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This essay will discuss some of the potential reasons for the Spartan decline during the 4th century. Throughout I will discuss the event or continuous circumstances that I believe to have had significant impact on the fall of Sparta from a place of superiority to a third-rate power in ancient Greece. The Spartans or Lacedaemon’s receded in Laconia, located in south east Peloponnese.[footnoteRef:1] They became a prominent military land-power in ancient Greece around 650 BCE, possessing the only professional army gave them a considerable advantage over the other polis’ in Greece. Their dominance was made apparent when they became recognized as the leading force during the Greco-Persian War and the Peloponnesian War in 431-404 BCE from which she emerged victorious.[footnoteRef:2] As a society they made efforts to maximize military proficiency and training, the Spartans were widely considered to be among the best in battle; even women had considerably more rights and equality than anywhere else in ancient Greece.[footnoteRef:3] How did such a prosperous polis end up in ruins? [1:  S. Hornblower, A. Spawforth & E. Eidinow, The Oxford Companion to Classical Civilization (2 ed.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2014) p.35 ]  [2:  Michael Gagarin, The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Greece and Rome (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2010) p.48]  [3:  S. Hornblower, A. Spawforth & E. Eidinow, The Oxford Classical Dictionary (4 ed.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2012) p.306 ] 

The Battle of Leuctra in 371 BCE and the defeat by Thebes was considered to be the final straw in the Spartan decline. On land Thebes was increasingly growing strong and due to their boastfulness made a second attempt to take Phocis, the Spartans responded by sending Cleombrotus.[footnoteRef:4] In light of this, Athens calls a conference in Sparta where common peace was to be renewed, Agesilaus excludes Thebes as it attempted to make entitlements to Boeotia which was not theirs to claim. Agesilaus proclaims that Thebes is to be attacked if they refused to fall in line with terms set around Boeotian cities.[footnoteRef:5] They rejected the peace treaty and Cleombrotus was sent to lead the attack, taking an unguarded route he was caught and killed by an army using novel tactics however, he was outgeneralled and therefore at a disadvantage. With their general dead, survivors made a truce to withdraw back to Sparta, admitting defeat.[footnoteRef:6] Failure was greatly unexpected and caused the Spartans to go on the defence, over the next decade they were forced to witness the crumbling of their empire as they lost Messenia, the Peloponnesian League and one of their most promising generals, Agesilaus leave to serve as a mercenary commander in Egypt.[footnoteRef:7] It’s safe to say the Battle of Leuctra was the final blow to the empire as it ended Sparta’s prominent role in Greece, demoting them to a third- rate power however, they kept their political independence until the Roman conquest of Greece that came centuries later. [4:  Xen. Hell. VI. Iii. 1, iv. 2 ]  [5:   P. J. Rhodes, A History of the Classical World 478-323 BC (Oxford: Blackwell 2006) p.216]  [6:  Xen. Hell. VI. iv. 3-26]  [7:  Rhodes, p.216] 

The Arcadian federation and its allies in Thebes formed an attack on Sparta in 370/69 BCE that liberated Messenia with help from within, the revolted was successfully carried out with outside assistance and the Messenians re-established their ancient polis, Messene. Thebes called home all exiled Messenians and they came back to their homes in mass numbers from Italy, Sicily and Cyrenaica. Although they had been ruled over by the Spartans for many generations, the Messenians never lost their sense of nation consciousness.[footnoteRef:8] Messenia had been enslaved for 230 years before its liberation, it was originally taken by King Teleclus for its fertile soil and favourable climate that produced oranges, almonds, figs, grapes and olives. In addition to its production value it possessed a hill scenery with well-watered earth and settlements on the coast.[footnoteRef:9] Sparta politically and economically depended on the helots of Messenia, the polis was their main source of income and its liberation meant the loss of economic basis and that they could no longer field a large army. In addition to army limitations Sparta could no longer afford to play at aggressive international politics without sufficient economic support. Adding insult to injury Sparta lost land to Messenia including Dentheliatis and old acquisitions in the Nedon valley.[footnoteRef:10] In 367 BCE, Thebes attempted peace talks in which Messenia was guaranteed to remain independent, Sparta refused to have an active role in the treaty between Corinth and Thebes as it denied their centuries old claim to Messenia.[footnoteRef:11] Reconquest of their lost polis was not possible even after outside help was no longer available due to the great mountain barricade between the two countries and the now reinvigorated city of Megalopolis. However, during the Sacred War Sparta attempted to recover Messenia by attacking Megalopolis in 353 BCE which ultimately lead to a truce changing nothing of Sparta’s circumstances.[footnoteRef:12] The loss of Messenia meant Sparta was now at a strategic disadvantage with loss of crucial elements in its empire and the lack of ability to expand as her army diminished.  [8:  Michael Whitby, Sparta (New York: Routledge 2002) p.190]  [9:  W. G. Forrest, A History of Sparta (3 ed.) (London: Bristol Classical Press 1995, c.1980) p.69]  [10:  Forrest, p.139-148]  [11:  Rhodes, p.220]  [12:  Whitby, p.218] 

