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Introduction

In short, Lycurgus accustomed the citizens not to wish

nor to know how to live independently,

but just like bees to always be a part of the community

and, clustering together about their leader,

to be close to ecstasy in their enthusiasm and ambition,

and to belong wholly to their country.

Plut. Lyc. 25.3.1


In his vivid analogy of the beehive, Plutarch illustrates a vision of Sparta which has a long tradition within its scholarly and wider cultural reception.2 Indeed, it is a vision which he has played a major role in propagating.3 Historically, scholarship has followed Plutarch in perceiving Sparta as a place in which the desire of the individual to serve their own ends and identify themselves as distinct from the wider community was notably suppressed, at least in comparison with other Greek states.4 However, it has long been recognized that, at most, any such efforts were partial in their success. In his famous essay on Spartan society, Moses Finley highlighted the inequalities which the Spartan social and political structure contained and generated, even when considered as an ‘ideal type’.5 Likewise, in his first article on Sparta, ‘Social Order and the Conflict of Values in Classical Sparta’, Stephen Hodkinson categorized wealth, birth, seniority and personal merit as factors active within Spartan society, but at odds with the uniformity, conformity and priority of collective interests which he identified as tenets of Sparta’s official ideology.6 More recent work has expanded our appreciation of the social differentiation and individualization which was at play within the Spartiate community. However, the exact contours of the relationship between individual and community in Sparta remain a matter of debate.7 The aim of this book is to explore the ways in which individual Spartiates distinguished themselves. More specifically, it examines how the standing of individuals within the Spartiate community in the classical period was defined by and through diverse Spartan institutions.


Institutions and Spartan scholarship

Scholarship on Sparta has developed massively over the course of the last half-century, and Sparta’s institutions have been prominent throughout that process.8 If we look back to the 1960s, a significant proportion of the emerging academic bibliography on Sparta (at least by weight) consisted of stand-alone general histories, often written by scholars without a background of research in this area.9 These volumes would include the required discussions of the dyarchy, the communal upbringing, the helots and other noteworthy features of Spartan society. At the same time, more detailed and focused studies of Spartan institutions were being produced. Notable examples include Antony Andrewes’ analysis of recorded instances of Spartan political decision-making in ‘The Government of Classical Sparta’ – a still-invaluable paper nestled within a 1966 Festschrift in honour of Victor Ehrenberg;10 and the multiple contributions on Sparta contained within Geoffrey de Ste. Croix’s seminal 1972 monograph on The Origins of the Peloponnesian War – not least among its forty-seven appendices.11

Since then, in a window of time, which I would measure from the 1979 publication of Paul Cartledge’s landmark work Sparta and Lakonia: A Regional History 1300–362 bc,12 we have seen the relative decline of general histories of Sparta in favour of more focused publications which seek to address specific issues and themes within the history of Sparta and Spartan society.13 Central to this has been the profusion of essays on topics relating to Sparta facilitated by the publication of edited volumes – in particular those arising from the meetings of the International Sparta Seminar (ISS) and conferences of the University of Nottingham’s Centre for Spartan and Peloponnesian Studies (CSPS).14 Explorations of Spartan institutions have featured prominently within this output. Over the same period, though highly significant monographs have appeared,15 longer, book-length treatments of Spartan institutions have proven comparatively rare within anglophone scholarship.16 The same has not been true within other scholarly traditions, and new monographs on Spartan institutions have included such works as Fabian Schulz’s detailed comparison of homeric councils and the Spartan gerousia and Nicolas Richer’s 650-page opus on Les Éphores.17 Under this heading we might also count the extensive discussions of Sparta within broader tomes on institutional topics, such as Pierre Carlier on kingship in the classical Greek world and Francoise Ruzé on deliberative assemblies and councils.18

One reason that Spartan institutions have continued to feature so prominently within scholarship on Sparta, even amid the significant developments which this field has undergone over the last half-century, is because they feature so prominently within our sources: Xenophon’s Constitution of the Lacedaemonians purports to be a consideration of ‘the epitēdeumata (practices/customs, sc. institutions) of the Spartiates’ (1.1); Plutarch’s Life of Lycurgus is in large part an account of the constitution which Plutarch believed that Spartan lawgiver had created; Aristotle makes Sparta one of three states whose constitutions are the subject of detailed examination within his Politics (1269a 30–1271b 20);19 Thucydides details the efficient command structure of the Spartan army at the battle of Mantinea for the benefit of his readers (5.66); Herodotus presents a wealth of information regarding the Spartan dyarchy, including enumerating the rights of the Spartan kings (6.56–59).

