Critically compare the influence of Herodotus and Plutarch on Modern, popular or academic conceptions of spartan women.

Herodotus and Plutarch are two of the main sources for Spartan women in the ancient world, and cover a wide variety of subjects both directly and indirectly. The three main subject areas, for women, that I have noticed in their works are education, marriage and motherhood. This essay will discuss where these sources seem to focus their narrative of Spartan women, how modern scholars use this information to present these women to a modern audience, and how both the ancient sources and the modern sources manipulate history to change the readers perceptions of Spartan women. The essay will explore each subject in detail and will reflect upon possible origins of information, reasons for choosing particular quotes by modern academia and how our perception of each element changes with each presentation.

Sparta is often considered highly different to other states, not only because it offered a physical education for its women[footnoteRef:1], but because such an education was state funded[footnoteRef:2]. In the wider scope of academia, it is believed that women were educated to make them more useful to the state[footnoteRef:3], an interpretation that relies heavily on the accounts of Plutarch’s lives[footnoteRef:4]. and use his presentation of female education as a baseline of how to understand and present other ancient sources descriptions. Figueira argues that although the education was funded by the state, the cost must have been worth as it created the perfect warriors[footnoteRef:5] whose reputation was known across the Mediterranean. Plutarch’s Lives records that Lycurgus set up women’s physical education so that their children would be as healthy and strong as possible[footnoteRef:6], an idea that modern scholarship doesn’t actively challenge. The reason this idea may be so popular in in academia is that this makes Spartan women distinctly different from their Athenian counterparts[footnoteRef:7], who were taught to weave and keep a house as these would be skills needed as they became a wife and a mother in their own society[footnoteRef:8]. Spartan women’s education, according to Plutarch, consisted of running, wrestling, throwing of discus and javelin[footnoteRef:9], and was taught the same to each girl, because their ultimate goal of producing healthy children for the state was the same[footnoteRef:10]. This extract from Plutarch is sometimes considered proof that the Spartans were engaged in the idea and practice of eugenics[footnoteRef:11], however despite this having some worthy schoalrship[footnoteRef:12] and the fact that Plutarch makes it clear that the education is for the benefit of the state, rather than the individual women, some scholarship is keen to argue that the physical education of women was instead primarily a source of freedom and strength of character[footnoteRef:13]. [1:  Blundell.152. 1995, Redfield. 153. 1978, ]  [2:  Pomeroy. 7. 2002]  [3:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba, 86. 2014]  [4:  Blundell.152.1995]  [5:  Figueira.279.2010. Here using Plut. Lacae. 3.6, where Gorgos Husband Leonidas tells her she must “bear good children”]  [6:  Plut. Lyc. 14.2]  [7:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba, 77. 2014]  [8:  Pomeroy. 3. 2002]  [9:  Plut.Lyc. 14 2]  [10:  Pomeroy 4. 2002]  [11:  Christesen. 22. 2012]  [12:  Christesen. 22. 2012; Hodkinson. 299. 2010]  [13:  Zweig. 32.1993; Blundell. 150.1995; Christesen. 212. 2012] 


