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[bookmark: _Hlk26540177]Question: Was the agoge or the socio-economic system the most important factor in the success of the Spartan military?
The Spartans have a formidable reputation as invincible fighters and this reputation developed during Sparta’s history and continued in modern times and this is known as the Spartan mirage, the mirage itself affects how writers and scholars understand Sparta, it is important to separate myth from reality. Over Spartans long history they experienced a rise and fall in their military successes from the 1st Messenian War c. 730-710 BC to the Roman conquests 146BC and during this time the system of the agoge also changed.[footnoteRef:2] The socio-economic system involved an enslaved underclass, the Helots, which was responsible for carrying out agricultural work and other economic activities of Sparta while the elite Spartan citizens were at leisure and formed a professional military. While the professionalism of the soldiers was guaranteed through this system there was always the problem of the enslaved underclass rising up to revolt. The Spartans were continuously concerned about subduing revolts, to preserve their status quo. The agoge, the system by which the male children of the Spartiate were educated and trained, had developed and changed over the years and in many ways became part of the mirage. Recently scholars have argued that the Agoge was not that different to the education that boys in other Greek city-states received.  [2:  Cartledge 2004: 86] 

Both the agoge and the socio-economic system of Sparta clearly contributed to military success in different ways. The agoge promoted discipline, respect for leadership and loyalty to Sparta from an early age. The socio-economic system on the other hand allowed Sparta to have a professional military free of responsibilities to work. 
[bookmark: _Hlk26538642]The Agoge changed and developed throughout spartan history, the Agoge at the time of the first Messenian war was very different to the Agoge at the time of the Roman conquests 146BC.[footnoteRef:3] Much of the information we have about the Agoge comes from Xenophon and he links the Agoge to the development of good soldiers. ‘There can be no doubt then, that all this education was planned by him in order to make the boys more resourceful in getting supplies, and better fighting men’.[footnoteRef:4] The Agoge is commonly understood as a place where Spartan youths would learn the skills they needed for a life as a professional soldier. What Xenophon describes is not as some might expect as there is very little regarding direct involvement to military themes. What is clearly promoted is leadership, Xenophon describes that the boys were never without leadership, [3:  Cartledge 2004: 86]  [4:  Xen. Const. Lac.  2.7] 

‘In order that the boys might never lack a ruler even when the Warden was away, he gave authority to any citizen who chanced to be present to require them to do anything that he thought right, and to punish them for any misconduct. This had the effect of making the boys more respectful; in fact boys and men alike respect their rulers above everything’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Xen. Const. Lac. 2.10] 

This was of the upmost important for Spartan military, to have this connection and loyalty to their superiors to obey commands without hesitation. A prime example of Spartan loyalty would be the actions of Spartan warriors at the Battle of Thermopylae.[footnoteRef:6] The Agoge as Xenophon describes it was that of the highest quality, turning out the best men Greece.[footnoteRef:7] But with the decline of Sparta the Agoge became more of a theme park attraction than what it had been during the early period of Sparta. With the Roman conquest of Greece, it no longer just accepted male Spartans as Kennel describes, ‘Spartan military might had long been a matter for history books by the Roman period, as a paradigm the agoge still exerted a considerable attraction in intellectual circles.’[footnoteRef:8]. It is hard to image if military training was part of the Agoge Xenophon would have mentioned it, but he does not. What Xenophon decides to mention is different compared to others regarding Spartan education, it is harsher, more disciplined and has many leadership aspects to it. The Agoge would definitely benefit military success because it has instilled in its children for leadership and skills in leadership and physical and emotional toughness. The structure of leadership of the Spartan army can be linked with leadership within the Agoge.  [6:  Cartledge 2003: 28-29]  [7:  Xen. Const. La. 2.14]  [8:  Kenell 1995: 5] 

[bookmark: _Hlk26538670][bookmark: _Hlk26530856]Spartans have a fearsome reputation for their military prowess. During their early rise Sparta expanded their territories through successful military conquests. Military expansion was necessary to be able to support the full citizen population of Sparta.[footnoteRef:9] This led to Sparta attacking their neighbour, the Messenians, these attacks led to the first Messenian War c. 730-710 BC and the Second Messenian War followed in c. 640-630 BC.[footnoteRef:10] The annexation of Messina in the 8th and 7th century BC was part of their military expansion which subjected the Messenians to the status of Helots.[footnoteRef:11] This made further expansion possible as the Helots were set to domestic and agricultural work, which in turn freed up Spartan citizens to pursue a military agenda. Sparta, by the 6th, century was one of the strongest Greek city-states, Sparta used its strength to flex its power however, with unsuccessful military gains in Arcadia saw a change of tactics from the Spartans. The Spartans adopted political methods, where a shift from military might to political pressure enabled them to create the Peloponnesian League.[footnoteRef:12] The expansion of Sparta on the Peloponnese put Sparta in a powerful position of control with their new allies who formed the Peloponnesian League, but it is important to note that not all Greek city states joined, such as, Argos and Achaea.[footnoteRef:13] The first and second Messenian wars are of upmost importance to the development and rise of Sparta. Without the success at Messenia the development of their unique social-economic system would not have been possible as the enslavement of the population was nesscecary for the development of a professional military. During this period there is no contemporary evidence to suggest that the Spartan Agoge was a militaristic based institution. The success from the Messenian wars cannot be attributed to any military training from the Agoge, rather it is more likely that the form of the Agoge, as it is understood today, emerged as a result of the new socio-economic system.  During this early period there are no contemporary sources that claim Sparta was a militaristic culture or had any special military institutions. [9:  Paus. 4.4.4 ]  [10:  Paus. 4.4.4]  [11:  Rhodes 2010: 4]  [12:  Rhodes 2010: 4-5]  [13:  Rhodes 2010: 4] 

