‘…the hoplite phalanx and its fighting principles were in all crucial respects essentially ‘right’ more or less from the very beginning’ (Schwartz 2013: 144). To what extent do you agree with this statement, and why?
In this essay I will debate whether the fighting style could be considered ‘right’ in both a tactical and an ethical sense (paying special attention to the Spartans due to their nature as a warrior state). In order to prove that although the tactic could be considered morally ‘right’- which I am defining as fair and equal- there are other factors to consider in order to say it is essentially ‘right’ tactically. Firstly, in order to debate the morals of the tactic, we must look at what a Hoplite essentially was.
A hoplite is the name for a ‘citizen soldier’ coming from one of the Greek city states. There is much debate as to where this name came from. Most scholars agree that it originates from the name of their shield hoplon or aspis, however, in their article ‘The Myth of the Hoplite’s Hoplon’ David Whitehead and J.F. Lazenby suggests that they get it from the general name for their armour; hopla, suggesting that hoplite simply means heavily armed men.[footnoteRef:1] If this theory is to be believed, this already tells us a lot about the Hoplite Phalanx. If they were all more or less dressed the same, all weighed down by heavy armour that provides equal protection, could this not be considered fair and therefor morally ‘right’? [1:  Lazenby, J., & Whitehead, D. (1996), 27-33. ] 

As for the shield itself, these can provide a great insight into the beliefs and therefore morals of the ancient Greeks as they were supposedly decorated by the Hoplites themselves, at least in the beginning. Evidence for this is found in Plutarch as he tells us the story of a spartan who had nothing but a life size fly on his shield to the point that his enemies could only see it clearly before they died.[footnoteRef:2] From this, we can infer a great deal, not just about the phalanx formation itself, but also what the spartans thought of it.  If his enemies could see the fly, then this formation was indeed very compact and the phalanx battle formation involved getting very up close and personal with the enemy, thus backing up many literary sources. We can also infer that the spartans believed that this was the ‘right’ tactic - his enemies were meant to see the fly. 
Plutarch however did not consider himself a historian but a moral biographer, even confessing at the start of his book ‘Lycurgus’ that there may have been many different men named Lycurgus, but he has combined them all into one for the sake of the story, showing us that his priority lies not with the facts, but with the moral message behind them. So, although there are no other sources to back this up, the important element is the message behind the story and what it tells us about the spartan culture and battle formation.  [2:  Plut. Apoph. 69] 

Speaking of the battle formation (Phalanx), it is easy to see why the Spartans considered it tactically right, as it involved ‘a close-rank, dense grouping of warriors armed with long spears and interlocking shields’.[footnoteRef:3] The shields provided a nearly unbreakable wall to prevent enemy attacks, while the long spears still allowed the men themselves to attack their enemy; it could be argued that combining attack and defence in one strategy is considered tactically ‘right’. As for the moral aspect, their shields protected not just the warrior holding them, but also the man to their left creating a unified force of equals, which fits in with my definition of morally ‘right’. 
However, this point could be considered to show a moral disadvantage regarding the man on the end of the formation. There will always be one man on every row, left without protection. Who dictates who fills the most vulnerable position? This is also a tactical disadvantage because if the enemy were to just focus their attack on this weak spot, then surely the Phalanx is easily broken, and the Hoplites defeated.  [3:  Mark, J. J. (2012, January 18). The Greek Phalanx. Ancient History Encyclopedia. Retrieved from https://www.ancient.eu/article/110/] 

However, there are ways to get around this problem, tactically at least. There are many occasions given in ancient sources of people manipulating the Phalanx formation slightly, to make it stronger and more offensive rather than defensive. This is demonstrated excellently in Herodotus’ account of the battle of Marathon (the first battle of the Greco-Persian Wars). The Athenian General Miltiades manipulated the phalanx formation to be weak in the middle and strong on the sides therefore, when the Persians attacked the middle, the sides could close in, trapping the Persian forces in a ‘double envelopment’. While this was a massive victory (tactically ‘right’), you could again argue that it was not morally ‘right’, as this left the middle weak and those individual hoplites less of a chance at survival.  
Another example of people manipulating the formation can be seen in the battle of Thermopylae in which the spartans employ a feigned retreat tactic where ‘the barbarians would see them fleeing and give chase with shouting and noise, but when the Lacedaemonians were overtaken, they would turn to face the barbarians and overthrow innumerable Persians’.[footnoteRef:4] Whether this actually happened or not however is up for debate as Diodorus Siculus, who also wrote an account of this battle,[footnoteRef:5] makes no mention of it and we know that Herodotus has a clear lack of military knowledge, seen through his tendency to personalise battles, talking more about individuals rather than the battle itself. However, it is a famous technique used throughout history and based on what the sources agree about the training of the spartans. They had the discipline to pull it off, so it is entirely possible that this was true, and if it did happen, would definitely have been tactically ‘right’, though maybe not morally ‘right’ due to the nature of it being a trick.    [4:  Hdt 7.211.3 ]  [5:  Diod 5-11] 

One area where the Hoplite Phalanx definitely is not ‘right’ tactically would be against missile attacks. This can be seen primarily in Thucydides’ account of the battle of Sphacteria[footnoteRef:6]. This is one of the very few (some would say only) accounts of the Spartans surrendering. This was due to the fact that after the spartans had retreated to the island of Sphacteria, they were surrounded and attacked from above with arrows and spears; by not allowing the phalanx to get close, they are easily defeated as that is what the whole tactic relies on, as is evidenced by the even shorter version of the classical hoplite short sword (xiphos) that they carry.[footnoteRef:7] We can infer that the spartans believed that this was not morally ‘right’ and they believed the Athenians were cowards for not coming down from there and fighting them the ‘right’ way. This belief stems from something the spartans were taught from a young age, that battle is everything and to die in battle is a huge honour. When handing them their shield, Spartan women told their children to come back ‘either this, or upon this’[footnoteRef:8] which has been translated by modern historians to mean come back victorious or come back dead. Therefore, to a Spartan, no matter what, the Hoplite Phalanx will always be ‘right’ both morally and tactically. 
However, an argument can be made that this is not fair at all as the spartans had a lot more skill and time for training than any other state, so their enemies would argue that the phalanx formation is not fair when fighting against the spartans. Therefore, using missile weaponry (not just shields) was seen as good way of evening out the playing field. This ties into a very contemporary argument about what makes a just war. Even nowadays we have not figured out where in warfare to draw the line – what exactly is morally ‘right’?  Surely in warfare, you must play to your strengths?  [6:  Thuc 4.34]  [7:  Matthew, C. 2015]  [8:  Plut. Lacae. 6.16] 

In conclusion, it is incredibly hard to talk about what is ‘right’ even by narrowing it down by defining both in tactical and moral terms. This is because it will always be subjective, it will always depend on each individual’s personal opinion. However, due to their upbringing and the codes of conduct taught from a young age, it is fair to deduce that most Spartans would argue that the Hoplite Phalanx is always ‘right’ both tactically and morally and has been right from the beginning, although their enemies may disagree. 
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