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Discuss whether Sparta was a “militaristic society” by ancient Greek standards.

When the topic of a militaristic society is brought up, the first thing is to define what makes a society militaristic in the time period. A “militaristic society” is a modern concept that has been applied to the classical world, and, for the Spartans, this concept can become confused due to the “Spartan mirage”. By applying the modern definition of “militarism” to a society and their politics,[footnoteRef:1] it can be seen that a “militaristic society” is one that believes militarism is key to national and international relations, and has a large impact on the functioning of the people. [1:  Cambridge Dictionary: ‘the belief that it is necessary to have strong armed forces and that they should be used in order to win political or economic advantages’.] 


Much of what is thought about Sparta may not in fact be true; the reputation the Spartans created, and which has grown around the Spartans, evidently has had a long-term impact. The Spartan mirage has had ongoing influence from as early as the Spartans themselves, which has impacted the modern perception of the Spartans, as well as the Greek and Roman views of Sparta. To answer this question, it is important to look beyond the mirage and see what evidence is in the sources for an unusually militaristic society by ancient Greek standards.

[bookmark: _GoBack]A militaristic society through the Archaic to the Hellenistic period would likely have had a significant percentage of the population involved in the military. Ancient societies often enforced compulsory military involvement. The typical poleis would have their citizens be part of the army, which tended to also include any man from any part of the social hierarchy.[footnoteRef:2] Another feature of a militaristic society would be the importance and level of expansionism the poleis would prioritise. By taking more land for themselves and spreading their influence, the more power and authority the poleis would have had compared to others. The professionalism aspect of the poleis’ army would play a large role, as well as the training programs enforced or encouraged by the state. Finally, identity in the Greek world is important as well; to be a soldier you must be a male citizen of the poleis, and this is where the portrayal of masculinity in culture and art for the poleis would come in. These criteria, when considered together, can help give an indication whether or not an ancient society can be considered as militaristic. If a polis was to have a majority of these enforced, then the society could be considered militaristic, but some criteria are more important than others when it comes to confirming this. To determine if Sparta was a militaristic society in the Ancient Greek context, a comparison must be made with the average poleis. [2:  Hunt 2006: 14.] 


The only sources about Sparta are not written by Spartans themselves, meaning the only view we have is an outsider view. As Said discusses in his Orientalism,[footnoteRef:3] caution must be taken when reading and considering an outsider’s perspective of somewhere considered exotic and different. The closest source to the Spartans is Xenophon of Athens, who lived among the Spartans during a period of exile.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Said 1978.]  [4:  Gray 2010: 13.] 


The evidence suggests that the mirage has had a large effect on our view of the Spartan military, but it overall was not very militaristic, especially compared to other Greek city states.

In Sparta, despite only having a small proportion of the total population as citizen Spartiates, in times of war men were enlisted from the helots and the perioikoi to form a much larger fighting force. Morris claims that the Spartans would call up approximately two-thirds of the Spartiates, but this does not make calculating the military participation ratio (MPR) any easier. It can be seen in Herodotus’ account of Plataea in 479 BC that there were 5,000 Spartan citizens and 35,000 helots.[footnoteRef:5]  Morris states that attempting to estimate the population in this time period is not easy, but estimates a possible 30,000-35,000 ‘members of Spartiate families’, and draws on Figueria’s and Scheidel’s works, who estimate 120,000 helots. [footnoteRef:6] Morris’ calculations lead to a possible resident population total of ‘180,000-190,000 and armed forces of 50,000’, meaning the MPR is 26-28%.[footnoteRef:7] When comparing this to Morris’ calculations for Athens in 490 BC and 480 BC, there is an MPR of 4-6% and 11-18% respectively.[footnoteRef:8] It can be seen that Sparta needed to take a higher amount of soldiers from their citizens due to the population size, as Attica had between 200,000 and 250,000 citizens in the territory at this time period.[footnoteRef:9] [5:  Hdt. Hist. 9.28-29.]  [6:  Morris 2005: 3.]  [7:  Morris 2005: 3.]  [8:  Morris 2005: 2.]  [9:  Morris 2005: 2.] 


Compulsory military involvement can also be seen as a feature of militaristic societies. With such a large MPR, Sparta shows that they really needed as much support as possible from their citizens, which to become, you must have successfully completed the agoge and joined a syssitia.[footnoteRef:10] Non-homoioi who were included in the compulsory military involvement were perioikoi and hypomeiones, which can be seen in the Battle of Leuktra and Morris reports that neodamodeis were at the battle of Mantineia in 418 BC.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Hornblower 1983: 122; Whitby 2002: 22.]  [11:  Morris 2005: 3.] 


Other city states had similar programs to determine citizenship, such as Athens, who had education starting from the age of seven, and at eighteen the young men would spend two years in the gymnasion in military training, which Murray determines was called the ephebeia.[footnoteRef:12] Van Wees discusses the Greek ideal, and how it was ‘for a city to field armies of citizens only, and, conversely, for all men who played a significant military role to enjoy citizen rights’.[footnoteRef:13] Sparta is clearly unique in this way, as they used men with no or not full citizen rights, which Cartledge calls ‘a serious breach in the principle of the citizen militia’.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Murray 1986: 271.]  [13:  van Wees 2004: 45.]  [14:  Cartledge 1987: 40.] 


