite  

and bride of Helios the Sun, Rhodes, 

that I may praise a huge straight-fighting man  

who won the crown by the Alpheos river and  

at Kastalia, the reward for his boxing... 
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The pervasive value of agôn: Hesiod, Works and Days 11-26  

So, after all, there was not one kind of Strife alone, but over all the earth there are two...  One 

fosters evil war and battle, being cruel...  But the other... is far kinder to men.  She stirs up 

even the shiftless to toil, for a man grows eager to work when he considers his neighbour, a 

rich man who hastens to plough and plant and put his house in good order; and neighbour vies 

with his neighbour as he hurries after wealth.                        

 

A less well-off victors Glaukos of Karystos: Pausanias 6.10.1-4 

Glaukos of Karystos comes next; he was said to came from Anthedon in Boeotia and to be 

descended from the Glaukos the sea-spirit. His father was Demylos of Karystos, and 

originally worked the land; when the ploughshare fell out of the plough, he hit it back in 

again, using his hand as a hammer. Demylos saw what his son had done and took him along 

to Olympia to box. As he was not experienced, he was being injured by his opponents, until 

with the last contestant he looked about to give up because of the number of his wounds; but 

his father shouted out „hit the blow on the plough‟, and he hit his opponent a harder punch, 

and won suddenly. He is said to have won other crowns, ten at the Pythians, and eight times 

each at the Nemeans and Isthmians.                     [Cf. Isocrates (above) on Alcibiades] 
 
 

PART 2: THE PLATONIC OLYMPICS  

 

Phaedrus 256b: If a man attains a philosophical life,  

„he will stand victorious in the first of the three bouts in that truly Olympic struggle; nor can 

any nobler prize be secured.‟ 

 

Republic 465d: the philosophers “will live a happier life than that which men count most 

happy: the life of the victors at Olympia”  

 

Theaetetus 169a: Theodorus: „It is not easy, Socrates, to avoid discussion if anyone sits next 

to you,  you are like the Spartans, for you once you have engaged at close quarters you do not 

let anyone go until you have forced him to undress and wrestle with you in discussion. 

 

Comparison of Socrates to Antaeus, Theaetetus 169b: „Plenty of Herculeses and 

Theseuses, much stronger than me in discussion, have beaten me up, but I do not give up my 

pursuit: so strong a love to exercise in this way has overtaken me.‟ 

 

Comparison of Socrates to Heracles, Apology 22a 

 

Republic 583b: “That then would be two points in succession and two victories for the just 

man over the unjust. And now for the third in the Olympian fashion to the saviour and to 

Olympian Zeus — observe that physical pleasure is not real or pure . . . this would be the 

greatest and most decisive overthrow.” 

 

Laws 830a: “Suppose we had been rearing boxers or pancratiasts or competitors in any 

similar branch of athletics, should we have gone straight into the contest without previously 

engaging in daily combat with someone? 

 

Phaedo 89a: Socrates „recalled us from our flight and failure and turned us around to join 

him to test out the new argument‟. 

 

Laws 796a: „As to the devices introduced by Antaeus or Cercyon in the art of wrestling for 

the sake of empty glory, or in boxing by Epeius or Amycus, let us pass over them, since they 

are useless in the business of war, they merit no eulogy.”  
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PART 3: LONDON 2012 AND THE MODERN ACADEMY 

London 2012 „Get Set‟ programme, aimed at schools: 

„The Olympic and Paralympic Games are about much more than sporting excellence. 

Underpinning the Games is the philosophy of Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the Modern 

Olympic Movement. He saw in the Games an ideal opportunity to develop a set of universal 

principles — or Values — that could be applied to education and to society as a whole, as 

well as to sport itself. These Values are: 

 Respect — fair play, knowing one‟s own limits; and taking care of one‟s health and 

the environment 

 Excellence — how to give the best of oneself, on the field of play or in life; taking 

part; and progressing according to one‟s own objectives 

 Friendship — how, through sport, to understand each other despite any differences. 

The Paralympic Values are based on the history of the Paralympic Games and the tradition of 

fair play and honourable sports competition. They are: 

 Courage 

 Determination 

 Inspiration 

 Equality.‟ 

 

„Citius, Altius, Fortius‟ /„Swifter, Higher, Stronger‟  >  

London 2012 motto: “Inspire a Generation” 

Lord Coe: „We want to use the inspiration of the Olympic and Paralympic Games to change 

lives. London 2012‟s ambition is to create a Games for everyone, where everyone is invited to 

take part, join in and enjoy the most exciting event in the world. Our emblem is simple, 

distinct… it is full of confidence, certainty and opportunity. Not afraid to shake things up, to 

challenge the accepted.  To change things…  Our Games will be for everyone.‟ 

 

The Russell Group vision statement: 

On excellence: “Russell Group universities are committed to the highest levels of academic 

excellence in both teaching and research…  [They] play a major role in the intellectual, 

cultural and economic life of the UK and have an international reputation for the high quality 

of their research and teaching. In an increasingly global higher education market, they attract 

the very best academics and students from around the world, as well as investment from 

multinational, research intensive businesses.” 

 

On equality of access: “Through their work on widening participation and continuing 

education Russell Group universities play a major role in raising aspirations and awareness 

and in transmitting the values of a common culture across all segments of society. … Russell 

Group universities work extensively with local schools and colleges to identify and harness 

potential in pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds who have shown potential to succeed on 

one of our courses.” 

 

The Guardian 29
th

 September 2011: “English universities still failing poor students, says 

government watchdog. A quarter of colleges have missed targets for access, even before fees 

are trebled. Cambridge, Bristol, Exeter, Durham and UCL are among 23 institutions that 

admit making insufficient progress in widening their mix of applicants — leading to 

accusations that the intake of the most selective universities is „increasingly privileged‟. 

David Willetts, the universities minister, said the report was proof that social mobility had 

stalled.” 


