Spartan Women
Intended audience (16-18)

What do you think of when you picture the Spartan woman? Almost certainly it is not the same image as that of the sheltered well behaved Athenian woman? Here we will look how and why Spartan women were different from the other women of Classical Greece, with the main comparison being between them and the Women from Spartas biggest rival, Athens. 
Right off the bat, we can see a very clear difference between Athenians and Spartans in the writings of Xenophon in the constitution of the Spartans. Here he shows distain for the ways that free born girls are brought up around Greece, being kept inside and made to spin wool. By comparison, Spartan girls were given an education and made to exercise in the hope of producing superior offspring. 
We see this reasoning brought up quite often for why Spartan women were given so much freedom by comparison to others around Greece. While we know that girls didn’t receive the same level of education as the boys did in the Agoge (Spartas compulsory education system), they did receive some level of public education, according to Paul Cartledge. In this education, the girls would learn dance, singing, javelin and wresting according to Cartledge, we know that we can trust what Cartledge is saying because he is using the same source we are, that being Xenophon. 
On the other hand, we they mention the education of girls in other parts of Greece as being merely feminine tasks such as weaving and being largely inactive. As a I mentioned before, the whole reason that Spartans differ from this seemingly, according to Xenophon was to produce ‘remarkable children’. And we can see this drive to create a genetically superior Spartan people echoed in Plutarch's ‘the Sayings of Spartan women: Gorgo’, She was asked by a woman from Attica (the area surrounding Athens), why Spartan women behaved the way they did towards their men, to which Gorgo responded, ‘because we are the only mothers of men’. Here we see very clearly, Gorgo is essentially mocking all other Greeks, as by her standards we are assuming that real men can only be born of a strong woman. 
Ok, so now that we’ve looked at the differences between how girls were brought up and the reasons for that, we are now going to be comparing the different legal rights of the Spartan woman compared to the Athenian woman as a way to try and understand exactly how differently they were valued in their respective societies. 
In an article entitled ‘The Status of Women in Ancient Athens’ by Willian J O’Neal, he describes women as being ‘no entities’ in Athenian society. And while we know this is not true, women undoubtably held considerable influence behind the scenes as they would in any society Patriarchal or not. However, we do know that women, in Sparta held quite overt influence by comparison. We get this from Aristotle, where he talks about how up to ‘two fifths of the country is in the hands of women’. Part of the reason for this, he explains is the tradition of leaving daughters with considerable dowries. It is important to note that in his work ‘Politics’, Aristotle is highly critical of Sparta and thus could be exaggerating on just how much land was held by women, but it's also possible that he wasn’t.
One very important thing to add, is just how much our view of Sparta has been shaped by our own culture and our own bias's. Just because Romans like Plutarch painted Spartan mothers as having said ‘come back with your shield or on it’, clearly painting the image of a mother hungry for victory over her son's safety, this does not necessarily stand for the truest picture of Sparta. Plutarch was OfCourse a Roman, and modern scholars too will have been influenced by these same notions of Spartan militarism. 
What is clear is that Spartan women were different from other Greek women. They had a formal education and had their own lands, while women in Athens were certainly not afforded these same rights. Spartan women are painted, particularly by Plutarch as being more masculine acting than their counterparts around Greece, and while this may have been true, due to their education, they still lived in a male dominated world and culture, so it would be wrong of us to assume that everything was equal in Sparta. 
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