A feature of a militaristic society is that it is likely to be a society interested in expanding its territories. Sparta’s interest in expanding changed during its history. In the beginning of the seventh century, Sparta took Messenia, and proceeded to take advantage of the Helots as their slaves.[footnoteRef:15] This aided the Spartiates as they now did not need to work; citizens were given a plot of land and some Helots that they were in charge of,[footnoteRef:16] and with this help, they could continue with their leisure and train in their spare time.[footnoteRef:17] The expansion into Messenia also allowed for a larger agricultural income, as Hannsen and Fleck call the area ‘one of the most agriculturally productive areas in all of Greece … well-suited to growing grain (the Greek staple)’.[footnoteRef:18] Taking this land was clearly important to the Spartans, as not only did it free up their time to be used for leisure or training within their syssitia, a type of regimental club, but it also had a positive impact for Spartan women, as they were now encouraged to take part in agricultural activities, while the Spartan men were employed as a full-time standing army.[footnoteRef:19]  [15:  van Wees 2004: 30.]  [16:  Hodkinson 1986: 380.]  [17:  Knottnerus 2002: 21.]  [18:  Hanssen and Fleck 2009: 227.]  [19:  Hanssen and Fleck 2009: 229.] 


Eventually, Sparta expanded through diplomacy, as they realised it ‘could be cheaper and more effective’.[footnoteRef:20] Forrest describes how the Spartans, like others, almost had a craving to continue to dominate the surrounding areas,[footnoteRef:21] until the tried expanding north. Here they were met by the major city Argos, and many smaller settlements and communities. They won against Argos, but failed to dominate the smaller settlements, which Forrest says that: [20:  Forrest 1986: 34.]  [21:  Forrest 1986: 30.] 


failure taught them the lesson that expansion by annexation and enslavement could not work, that to subdue an immediate circle of hostile neighbours would only create a more distant circle of hostile neighbours.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Forrest 1986: 34.] 


Bolmarcich’s analysis of Thucydides 1.19.1 shows that there were two types of allies to Sparta in the Peloponnesian League – the first is those who were equal to Sparta, and the second was those who were subject to Sparta.[footnoteRef:23] With this, Sparta had oligarchies in some subject states, where these states also swore an oath to be loyal to Sparta and follow the Spartans wherever they went. By having these solid allies, it established their power in a different way, and also created a defence line for them. Where they once were vulnerable from the north, the Peloponnesian League buffered this.  [23:  Bolmarcich 2005: 8.] 


Sparta’s professional army is often used as an argument that they were a militaristic society, however their success can contradict this. Sparta was the only polis across all of Greece to have a professional army, with the ability to gather approximately 5,000 hoplites, and match this number with perioikoi and plenty of armed helots as well,[footnoteRef:24] Sparta looked like a threat. The majority of their numbers, however, were the perioikoi and other non-homoioi, with van Wees’ percentages at Sphacteria in 425 BC being 50-60%, and at Leuctra they made up 70% of the army.[footnoteRef:25] The losses at Leuctra have been described as ‘disastrous’,[footnoteRef:26] even though the Spartans had advanced training for their men. van Wees discusses that Athens used the ‘listing’ method for an unusually long amount of time, but puts this is due to ‘that, unlike in Sparta, the quality of Athenian citizen-soldiers’ training and equipment was so uneven that the laborious business of hand-picking troops repaid the effort’.[footnoteRef:27] But, as seen above, the Spartans were much more successful in diplomacy than battle, despite having a professional army and such intense training. [24:  Forrest 1986: 33.]  [25:  van Wees 2004: 84.]  [26:  van Wees 2004: 99.]  [27:  van Wees 2004: 104.] 


Athens still had their own military class in their social hierarchy until a couple years after 338 BC, when the Macedonian army defeated the Greek army; it was at this point that the state of Athens gave all its citizens military training and weapons, therefore making military training compulsory across all classes. [footnoteRef:28] While there was intense military training, nobody else had the professional army that Sparta did, and this was due to their training and leisure lifestyle. [28:  van Wees 2004: 57.] 


Military training programs would be an important part of any militaristic society, and the Spartans certainly had these. In Lycurgus’ Reforms, he introduced the agoge, a state-funded and led education system for boys aged seven to twenty to go to learn how to be citizens. Xenophon compares this to other cities, where they had similar training programs, but instead they were taught by their fathers or educated slaves.[footnoteRef:29] In Sparta, the boys were mentored and taught by elected citizens, and all citizens had the same rights as the father of the boy, meaning the child had to learn discipline and it was applied to everybody.[footnoteRef:30] Athens, as described above, had the ephebeia. [29:  Xen. Lac. 2.1.]  [30:  Xen. Lac. 6.1.] 