Both Plutarch and Herodotus have had a significant effect on how we perceive female intelligence and cultural awareness through education. Plutarch makes it clear that women received education in music and dancing[footnoteRef:14], and modern scholars believe that this was most likely taught in a choral group[footnoteRef:15], akin to what was described by Spartan poet Alcman in his Partheneion[footnoteRef:16]. Despite Alcman dating from the seventh century[footnoteRef:17], pre-dating Plutarch by seven centuries, modern scholars frequently use them as collaborative evidence of female choral education in Sparta[footnoteRef:18]. This is idea that women received a segregated[footnoteRef:19] education, led by an important member of the community, such as Alcman, is highly popular in modern academia[footnoteRef:20]. The most recent modern scholars are keen to express that not only was the female education based as a mirror to the all-male Agoge[footnoteRef:21], but that it was actually “superior”[footnoteRef:22]  or better in many ways. This idea in scholarship is further perpetuated by their deliberate use of Herodotus’ accounts of notable Spartan women, particularly Gorgo[footnoteRef:23]. Gorgo is often presented as the holder of hidden wisdoms and the provider of enlightened answers by Herodotus[footnoteRef:24], and scholars use these examples to argue that women must have learned some level of history and societal traditions in education, and that it would be their duty to maintain this[footnoteRef:25]. They further argue that men and women seem to have been taught adversarial subcultures”[footnoteRef:26] to keep the other toeing the line and not allowing either one to gain too much power or influence. Modern scholars are keen to represent Spartan women as having some level of influence over the males in their life, and that they were in some control of the men[footnoteRef:27]. However, these ideas are heavily biased as neither Herodotus nor Plutarch’s works are fully examined by academics, instead specific sections are chosen that particularly glorify the women. Nor Does modern scholarship account for the fact that the audience who read these works may not have found these actions praiseworthy[footnoteRef:28], and their inclusion in these works may not have been meant to record what ideal spartan women were like. Spartan behaviour is now determined by what writers thought Spartans should be like[footnoteRef:29] and modern scholars are also subject to focusing on what interests them most[footnoteRef:30]. So, whilst Modern scholarships explanations of Spartan women’s education may seem well informed, it is most likely manipulating its source pool and only choosing the specific elements of Herodotus and Plutarch that add to their argument’s standpoint. [14:  Plut. Lyc. 14.2]  [15:  Pomeroy 4. 2002; Zweig. 42.1993]  [16:  Pomeroy. 7. 2001]  [17:  Lefkowitz & Fant. 283; 1982; Katz.128.1998]  [18:  Katz.128.1998; Redfield. 148. 1978]  [19:  Blundell. 152. 1995]  [20:  Fantham et al. 57-8. 1994 ]  [21:  Scott 148.1978; Fantham. Et.al. 56.1994]  [22:  Pomeroy. 8. 2002; Zweig. 42.1993]  [23:  Figueira. 266.2010]  [24:  Hdt. 5.51 preserver of her father’s moral and acts against corruption; Hdt. 7.239, the discovering of a hidden message on a wax tablet where men had failed.]  [25:  Figueira. 266. 2010; Figueira.271.2010; Zweig. 43.1993]  [26:  Figueira. 283. 2010]  [27:  Zweig. 46. 1993]  [28:  Figueira. 266. 2010]  [29:  Redfield. 147. 1978]  [30:  Fantham et al. 66. 1994.] 


The second most influential part of Plutarch and Herodotus’ works is their influence over how modern scholars understand Spartan marriage and how the larger degree of freedom spartan women experienced in their marriages marked Spartan marriages as different to other poleis of the time[footnoteRef:31]. Plutarch acts as the main source of modern scholars in trying to decipher Spartan marriage and courtship traditions. His account of Lycurgus’ life is often used by scholars to validify the notion that all marriages between Spartiate existed to serve the state alone[footnoteRef:32]. Pomeroy describes this happening through two primary methods, firstly the use of the oikos system to promote a prosperous marriage between the couple and future generations, and the “communal ideal” of producing healthy children for the use of the state[footnoteRef:33]. According to our modern sources the notion of state-controlled marriage seems highly present in Plutarch’s writings and therefore must have been present in Spartan society to some extent[footnoteRef:34]. Ther is a farticualr focus on the negative consequences and opinions of individuals who did not marry quickly, well or at all[footnoteRef:35], as well as the treatment of bachelors in Sparta[footnoteRef:36], which are deemed as highly oppressive to modern sensibilities. Plutarch also notes other oppressive Spartan traditions, which controlled not just who married on another, but how sexual relations should have been conducted between husband and wife[footnoteRef:37]. Modern scholars see this as an extension of the sates control over the population, which may have been dwindling and causing an economic crisis, as discussed by Aristotle[footnoteRef:38]. Scholars use these sources together to argue that a dwindling population is what made the state allow for multiple marriages, or polyamic relationships[footnoteRef:39]. This however doesn’t actually fit into the explanations Plutarch gives us, where marriage seems to be expressly monogamous in nature and his representation of state interference is more to do with the moral character of those involved[footnoteRef:40]. Here most likely scholars such as Pomeroy and Scott will be supplementing Plutarch with works that came before him, such as Xenophon in order to validate their argument[footnoteRef:41]. [31:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba, 77. 2014; here it should be noted the main comparative for marriage difference is Athens, as evidence from other poleis isn’t well known or clear to define.]  [32:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba. 85. 2014; Scott 413. 2011]  [33:  Pomeroy. 39. 2002]  [34:  Scott 413, 420. 2011]  [35:  Plut. Lys. 30, Here Plutarch seems to be focusing on specific men, but such expectations are could be applicable to both genders]  [36:  Scott. 421. 2011]  [37:  Plut. Lyc. 15.4-5]  [38:  Arist. Pol. 1270a17-31]  [39:  Pomeroy. 39-40. 2002; Scott 413, 420. 2011]  [40:  Plut. Lyc. 15.4-5 men were to be ashamed of being seen leaving or entering the woman’s room, and was an exercise in “self-restraint”]  [41:  Xen. Lac.pol.1.5-10 comments on multiple marriage of Spartans, Pomeroy. 231. 2008, Scott 413. 2011] 