Sparta had wildly superior numbers in the Archaic period estimating roughly 8000 men in total however, these numbers steadily started to decrease as she entered the classical period. Sixty years after the Persian War, the number of fighting men dropped 69-73%, on a continuous decline fifty years after 418 BCE, 60-54% had perished. By 371 BCE there were no more than 1000 fighting men in the Spartan army.[footnoteRef:13] The Battle of Plataea in 479 BCE had 5000 fighting men, the battle marked the defeat of Xerxes invasion on Greece, the Spartans and the Athenians defeated the Persian armies at Cithaeron.[footnoteRef:14] An army that was 5000 strong saw severe losses after an earthquake in 464 BCE and many more came with the Peloponnesian War, the majority of soldiers in said battle were Perioikoi, free, non-citizens of Sparta so were therefore not counted in official Spartan figures.[footnoteRef:15] The Battle of Sphacteria in 425 BCE placed 420 hoplites on the island of Sphacteria to deny the enemy possession of the polis however, the soldiers became trapped by Athenian ships when they arrived to defeat the Spartan fleet in the bay. Hoplite forces were soon overrun and they surrendered, the soldiers were overwhelmed in an utterly unprecedented style of warfare that they had no hope of overcoming.[footnoteRef:16] The battle of Lechaeum took place in 390 BCE saw the Spartan hoplite unit destroyed due to the hoplites being lightly armed and set in cavalry formation which had become outdated as modern warfare advanced, 250 men were killed out of the 600 that fought.[footnoteRef:17] The battle of Leuctra fought in 371 BCE saw 400 men of the 700 who fought killed and the Spartans continued to lose numbers as the years progressed. Steadily decreasing numbers saw other polis’ abandon ship and her allies in the north transferred their allegiances to Thebes, betraying their union.[footnoteRef:18] With constantly decreasing numbers it was no wonder the Spartan empire fell, it physically could not defend itself from attacks and any attempt to try and re-expand failed due to their in superior numbers and tactics. [13:  Whitby, p.243]  [14:  R. Holmes, C. Singleton & S. Jones, The Oxford Companion to Military History (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2001) p.51]  [15:  Rhodes, p.216]  [16:  Holmes, Singleton & Jones, p.53 ]  [17:  Gagarin, p.67]  [18:  Rhodes, p.216] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion these three events or circumstances all majorly contributed to the fall of Sparta in their own right however, when you combine them you begin to see how the flow of events is formed. Without sufficient fighting numbers the battle of Leuctra and the uprising of Messenia could never have hoped to be stopped in their tracks. An already diminishing army could not have emerged victorious from Leuctra and from that defeat, Sparta was viewed as weak by other polis which therefore made it easy for Messenia and Thebes to conduct an organised revolt and arise triumphant. Decreasing fighting power meant they could not even attempt to rebuild the Spartan Empire by invading other Polis or creating new alliances as no other country would a line themselves with a crumbling empire as it would not serve them a purpose. 
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