
 

 

ANCIENT HISTORY 
 
Explain the numerous ancient historical views of Sparta 
 
 
There were many ancient historians who provided views on the main features of Sparta, such as the 
issue of Lycurgus, dual kingship, government magistrates, the Spartan army, women, and the 
economy. 
 
According to ancient sources, a lawgiver by the name of Lycurgus was responsible for setting up 
most of Sparta’s political and social institutions. The Spartans worshipped Lycurgus as a god and 
believed that he gave them a way of life. Herodotus believes that Lycurgus visited the Delphic 
Oracle where he was recognised as a god. Plutarch also raises the question as to whether he was a 
god or a man, suggesting the power and civilisation Lycurgus brought to the Spartans. Lycurgus 
was also responsible for establishing the laws of the Spartan constitution, which, as Herodotus 
states, ‘was brought from Crete, after he became guardian of his nephew, Leobotas’. The laws that 
Lycurgus brought about was responsible for the increasing power of Spartan society. Plutarch 
supports this by stating that ‘he created a society outstanding both for their balance and their 
practicality’, suggesting how Lycurgus improved Sparta. Not only did Lycurgus introduce new laws, 
but he also, according to Xenophon and Plutarch, made changes to existing ones, such as the 
messes and the use of iron bars. According to ancient historians, Lycurgus made great changed to 
the Spartan way of life. 
 
The dual kingship of Sparta was another major feature of the constitution. The two kings had much 
power when it came to military and religious decisions. They were supreme commanders of the 
army; and also considered as intermediaries between the gods and men. Aristotle also believed that 
they had much power, as he states that the kings received double food rations and were served 
before all else. The power is also shown in their accompany of 100 men during war to guard the 
king. Plutarch suggests that the kings had a decisive influence in all aspects of Spartan society, 
such as family, where ‘one who wishes to adopt a child must do it in the kings presence’ states 
Herodotus. They also had an influence on the origins of Sparta as shown in source 13 stating, ‘he 
founded and named after his wife a city’, showing the influence and power that Spartan kings had 
as a city was formed after the name of women, originally an unimportant figure in society. The 
ancient views suggest that the kings were a powerful figure 
 
The other government magistrates of the ephors and gerousia were also another important feature 
of Sparta. The ephors were the prime force in the Spartans life. They were responsible for many 
issues, such as advising the king and having charge of the agoge. However, according to Aristotle, 
who provides great insight into the Spartan constitution, they were poor men and were open to 
bribes. He further states that their power was great but tyrannical. Xenophon supports Aristotles 
view through his quote, ‘They exercise their authority just as they please for a full year, but in the 
style of tyrants’, suggesting the corruption of the ephors and the system of government. However, 
due to the reputation and power of the ephors, Plutarch viewed that the institution of ephors served 
to reinforce the constitution rather than weaken it. Aristotle and Xenophon have more evidence to 
support their view. 
 
This is shown through the Gerousia who, as Plutarch states, ‘have been guilty of taking bribes and 
have been corrupt enough to give away a lot of public property’, further reinforcing the corruption of 
power in the Spartan government. Aristotle further concretes his argument as he believes that their 
method of voting, by acclamation, was childish. Overall, the ephors, by ancient views, were believed 
to be corrupt. 
 
Women, although not entirely known, they were extremely important to most aspects of Sparta. The 
main role of women in Spartan society was to produce healthy children. As a result, they conducted 
physical training so they would become healthy and hence their children. Aristotle believes that the  



 

 

women had it easy, and they lived in every sort of luxury. Euripides supports him in this matter. 
However as the Spartans were a military state, they heavily relied on the women to produce 
children for Spartan functionality. The women also owned the household and generally the helots 
too as the men were not usually home. Unlike other ancient historians, Plato states that many 
aspects of their lives were hard. However, Aristotle believes that they were adverse to the 
happiness of the state. He supports this with an example of the Theban invasion, where ‘they were 
utterly useless and caused more confusion than the enemy’. Many ancient historians, besides Plato, 
believe that the women were not useful to the state. 
 
The army was the most major feature of the Spartan society. Not only did a Spartan prove 
themselves in battle, but they also become renowned for their great power. Aristotle believes that 
their whole constitution was focused around the virtue of a soldier which brought victory in war, 
suggesting their dedication to fighting. The agoge was a central part to Spartan army training and 
took many years. However, it is the agoge that made the Spartans prevail. Aristotle believes that the 
‘Spartans brutalise their children and go about it the completely wrong way’. However, other ancient 
historians, such as Plutarch, believed that agoge made them well-disciplined and steadfast in 
hardship. As a result, ‘willingness to obey prevailed among them’, states Xenophon, suggesting the 
success of the Spartan training. Tactics such as phalanx, where the Spartans had a large 
combining shield, led them to victory in many battles. This can also be attributed to marching songs, 
which kept Spartans in right formation. Hence, Herodotus believes that fighting together they were 
the best. Pluto also views that ‘Sparta was the best in the world’, suggesting the success of their 
tactics and military system. 


