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UTOPIA ON THE EUROTAS: 
ECONOMIC ASPECTS OF 
THE SPARTAN MIRAGE 

Paul Christesen 

The existing scholarship on the reasons why the Spartan mirage came into being 
emphasizes the discontent provoked by democratic governance in Athens, the 
polarization created by the long-running hostility between Sparta and Athens, 
the penchant, common among Greek philosophers and political theorists, for 
constructing ideal states, the need to explain the decline in Spartan power in 
the fourth century, and the role of early Sparta as the embodiment of virtue 
in Hellenistic philosophy. 1 While it is dear that these were all factors of some 
importance, they focus solely on the political and military spheres. The ancient 
sources, on the other hand, manifest an abiding fascination with the structure 
of economic activity at Sparta. It is, therefore, well worth asking the question of 
why economics played such a large role in ancient descriptions of Sparta. 2 

The answer is to be found in a widely-shared value system that incorpo
rated normative conceptions of how households were expected to acquire and 
consume resources. This value system enshrined an idealized economic order, 
which retained its conceptual force in spite of a general awareness that it was 
unrealizable. There was, as a result, a strong and persistent desire to make this 
ideal economic order real, or at least to imagine a place where that was possible, 
a desire that was satisfied in part by projecting the idealized economic order 
onto Sparta. This was not mere happenstance. The Lycurgan politeia was the 
product of a series of reforms that pushed economic realities in the direction of 
the ideal.3 As a result, the divergence between the normative and normal was 
smaller in Sparta than in much of the rest of Greece, making it the perfect site 
for a pseudo-historical utopia. 

Careful study of the value system has much to offer in addition to insight into 
why the economic aspects of the Spartan mirage were given such prominence. 
Both the creation of the Spartan mirage in Athens in the late fifth century and 
its survival and growth thereafter can be attributed in part to the operation of 
the value system. Moreover, the value system exercised an important, heretofore 
neglected, influence on the realities of life in Sparta and on representations of 
Spana in the ancient sources. As Oilier observed in his seminal work on the 
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Spartan mirage, historians interested in the realities of life in Sparta must be 

aware of the influences that tended to distort representations of Sparta in the 

ancient sources.4 An understanding of the value system makes possible more 

nuanced readings of the ancient descriptions of economic activity in Sparta and 

more firmly grounded interpretations of the realities of the Spartan economy. 

The discussion that follows begins with a brief excursus on methodological 

considerations in the study of economic value systems and then proceeds to 

an exposition of the value system that shaped economic activity in archaic 

and classical Greece and how that value system affected Greek thinking about 

economic activity. This is followed by an examination of the relationship between 

the value system and the Lycurgan politeia and of the effects of the value system 

on economic realities in Sparta and on perceptions of those realities. An analysis 
of the relative importance of the Spartan model and the value system in Greek 

utopian thought precedes the conclusion, which explores how the value system 

contributed to the emergence of the Spartan mirage in fifth-ce~tury Athens. 

Studying value systems 
The single most important term in the discussion that follows is 'value system', 

which can be defined as the normative values and individual acquisitive desires 

that affected the physical processes of the economy, i.e., production, exchange, 

and consumption, in archaic and classical Greece.5 The study of the Greek value 

system involves significant methodological challenges because the motivations 

shaping economic activity are complex, and any form of description involves 

some degree of simplification, typically through modeling. The model employed 

here is based on the work of]onathan Parry and Maurice Bloch.6 

Parry and Bloch argue that most societies have a bifurcated economic value 

system in which a set ofbehavioral standards (what they call orders) conducive 

to the maintenance of the extant social system is paired with another set of 

standards that answers directly to the needs and desires of individuals. Actual 

behavior is generated by the interplay of the two orders and never corresponds 

precisely to that prescribed by either? In the specific context of ancient Greece 

individuals engaged in economic activity as members of an oikos. The oikos, the 

hinge upon which Greek society turned, consisted of 'buildings and family, land 

and chattels, slaves and domestic animals, hearth and ancestral grave'.8 Despite 
their importance, oikoi could not and did not exist as fully autonomous units but 

as constituent parts of a polis.9 An inherent conflict between the economic needs 

of the household and the obligations that came with being part of a community 

created a dynamic tension that drove the value system. For this reasam, the two 

sets of standards that together comprised the Greek value system are here termed 

the household and communal orders. 10 

While a model is never equivalent to a precise description, Parry's and Bloch's 

methodology fits the realities of ancient Greece unusually well. Household and 

community were foci of overriding importance in ancient Greece and thus played 
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a dominant role in shaping economic activity. Furthermore, the tendency to 

think in terms of interdependent pairings has been explored in numerous aspects 

of Greek culture, including forensic speeches, philosophy, political thought, 
sexual identity, and economics. 11 

The household and communal orders 

The household order placed overriding emphasis on the welfare of the oikos and 

sanctioned virtually any behavior that served this end. Oikoi strove to achieve 

economic self-sufficiency, which can best be understood as the avoidance of 

~eliance upon others for sustenance. Falling into a position of dependence 

mvolved a substantial loss of social status. 12 In pursuit of self-sufficiency and 

their own welfare, households sought to acquire wealth in the most efficient and 

rapid fashion possible and to keep the wealth thus produced in their possession. 

