Was the agoge or the socio-economic system the most important factor to the success of the spartan military?
Sparta, a Peloponnesian juggernaut who fought tooth and nail to become a dominant force in the Peloponnese and in Greece as a whole. One might ask how they expanded from one city and eventually grew to a state that could rival Athens at the height of its power. This happened through their well-disciplined and highly professional army, backed by a strong economy. In this essay I plan to argue that very point, that the agoge truly was its greatest asset in warfare, allowing the soldiers to become incredibly disciplined. I will be using Thucydides’ Peloponnesian war, Xenophon’s Hellenica and Herodotus’ Persian Wars to back up this point.
Sparta throughout the late Archaic and Classical periods began its path to conquest, conquering neighbouring Messara, enslaving the natives and non-participating Spartans[footnoteRef:1]. The socio-economic system that was a major reason for spartan success was built on the backs of the non-homoioi, and most famously the helots, a semi-free servile class that weren’t quite douloi (chattel slaves). They would be forced into working the fields of the land that they were tied to[footnoteRef:2]. They would also be forced to pay a tribute of half of the produce of the land they work, the burden was so harsh they were comparable to mules and other work animals[footnoteRef:3]. If a helot was to refuse to do a task no matter how demining or vigorous, they would be killed[footnoteRef:4].They were also very useful when on the battlefield deployed as heavy infantry in the spartan army.[footnoteRef:5] One issue with building a economy on the back of slaves is that the downtrodden will usually rise up against their oppressors, these revolts were not particularly uncommon[footnoteRef:6]. Attempts for Revolts like the Pausanias plot, the first reported helot attempt at revolution in 5th century BCE. This revolution was originally instigated by a General Pausanias, promising them freedom and citizenship if they were to revolt with him[footnoteRef:7]. However sadly for Pausanias the helots didn’t believe these promises and was turned in by them.[footnoteRef:8] During an Earthquake, which was believed to be retribution from the gods when the Spartans massacred helots on Cape Taenarus,[footnoteRef:9] some helots decided to revolt in Thouria and Aithaia establishing a strategic position on Mt. Ithome.[footnoteRef:10] To stop such revolutions the homoioi had to had to come up with ways to suppress rebellious attitudes, the helots would be forced to be humiliated and do humiliating tasks as a way to boost the morale of the homoioi and will also be a great technique of quelling the rebellious attitudes of the Helots, an example of this can be seen in Plutarch Lykourgos[footnoteRef:11]. Another way the Spartans oppressed the Helots was how they took as many as 2000 of the most distinguished helots and “did away with them” as Thucydides says[footnoteRef:12] this was called the Rule of Terror. They would declare war on the helots every autumn to be able to murder some without causing a revolt.[footnoteRef:13] The violent way the spartans oppressed the helots could also be seen as a disadvantage in the long run as the spartans were very clearly outnumbered by those they oppressed thus meaning they had to be very cautious as now they had “an enemy constantly sitting in wait of the disaster of the spartans”,[footnoteRef:14] as stated by Aristotle. Thus meaning most of the reasources sparta had at its desposal was being used to ensure their safety from the helots.[footnoteRef:15] It was thought in the past that the spartans would have conroled the diet even of the helots. However there has been a re-evalutation by modern scholours of late suggesting that they would not be fed on rations which seem unlikely as for the spartans to control something such as diet they would need to be far more integrated than they were and they would need to be kept strong and healthy in order to perdorm many labours such as carrying armour.[footnoteRef:16] Also citing the rations suggested by Thucydides as close to the normal amount.[footnoteRef:17] The purpose for causing such suffrage would be to damage the physiological state of the helots to make them think themselves as less[footnoteRef:18]. This tactic seemed to work to an extent, when even after being captured by Thebans the helots refused their orders as don’t want to displease their masters.[footnoteRef:19] However what makes this socio-economic system such a weakness is the Helots seemed to rise against their spartan overlords. This constant threat would be such a huge threat that it would cause the spartans a great deal of paranoia leading to many atrocities that will only incite the helots further as seen when the spartans murdered many helots at Cape Taenarus leading to the helot revolt at mount Ithome. [1:  Antiochos FgrH 555 F13, Thucydides 1.101.2, Theopompos FGrH 115 F122]  [2:  Ephoros FGrH 70 f4]  [3:  Tyrtaios F2]  [4:  Myron F2]  [5:  Herodotus 9.28, Thucydides 4.80]  [6:  Aristotle Politics 1269 a37-b5]  [7:  Thucydides, 1.132, 4.]  [8:  Thucydides, 1.132, 4.]  [9:  Thucydides, 1.128, 1]  [10:  Thucydides, 1.101, 2.]  [11:  Plutarch Lykourgos 28]  [12:  Thucydides 4.80]  [13:  Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus, 28, 3–7, Herakleides Lembos Fr. Hist. Gr. 2, 210, Athenaeus, 657 D.]  [14: Aristotle Politics 1269 a 37–39.]  [15:  Thycydides 4, 80, 3.]  [16:  Ducat 1990, p. 120.]  [17:  Thucydides, 4, 6, 1, Ducat (1990), p. 120]  [18:  Ducat 1971, Ducat 1990, Cartledge, p. 151, Lévy, pp. 124–126]  [19:  Lévy, p. 12, Plutarch. Life of Lycurgus, 28, 10.] 