But why do Spartan institutions appear in our sources so prominently? Because the vast majority of our sources are non-Spartan,20 and are engaged in analysis of institutions and a society which they perceive to be unusual or exceptional. The Athenian Xenophon goes on to state that Lycurgus created the epitēdeumata of the Spartiates ‘not imitating other states’, but creating a system ‘opposite to that of most others’ (1.2);21 the perceived exceptionality of the Spartan constitution is a principal reason why the Stagirite Aristotle grants it such particular attention in his Politics; Sparta’s kings merited ethnographic treatment of a kind which the Halicarnassian Herodotus normally reserves for barbarians because they were scions of an institution foreign to most classical Greeks;22 the Boeotian (and Roman)23 Plutarch attributed to Lycurgus a uniquely community-oriented way of life, as the quotation above suggests; both Herodotus’ and (the Athenian) Thucydides’ discussions of Sparta mark the Spartans and their society as diverging from the wider Greek norm.24

The exceptionality of Spartan society, traditionally a central tenet of scholarship on Sparta, has become a matter of debate in recent years.25 There are active disagreements among scholars regarding how far the exceptionality which our non-Spartan sources undeniably perceived – even if to a greater or lesser degree – matches historical reality, or else may be a product of the evidentiary phenomenon known as the ‘Spartan Mirage’.26 Yet, as we shall see, Sparta was home to an array of institutions, some of which were undeniably exceptional. What we shall explore is the degree of such exceptionality, and the impact which these institutions had upon the structure and functioning of the Spartiate community and wider Spartan society.



Institutions and New Institutionalism

The study of institutions has itself undergone significant transformations over the last half-century. Within the social sciences, a mid-twentieth-century behaviourist methodological trend away from institutions and towards a focus on individuals has given way to a ‘New Institutionalist’ or ‘Neo-institutionalist’ turn, with a renewed focus on the ways in which institutions influence and direct the behaviour of individuals.27 This has notably reinvigorated the study of institutions.28 However, in part because of the range of fields and disciplines which it has impacted, New Institutionalism describes a shift of perspective or focus, rather than a single coherent model.29 Indeed, there is a significant range in scholars’ usage of the term ‘institution’.

To illustrate the complexities surrounding how we define an institution, we may consider the issue of age in Sparta. Simply put, age is an institution,30 which manifested in Sparta in multiple ways: in common with societies ancient and modern, Sparta enforced a minimum age for the holding of public office, and more generally observed a distinction between adulthood and ‘immaturity’;31 youths were divided into formal age-classes as they proceeded through the communal upbringing;32 elderly Spartiates (i.e. those over the age of sixty) were able to seek election to the ‘council of elders’ – the gerousia.33 More generally, our sources emphasize the reverence for the elderly displayed in Sparta.34 Herodotus states that younger Spartans give way and move aside when they meet their elders in the street, and rise from their seats when they approach – this apparently being a respect in which the Spartans, alone among the Greeks, match Egyptian custom (2.80).35 Plutarch echoes this testimony, claiming that Lycurgus made it dishonourable to remain unwed, and that one consequence of persistent bachelorhood was the loss of the deference (therapeia) which the young customarily showed to their elders: one such youth refused to give up his seat to the unwed Spartiate Dercyllidas, though he was well-esteemed (eudokimos) as a military commander, saying that Dercyllidas had fathered no child who would (in due course) make way for him (Lyc. 15.1–2).36

This customary expression of deference by the young may also be described as an institution – regardless of scale and irrespective of whether or not it was externally enforced or observed without exception. The interaction requires both participants to consult a shared ‘cognitive script’, which sets out the correct course of action for both parties (a script which Dercyllidas’ interlocutor was consciously refusing to follow).37 At the same time, despite these various age-related practices, and the age–class component apparent in the communal upbringing, Nigel Kennell convincingly argues that Sparta did not constitute an ‘age-class society’ – which he would define as ‘a society in which an age-system is the dominant institution, socially, politically, and religiously, through which all individuals must pass’.38 Bearing its flexibility in mind, this book does not aspire to provide a comprehensive analysis of every conceivable Spartan ‘institution’, and at different points we will return to the issue of how scholars have defined and applied this term in relation to Sparta.39

The strata which made up Spartan society, major (Spartiates, perioeci, helots) and minor (hypomeiones, nothoi, trophimoi, neodamōdeis, etc.), may each be said to constitute an institution – formally recognized in their rights/privileges and their criteria of membership/eligibility. The Spartiate stratum is the focus of this monograph, and other strata will feature at relevant junctures, with dedicated discussion in Chapter 5, ‘Beyond the Spartiate Community’.40 On a smaller scale, there are numerous institutions relevant to the Spartiate community. In some instances, these are offices and other selective institutions of which only some Spartiates could ever claim membership: the Spartan dyarchy – the most selective institution of all – is the subject of its own chapter. In other instances, these are universal institutions – activities and practices in which all Spartiates would be expected to participate, and in some cases to progress through: Sparta’s communal upbringing – a
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