The Spartans were famous for their ability on the battlefield and their stories of success have become legendary but also, more importantly taken on more of a mythological quality as they have been reinterpreted over the years. It was not just their fighting skill and bravery that made the Spartan army successful, their tactical and survival instincts play a fundamental part in their history and through these attributes give us famous stories. This can be seen in Herodotus’ account of the Battle of the Champions.[footnoteRef:14] The Spartans had a dispute with the Argives concerning the country Thyrea, where the Lacedaemonian army had cut off the Argives and in response the Argives came to save their land.[footnoteRef:15] It was decided that three hundred of each side would fight with the winner claiming the prize of Thyrea.[footnoteRef:16] Six hundred men had been reduce to just three, two men from Argos and one Spartan named Othryadas.[footnoteRef:17] Clearly the sides were evenly matched, the two Argives were sure of victory as Othryadas was not on his feet and badly injured, certain of victory they left the battlefield to announce their victory.[footnoteRef:18] Seeing this Othryadas despoiled some of the fallen enemy troops, erected a trophy and stood his ground claiming victory as the Argives had left the battlefield.[footnoteRef:19] With both sides claiming victory it led to an engagement where Sparta was victorious and with victory claimed Thyrea.[footnoteRef:20] Moments like the Battle of the Champions show us how Spartans can also be resourceful in gaining victory and how their successes have become legendary.  [14:  Hdt. 1.82 ]  [15:  Htd. 1.82]  [16:  Htd. 1.82]  [17:  Htd. 1.82]  [18:  Armstrong 1950: 77]  [19:  Armstrong 1950: 77]  [20:  Htd. 1.82] 

There is no doubt that the Spartans are renowned for their military success and the mirage can sometimes hide the more ordinary and less hero factors of their success. American classicist Victor Davis Hanson echoes this in relation to the Peloponnesian War (431BC-404BC) 
Sparta fielded the most terrifying army in Greece. Most of its enemies, however, fell not to its Dorian spears but to disease, sieges, or guerrilla-style killing. Its grand strategy of ravaging the crops of Attica proved a colossal failure within a week of its inception. Yet within a year the Peloponnesian sojourn in the enemy countryside inadvertently set the stage for the plague that nearly ruined Athens.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Hanson 2005: 17] 

This again shows that Sparta had more than just combat efficacy, it shows that they were tactically able to conquer enemies without being in direct pitched battles. Hanson describes the ‘ravaging the crops’ as a ‘colossal failure’ however, another view is presented by Thorne.[footnoteRef:22] Thorne argues that the practice of crop devastation was a ‘viable instrument of economic coercion’, although not heroic the outcome was clearly to the advantage of the Spartans.[footnoteRef:23] The intention was to weaken the enemy, it succeeded as the Athenians caught the plague, which as Hanson says ‘nearly ruined Athens’.[footnoteRef:24] The resourcefulness that is a feature of the training of the Agoge may help Spartans to find other ways to achieve success.  [22:  Thorne 2001: 227]  [23:  Thorne 2001: 227]  [24:  Hanson 2005: 17] 

Sparta’s reputation as a fighting force was well known by the 5th century BC, but the Battle of Thermopylae was a real turning point for the Spartans and their reputation. The Battle of Thermopylae was a battle fought between several allied Greek city-states versus the Persian army of Xerxes I in 480BC.[footnoteRef:25] The Greek army was led by Spartan King Leonidas I and included soldiers from Tegea, Mantineia, Arcadia, Corinth, Phlius, Mycenaeans, Boeotia, Thespiae, Thebes and Sparta.[footnoteRef:26] Herodotus accounts the number of fighting men in Xerxes’ army as ‘the full tale of fighting men is seen to be two millions, six hundred and forty‑one thousand, six hundred and ten’.[footnoteRef:27] This number has been widely debated among scholars, Paul Cartledge claims that Herodotus must have ‘wildly exaggerated’ the Persian force and a modern estimate around one hundred thousand to two hundred thousand would be more logical.[footnoteRef:28] Regardless if Herodotus exaggerated or not, the overwhelming numerical advantage was with the Persian army. Nevertheless, the small band of Greeks and three hundred hand picked Spartans made a stand a Thermopylae and upheld the Persian advancement for several days.[footnoteRef:29] After the Persians had finally defeated the Greek resistance at Thermopylae it gave way for the ‘Spartan myth’ to take precedence.[footnoteRef:30] The sacrifice of Leonidas and the three hundred Spartans at Thermopylae was and has been reinterpreted many times over the centuries. A note worthy aspect of the remarkable defeat of the Spartans is the discipline of the three hundred Spartans who stayed loyal and fought to the death rather than retreat. This illustrates precisely the discipline and respect for leadership of the Spartans instilled in them in their youth at the Agoge. The fact that they were defeated does not detract from the power of the message it gave the Greek world about Spartan soldiers. Through their act of sacrifice they proved they were true to their word, obedient and brave.  [25:  Cartledge 2010: Chronological Table]  [26:  Hdt. 7.3.202]  [27:  Hdt. 7.3.185]  [28:  Cartledge 2013: 91]  [29:  Carledge 2003: 29]  [30:  Cartledge 2003: 29] 