Another possible cause of the Spartan military success was their discipline instilled in them from the agoge. This military school, for lack of a better frase, is where the young spartan boys were conscripted before going into the army. They were to be forced into conscripting at age 7[footnoteRef:20] where they will learn about military strategy, how to fight and a basic understanding of reading and writing. They would also teach hunting, singing, dancing and social communicating.[footnoteRef:21] The word derived from the ancient Greek for rearing, which can be interpretated as raising, teaching, learning or training.[footnoteRef:22] It is said that this legendary school was introduced by one Lycurgus, a somewhat mythicalfigure, but is actually thought to be introduced in the 7th or 6th century.[footnoteRef:23] The training up till 21 would countinue in hopes to train competent military men to fight for the greater good of Sparta.[footnoteRef:24] They were taught to be the walls that Sparta lacked.[footnoteRef:25] They would wash a young boy in wine and if the boy was to begin convolsing he was said to be weak and killed. They were then to be examined by a council of elder spartans to once again chech for impurities. All failing children were ether killed or places at the foot of mount taygetus for several days that ended with death of exposurr or miraculously the infant survives. Then at ages severn they are recruited into the agoge under a paidonomos, boy herder. They were to live in groups under an older man who would encourage them to cede their loyalty to their communal mess hall, the Syssitia, not to their families.[footnoteRef:26] At age 12 they ould be granted a phoinikis, a red cloak of Phoenician origin. They had to create their own beds from reeds from the eurotas River. They were encouraged to steal food, and underfed to enure they were used to hunger. At age 12 the boys would be put into a pederastic relationship with a young adult male, who would teach the boys about the battle field and war. They were to become reserve members of te spartan army around age 18 or a part of the crypteia, a police force to spy on the helots.[footnoteRef:27] At age 20 these sioldiers were then to be part of the Syssitia.[footnoteRef:28] They would be voted into the public messes and if they fail they will continue to try for upto a decade. If they don’t make it into the messes by age 30 he would not be recognised as a full citizen. At age 30 men were finally permitted to get married, vote and hold office. This information and a lot of other information about Sparta however comes to us from Plutarch Lycurgos, the issue with that is that it cant be wholly trusted as Plutarch didn’t write this until the Roman period which by this time Sparta had became more of a tourist destination changing culturally to match this new age. This however does provide you with an idea on how the spartan military became so well disciplined and professional. With the entire lives of soldiers being dedicated to fighting for Sparta. The increasing indoctrination of the students through the agoge also conditioned their minds to deal with issues such as starvation, death and obviously warfare. These techniques taught to soldiers from such a young age would be invaluable on the battlefield and that is why I personally think that this is the main reason for Sparta’s military success.  [20:  Hodkinson (1996), Evan 2014]  [21:  Hodkinson (1996)]  [22:  Liddell, Henry; Robert Scott (1996)]  [23:  Carteldge 2001, Scanlon 2002]  [24:  Hodkinson (1996), Evan 2014]  [25:  Goldsmith, (1836)]  [26:  Hodkinson (1996)]  [27:  Hodkinson (1996)]  [28:  Hodkinson (1996)] 

In conclusion I believe that the agoge was the most important cause to the success of the spartan military, I believe this due to the benefits of the socio-economic system Sparta had were refuted by the fear of the helots rising. If anything, the socio-economics system employed by the Spartans was more of an issue than a benefit. In mu opinion the discipline engrained into the Spartans from birth into the agoge and then into adulthood was the true cause of the spartan military might.
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