Plutarch’s words on the agoge can be seen to have had an impact from the mirage, where he says: ‘Of reading and writing, they learned only enough to serve their turn; all the rest of their training was calculated to make them obey commands well, endure hardships, and conquer in battle’.[footnoteRef:31] Xenophon does not describe what they are taught, but says that the young boys are taught to harden up and endure through pain; obedience and discipline was instilled into them through this, as if they were caught being a coward or misbehaving, they were beaten. He says confidently, ‘There can be no doubt then, that all this education was planned by him [Lycurgus] in order to make the boys more resourceful in getting supplies, and better fighting men’.[footnoteRef:32] All the skills taught are applicable to battle and war, but they were first applied to society, where they showed they were a good citizen. [31:  Plu. Lyc. 16.]  [32:  Xen. Lac. 2.7.] 


Discipline and following orders are clearly important parts of being in battle, something that is taught to the boys from a very young age. This can be seen in their hoplite training, especially the Spartan phalanx, which has been reported to have been performed at a level nobody else on the field could compete with, with a possibility of the Spartans being able to change formation during battle.[footnoteRef:33] This suggests that there was a significant amount of training and drill in order to complete such manoeuvres in such an intense environment of a battle. The opinion of hoplites is seen in van Wees’ work: [33:  Xen. ] 


the model hoplite was not the working man whose fitness for war derived from hard labour, but the man of leisure who owed his fitness to dedicated physical and mental training … live off the labour of others and devote themselves to war and politics[footnoteRef:34] [34:  van Wees 2004: 55.] 


The perioikoi who took part in battle alongside the Spartans must have had intense training as well, even though there is no evidence to say how, when, or where they trained. They moved with the Spartiates at Plataea:

5,000 Spartiates and 5,000 perioikoi stood side by side, and although they were apparently brigaded in separate units, they stayed together during the troop movements before and during the battle, and formed in effect a single continent of ‘ten thousand Lacedaimonians’.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  van Wees 2004: 84.] 


Undoubtedly, Spartan men were seen as warriors. However, this was not unique to Sparta. Van Wees says that the common opinion of masculinity in the ancient world was associated with military and war: ‘Soldiers rallied to a simple cry of ‘Be men, my friends!’’.[footnoteRef:36] Rubarth looks into the different ideas of masculinity in Sparta and Athens, ‘the two most powerful political and cultural powers in Greece’.[footnoteRef:37] If you were seen as a coward in Sparta, you would have been severely punished, whereas in Athens this was not as harsh.[footnoteRef:38] In Plutarch’s Sayings of Spartan Women, the men are told by their mothers to return with their shield, or on it.[footnoteRef:39]  [36:  Van Wees 2004: 37.]  [37:  Rubarth 2014: 22.]  [38:  Rubarth 2014: 25.]  [39:  Plu. Mor. 16.] 


When young boys started their education in Sparta, they start associating the army and the barracks as their home.[footnoteRef:40] These form familial bonds with the boys, making the want and need to fight to the death as a unit and individuals even stronger. In Athens, the father decides if the boy will receive an education, unlike Sparta where the state controlled this. Rubarth concludes, when discussing a patriarchy in both Sparta and Athens, that marriage had different roles. In Sparta, marriage was to create soldiers for the state, whereas Athens married for the ‘maintenance of the family bloodline’.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Rubarth 2014: 27.]  [41:  Rubarth 2014: 28.] 


In Lycurgus’ Reforms, he is said to have given the men red cloaks to wear as ‘he believed this garment to have the least resemblance to women’s clothing’,[footnoteRef:42] showing there is a clear division between masculinity and femininity, and that war had a direct link to masculinity. This, alongside allowing them to have long hair to ‘make them look taller, more dignified and more terrifying’[footnoteRef:43] demonstrates how masculinity it also linked in with intimidation, something that the Spartans did with their numbers in battle.  [42:  Xen. Lac. 6.3.]  [43:  Xen. Lac. 6.3.] 


The evidence shows that by Ancient Greek standards, a large proportion, 26-28%, of the population of the Spartan territory was involved in fighting in times of war. Military involvement was compulsory, not only for the elite Spartiate, but also for adult male non-homoioi, the Helots and perioikoi. The Spartans were expansionist in the earlier period of their history, however once they had established their socio-economic system based on the enslavement of the Helots, they chose diplomatic and political means rather than aggressive conquest to assert and establish their position. The Spartans uniquely among the Greek city states had a professional army. Military training was advanced to the point where complex manoeuvres could be enacted on the battle field, something that stood out when compared to the capability of other Greek armies. The military training that adult men received within the syssitia built on the discipline, respect and hardiness that was instilled from their youth in the uniquely Spartan agoge. Sparta had a culture that glorified and idealised the warrior identity through the upbringing of its children, and through its unique institutions. While all of these aspects show that Sparta can be considered a militaristic society, other Greek societies were also militaristic, but in different ways.
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