Herodotus’ impact on modern scholars’ image of marriage is perhaps one of the most obvious signs of source bias and selective bias I have found on Spartan women. The main crux of this issue is whether or not Spartan women had control over who they were marrying, and whether the eventual nuptials of such a match were consensual.  Whilst a lot of scholarship on Spartan women often focuses on how Spartan women were generally considered quite free and liberated in the ancient world[footnoteRef:42], such as being able to get married 18 quite late compared to Athenian women[footnoteRef:43]. They also had large amounts of leisure time as servants and slaves did the chores that elite women normally did in the Greek world, such as weaving and cleaning[footnoteRef:44]. As mentioned above, scholars also believe a woman’s physical education afforded her a lot of freedom and strength with which to fight against men if they needed to[footnoteRef:45]. However, when it comes to the traditions and rituals of marriage in Sparta, modern scholars have difficulty placing the evidence and explanations given to us by ancient sources, alongside their presentation of women in other areas of life. Both Plutarch and Herodotus tell us that the traditional way of getting a bride was through ritualistic kidnapping, where the woman’s head would be shaved, she was dressed in a man’s cloak and left alone in a bedroom to await her husband’s arrival[footnoteRef:46]. Modern scholars, particularly those who argue for feminist stances often have difficulty incorporating this into their historical record without losing the image of Spartan women they have created[footnoteRef:47]. So instead they use Herodotus’ account[footnoteRef:48] to argue that fathers would have traditionally have given consent for their daughter to marry, implying that there would have been some knowledge of the ritual before it took place, instead of it being a forcible struggle[footnoteRef:49], as the idea that women had no control over their romantic partner goes against the popular theory of gynaikokratia[footnoteRef:50]. However, The use of Herodotus here is deliberate by modern scholars, in order to avoid addressing the anomaly that appears in Spartan women’s portrayal in scholarship. Despite Herodotus’ account of fathers giving consent to their daughters, we still cannot be sure exactly if women had the freedom to choose a husband. Despite Pomeroy’s argument that the ritual was merely a tradition, and that the Spartan women could have resisted with her physical strength if she needed to[footnoteRef:51], we cannot forget that despite not being under direct male control a Spartan women as still under the societal control of the state[footnoteRef:52] and was therefore no more free in her decisions of marriage than her Athenian sisters. [42:  Christesen. 225. 2012 ]  [43:  Pomeroy. 5. 2002; Blundell. 151. 1995]  [44:  Pomeroy 30. 2002; Blundell. 151. 1995; Katz.128.1998]  [45:  Pomeroy. 44. 2002]  [46:  Plut.lyc.15.1,3-7]  [47:  Fantham et.al. 66. 1994.]  [48:  Hdt.6.57.4]  [49:  Blundell. 152. 1995]  [50:  Zweig. 47. ; Figueira. 273. 2010]  [51:  Pomeroy. 44. 2002, This argument in itself is weak as the male would have been trained in combat, where the female wouldn’t and however strong she was, he would have still been physically stronger.]  [52:  Zweig 32. 1993] 


