Would you judge Sparta as pious or manipulative when religion intersected with politics (domestic or interpolis)?

	

	Upon thinking of Sparta, it can be easy to paint the polis as a merely militaristic civilisation, however it is important to consider multiple aspects of daily life. It is important to realise that while all Greek, each polis had their own identity with different rituals and traditions to others. By realising that Sparta was unique in its practices and that we are unable to truly know the intentions of the decision makers, we can then deduct that Sparta may have genuinely be a pious place. Religion of various forms and levels was prevalent across Greece, and the gods worshiped by each polis were similar overall to each other.[footnoteRef:1] Being that religion and cult activity was such a strong aspect of life in Sparta and wider Greece, the encompassing nature of it would have begun during childhood and spread into their behaviour in adult life.[footnoteRef:2] While we cannot pretend to know for certain why decisions were made at certain times in Spartan history, we can attempt to analyse daily life and religious traditions to ultimately give Sparta benefit of the doubt. With evidence of Sparta’s religious nature being so plentiful, we can get the sense that Sparta was a truly pious place.  [1:  Dowden 2007: 41]  [2:  Richer 2007: 237] 

	In order to understand the decisions that Sparta made during times of political change and crisis such as war, we first need to analyse the way of life that Sparta practiced. Being that religion was so all-encompassing, we can distinguish what was done in the name of the gods in daily life. Beginning at youth, boys and girls were placed under the care of differing gods in order to guide and protect them. Young Spartan girls were under the protection of Helen, who would guide them through their young lives and through to marriage. On the other hand, young Spartan boys were under the care of their nurses, who participated in the festival of the Tithenidia in honour of Artemis Corythalia. As young Spartans grew, they were placed under care of different gods to lead them through different times of their life. For growing boys, this god was Apollo.[footnoteRef:3] Not only this, but Sparta worshipped the founder of the constitution itself as a god, meaning that Sparta viewed its very foundation as divine, something that impressed even other Greek poleis.[footnoteRef:4] Within the Rhetra, it is immediately shown to prioritise importance of religion by stating, “After the foundation of a sanctuary of Zeus Skyllanios and Athena Skyllania…”[footnoteRef:5] which puts the gods at the forefront of Spartan society. [3:  Richer 2007: 237-238]  [4:  Parker 2002: 161]  [5:  Plut. Lyc. 6.2] 

	During times of peace, Spartan citizens regularly participated in festivals and rituals for the gods. Michael Pettersson lays out a comprehensive chart describing the cultic duties of a Spartan citizen all the way from birth until death. This chart includes participation in games dedicated to Artemis Orthia, musical performances dedicated to Apollo, sacrifices to Herakles, and sacrifices to Demeter to name a few.[footnoteRef:6] If such religious events and mile markers were acted upon during times of peace, how then would it be seen as manipulation to act upon equally religious events during times of political strife? We must also remember that in the time of Sparta, their practices of worshiping gods in various ways was not considered “religion” as we understand it today. Instead, our modern idea of religion was simply their reality and their way of life. In understanding this, it is more easy to distinguish the Spartan personality from other Greek poleis. While the names of the gods and heroes involved in their societies may have been the same, the overarching ways of life amongst different poleis were different and therefore the “religion” of each polis would have been inherently different as well.[footnoteRef:7] With that in mind, it is arrogant to think that Sparta is manipulative simply because they went about certain things more differently or stubbornly to other poleis.  [6:  Pettersson 1992: 89]  [7:  Flower 2009: 195-196] 

	In addition to religious activities during daily life and during times of peace, Sparta also participated in a number of religious acts during war time. These could be larger or smaller due to necessity, sometimes so large as to found an entirely new colony during war time. In 426 BC during the Archidamian War, Sparta founded Heraclea Trachinia after consulting with the Oracle at Delphi.[footnoteRef:8] This shows that not only did Sparta seek the guidance of the Oracle at Delphi, but that it followed the Oracle’s instructions. In addition to this, the founding of the new colony gave Sparta stronger influence in the association of poleis to supervise religious institutions known as the Amphictiony.[footnoteRef:9] This was not the only time the Spartans sought the guidance of the Oracle at Delphi during war time. During the Tegean War, Sparta found themselves at a disadvantage and therefore sent ambassadors to the Oracle for help. The Oracle at Delphi explained that the Spartans must bring back the bones of Orestes in order to win and become lord of Tegea. Upon searching for and ultimately locating the bones, Sparta was able to win the war against the Tegeans and successfully control most of the Peloponnese.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Morgan, Hornblower, Spawforth 2014]  [9:  Darvill 2009]  [10:  Hdt. 1.67-8] 