The symbolic significance of the sacrifice of Spartan King Leonidias I at Thermopylae is a crucial part of the development of the mirage. Sparta erected memorials at the site of the battle and at home and through this were able to control the narrative of the battle. Despite there being soldiers from other Greek city states it is the three hundred Spartans who are remembered as legendary. Herodotus claims that he memorised the names of the three hundred Spartans above other soldiers from different Greek states.[footnoteRef:31] Ancient scholars such as Herodotus spoke highly of them and amplified the message promoting the superiority of the Spartan military. Memorials erected at Thermopylae gave Spartans control of the narrative, which reflect a warrior nation who would fight to the death and would not flee in the face of adversity. The power of memorialisation can be much more than just honouring the dead, it can also be a political act. With Sparta choosing how to remember the three hundred Spartans who lost their lives at Thermopylae with shrines and festivals such as the Leonidaeum and the annual Leonidaea festival they gained an effective and valuable way of promoting a narrative about themselves.[footnoteRef:32] Mitchell discusses the important impact of memory theory and the creation of memorials.[footnoteRef:33] Mitchell reflects on the past as social and that memory is socially obtained and with this argues that each different generation ‘attempts to refashion and remake memory to serve its own contemporary purpose’.[footnoteRef:34] This can be seen in relation to the three hundred Spartans at Thermopylae and how they are remembered. Even today for example the Spartans are depicted heroically in Frank Miller’s film the ‘300’.[footnoteRef:35] The significance of the Spartans stand at Thermopylae cannot be understated for this moment in history has lived on through the ages, but as Mitchell states, the way that any story can be remembered can be changed and twisted to suit the need of the people who control the narrative. It is clear that the Spartans enhanced their military reputation in the wider Greek world through memorial acts but the Agoge also held a fascination in the Greek world as the place from which these legendary fighters emerged. There would not have been such an interest in the Agoge after the Roman conquest, had not the legendary reputation of the Spartans been established. Kennel writes how it was the Agoge that made Sparta distinct and attracted wealthy Roman tourists to Sparta.[footnoteRef:36] The Agoge must be seen as part of the Spartan mirage.  [31:  Htd. 7.224]  [32:  Cartledge 2003: 246]  [33:  Mitchell 2003: 443]  [34:  Mitchell 2003: 443]  [35:  Warner Brothers 2007]  [36:  Kennel 1995: 6] 

The use of Helots and the socio-economic system allowed Sparta had a professional military. One drawback of this system was that there was a continual problem of unrest amongst the Helots. The Spartans would constantly have to keep the Helots in order as the Helot population considerably outnumbered the Spartan citizens and as Simon Hornblower points out that ‘Spartans feared helot uprisings.[footnoteRef:37] The socio-economic system was such that it made it difficult to maintain a large Spartan army. if the population went into a decline it would cause problems for the military, this become apparent when Spartan general Brasidas created a new army consisting of seven hundred Helots.[footnoteRef:38] Spartan officials would have been pleased that possible rebellious Helots were being used and taken away from Sparta.[footnoteRef:39] This was one way of dealing with the growing Helot population.  [37:  Hornblower 2009: 69]  [38:  Hanson 2005: 118-119]  [39:  Hanson 2005: 118-119] 

In conclusion the mirage creates an idea that the Spartans were an all-conquering successful military state who were bred for war and violence. The importance of the socio-economic system cannot be underestimated as it gave Sparta the opportunity to create a professional army, and that Spartan citizens could leave agricultural work to the underclasses. The agoge changed and developed throughout Spartan history and it becomes clear that the agoge, from the first Peloponnesian war had changed to the time of the Roman conquest. Spartans fearsome reputation grow, and their battles and action became legendary such as the Battle of Thermopylae. The symbolic significance of Thermopylae played a crucial part in the development of the mirage what has lived on to modern times. The agoge was an important part of Spartan military success as many attributes it promoted can be seen linked to many famous battles. But without the socio-economic system, the agoge may not have been as legendary as we now know today and without it the success Spartans would have be far more difficult if did not have its socio-economic system. The Spartan military success can be more evidential through the socio-economic system, the attributes the agoge gave to Spartan society cannot be ignored. The socio-economic and agoge go hand in hand, but Spartan military would have not been as successful if it was not for the socio-economic system.
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