The last great impact of Herodotus and Plutarch’s works is their presentations of motherhood in Sparta. Herodotus here offers little direct evidence, but we can see what he seems to denote mothers from Sparta as special or praiseworthy particularly we see his idolisation of Gorgo[footnoteRef:53] who is presented intelligent and subservient to her state[footnoteRef:54]. Herodotus, however, is primarily used to supplement Plutarch, whose ‘sayings of Spartan women’ make up the main foundations of how we perceive Spartan motherhood, along with extracts from his Lives. Plutarch’s sayings are highlighted by academia as showing that spartan women new her role in life was to produce warriors for the Spartan state[footnoteRef:55]. Modern scholars widely agree that a spartan woman’s main contribution her community was her ability to become a mother[footnoteRef:56]. Mothers in Plutarch’s works are mainly concerned with the ability to raise good sons[footnoteRef:57]. Modern scholars have used Plutarch’s work and the seemingly close connection that Spartan mothers seem to have to their sons[footnoteRef:58] to argue for elements of gynaikokratia within spartan society, as the women seem to have the ultimate control over the males, via their roles as mothers[footnoteRef:59]. Particularly the saying most focused on are those made by Gorgo and other famous named spartan women[footnoteRef:60]. Issues with these reading occur when closer analysing Plutarch’s works. Despite being apothegms, they can be proverbial in nature[footnoteRef:61], and therefore should not be taken as literally as some scholars have seemed to. It is unknown if the Sayings are even spartan in origin[footnoteRef:62], or whether Plutarch himself had created them himself in order to appeal to his roman audience[footnoteRef:63]. Whilst some of the sayings can be found in Herodotus work[footnoteRef:64], others are of an unknown origin and are most likely not contemporaneous to Plutarch’s own writings[footnoteRef:65]. This would all affect both the meaning and validity of using Plutarch in modern scholarship, and add to scholar’s confusion on what being a mother in ancient Sparta would have really been like [53:  Hdt.7.239]  [54:  Pomeroy. 8. 2002]  [55:  Scott 416.  2011; plut.lyc.14.1-2]  [56:  Pomeroy 44. 2002, Blundell. 151. 1995]  [57:  Plut. Lacae. 3.5; Plut. Lacae. 6.9]  [58:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba, 77. 2014; ]  [59:  Zweig.44-5. 1993]  [60:  Zweig.45. 1993; Pomeroy.58. 2002.]  [61:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba, 79. 2014]  [62:  Dillon. 149. 2007]  [63:  Pomeroy. 224. 2008]  [64:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba, 84. 2014 ]  [65:  Fantham et.al. 63.1994] 


Herodotus and Plutarch often feature as modern scholarships main two sources for depicting what Spartan women were like. Generally modern scholars use them to focus on three key elements of Spartan women, their education, their role as wives and motherhood. Often all three of these areas are discussed in concern of the women’s freedoms and differences in lifestyle in comparison to Athenian women. Herodotus is mainly used as an insight into how famous and idealised women of Sparta may have represented trends in wider contemporary society, with his writings have the largest impact on our understanding of marriage. However modern scholars have cherry-picked parts of his work so that it may compliment their argument for a more feminist reading of Spartan women. Plutarch is clearly academia’s first port of call for Spartan women from archaic to post-classical eras. Plutarch’s main use appears to be in education and motherhood, but he is more widely used than Herodotus in modern scholarship due to his accounts often being quite flattering of Sparta and reflective of positive trait of modern society, even if they were not considered positive at the time. 
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