	Sparta did not always take part in certain tasks due to religion and in fact used religious traditions and rituals in order to avoid aiding other poleis at times. In the event of the Battle at Marathon, Sparta rejected the Athenian’s call for help at first stating that going to war before the moon’s circle was full during the Carnea was breaking the law.[footnoteRef:11] Spartans were known to make sacrifices during war and heed omens when they appeared. Spartan king Agesilaus made multiple sacrifices on behalf of the state when he was in power, and took the negative and positive omens he received in return as gospel. In fact, when he received two sets of negative omens in response to his sacrifices, he persisted and made a third offering to which he received the positive omen he wanted.[footnoteRef:12] This could be seen as manipulation or “cheating” due to his persistence and refusal to accept the first omen as true. However, it can also be interpreted as perseverance to his cause and his intense desire for vindication. Regardless of how it is interpreted individually, what cannot be denied is the fact that this was a deeply religious act that not only was pursued, but also taken into consideration and corrected when necessary.  [11:  Hdt. 6.106-7]  [12:  Xen. Hell. 3.3.4] 

	It should not be forgotten that while Sparta may appear to have used religion as a cop out to avoid sending aid to other poleis, religious respect was also granted at a disadvantage to Sparta. While King Agesilaus may have seemed to cheat the omens sent to him following sacrifices, he also respected religious asylum when eighty armed Theban soldiers took shelter in the temple of Athena after a battle against Sparta. Rather than seek these men out and kill them, he ordered his men to allow them to go free.[footnoteRef:13] Being that this decision was certainly not in the best interest of Sparta, this demonstrates Sparta’s ability to put religion first and act in pious manners even during war times.  [13:  Xen. Hell. 4.3.19] 

	The well-known piety of Sparta could have played a part in the decisions of other Poleis. There are two instances in which Argos specifically attempted to take advantage of the religious dedication that Sparta exhibits. When the Argives acted to overthrow their leading oligarchs, they waited specifically until the celebration of Gymnopaediae when they knew Sparta would not send aid. Additionally, Argos altered their calendar so that it would appear that they were observing sacred months in which Sparta was absolutely forbidden to attack. The Spartans took this so seriously that their king Agesipolis consulted the oracles at Delphi and Olympia before acting against the Argives.[footnoteRef:14] In events such as these, it almost shows a weakness in Sparta that was able to be exploited by other poleis. However, what is interesting is the fact that this “weakness” is not of a ruling or militaristic power, but rather that of a system of beliefs. In a society as brutal in militaristic ways as Sparta, one wouldn’t necessarily think that something as mundane as religious duties would prevent them from acting during times of war. It is possible that this intrinsic religion formed a stronghold within Spartan society in such a way that it was prevented from internal instability for upwards of 400 years.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Flower 2009: 198]  [15:  Flower 2009: 214] 

	Being that Sparta was such an intensely religious and militaristic society, it is incredibly difficult if not neglectful to attempt to separate the two narratives. Every moment of a Spartan’s life was oriented around obeying the gods, acting in rituals and festivals, and serving the polis and its needs. Indeed, religious importance helped to shape the very foundation and structure of society in Sparta. Religion may have attributed to orderliness and discipline just as much, if not more so than military training did.[footnoteRef:16] It could be argued that Sparta was more dedicated and disciplined about their religious acts than any other Greek polis.[footnoteRef:17] Is it possible than Sparta was so much more pious than other polis that they ultimately ended up appearing insincere about their beliefs? [16:  Parker 2002: 173]  [17:  Flower 2009: 193 ] 

	Altogether I feel it is very apparent that Sparta was a deeply pious polis, almost to a fault at times. Whether within their daily lives, times of peace, or times of war, Sparta never failed to place their religious duties above all else. If ever there was a cause to go against what they believed to be the gods’ intention, guidance was sought sometimes multiple times to ensure no punishment would come to Sparta. These blatant acts of respect for the gods and the consequences they may have faced in disobeying them would not be as prevalent in a merely manipulative society. The vast amounts of evidence all point to the fact that Sparta was true in their beliefs and actions and can be considered to be a pious place above all else. 
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