A pithy phrase attributed to Bias neatly encapsulates the values inscribed in the 

household order: 'Having been asked what activity makes men happy, Bias said, 
"Turning a profit" '. 13 

The communal order valorized behavior beneficial to the polis, without 
reference to the needs of individual households. The defining element in the 

communal order was the need for oikoi to establish themselves as legitimate 

members of a polis, through the ownership of real property, 14 participation in 

the _defense of the community, 15 and contributions to its material well-being. 16 

Agnculture and warfare were the most honorable forms of acquisition because 

they required no relationship of dependence and were linked to the criteria by 

which membership in the community was established. 17 Individual oikoi were 

expected to provide economic support to other households, and the community 

as a whole had a powerful claim on the resources of individual households. 

The desire for social status played a key role in the relationship between 

household and community, because the primary restraint on the pursuit of the 

household order was the desire for social status. T he standing of individual oikoi 
within any given community was in large part based on how closely it adhered to 

the prescriptions of the communal order.18 Households were driven to improve or 

to at least maintain their position within intra-community status hierarchies and 

thus frequently acted in ways that were contrary to their economic self-interest. 

Nonetheless, the communal order represented an unachievable ideal for the 

simple reason that very few oikoi were both able and willing to act in a fashion 

fully consistent with its prescriptions on a regular basis. All but the wealthiest 

households were compelled to devote a substantial portion of their productive 

resources to ensuring their own perpetuation and necessarily privileged the 

household over the communal order.19 Restrictions on the means by which 

r~sourc~s could be2~cquired conflicted with the insistence on accumulating and 

~~sbursmg w~alth. Many households voluntarily made the most of opportun
Ities to acqurre wealth through activities other than agriculture and warfare 

and then donated part of the p rofits to the community. T hose households 
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that voluntarily refrained from productive activities other than agriculture 
and warfare were less likely to be able to contribute surplus resources to the 
community. Moreover, the central importance of the oikos provided a powerful 
motivation for households to act in ways that answered to their economic self
interest, so that even those oikoi which were capable of adhering to the norms 
of the communal order did not necessarily do so. 

The impossibility of fully realizing the communal order did not lessen its 
influence on behavior and thought. The dream of a polis in which the communal 
order was fully realized loomed large in the Greek imagination. This dream 
shaped the realities oflife in Sparta in the archaic and classical periods as well as 
perceptions of those realities. 

Dystopia and utopia 
The values of any given society are reflected in its utopian visions.21 The Greek 
value system defined a spectrum, demarcated by the household order on one 
side and the communal order on the other, that stretched from dystopia to 
utopia. It is worth examining this spectrum in detail, as it will help clarify the 
relationship of the value system and the Lycurgan politeia.22 At one end of the 
spectrum lay a chaotic dystopia in which both the communal and household 
orders failed to function. This represented an unsustainable situation and thus 
was more a fear than a reality. It is eloquently described in Hesiod's Works and 
Days (180-20 1), where the race of iron perishes when quarrels and violence 
break out between cities, friends, guests and hosts, brothers, and parents and 
children. 

Next along the spectrum was the community in which the household order 
operated in an unfettered fashion and without reference to the wider interests 
enshrined in the communal order. T he resulting dysnomia was problematic but 
tenable, at least for short periods. Solon's descriptions of sixth-century Attica 
provide the paradigmatic example. He laments that 'the citizens themselves wish 
to destroy this great polis through their folly in the desire for wealth' and warns 
that they 'are near to suffering many grievous pains because of unbounded hybris' 
since 'they do not know how to check their koros ... but grow rich, indulging in 
unjust deeds ... sparing possessions neither sacred nor public' (fr. 4, 1-35).23 

The midpoint on the spectrum was occupied by the community in which 
both the household and communal orders operated simultaneously. Some 
degree of deviance from the ideals contained in the communal order was inevi
table. Such deviance was only acceptable, however, when it served the needs of 
a household. 24 Thus the communal and household orders taken toge~her defined 
a practical norm, which largely coincided with everyday behavior. An example of 
such a community can be found in classical Athens, in which households, both 
rich and poor, regularly pursued their economic self-interest in ways that trans
gressed the boundaries of the communal order, while also displaying sensitivity 
to those boundaries and a willingness to donate resources to the polis.25 
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The next point on the spectrum was the polis in which the communal order 
was largely realized while still preserving the identity of individual households 
(and thus vestiges of the household order). All citizens of such a polis were 
economically self-sufficient, land-owning soldiers who derived the entirety of 
their livelihood from agriculture and warfare, who held a significant amount of 
property in common, and who eagerly competed with each other to further the 
interests of the polis. For the sake of clarity a polis of this type might be desig
nated a 'low utopia', i.e., a place representing an ideal, but an ideal that might 
be realized. 26 

The state described by Plato in the Laws offers the clearest example of a low 
utopia. In the new polis of Magnesia, all citizens are to be given title to an inalien
able k!eros, with the provisions that the land be reckoned the 'common property 
of the whole polis' (7 40a) and that the owners 'shall keep in mind that ... no 
oikos ... belongs so much to the owner or his whole family as to the polis' (877d). 
Plato limits the franchise to those serving in the cavalry or infantry (753b), all of 
whom will be at liberty to serve the state because their lands will be worked by 
slaves (806e). Citizens will be prohibited from engaging in craft activity (846d) 
or trade (91 9d) and are to take their meals in syssitia (806e- 7d, 842c). Marriage 
will be obligatory (721 b), and although males are free to choose their spouses 
(772d), each citizen will be admonished to 'seek a marriage that is beneficial to 
the polis, not one which is pleasing to himself' (773b)Y 

At the far end of the spectrum was the polis in which the communal order 
was so fully realized that individual households no longer existed. T he result 
would have been the absence of stable marriages and the collective ownership 
and management of children, land, and slaves. Such a community is what might 
be called a 'high utopia', i.e., a place representing an unrealizable ideai.Z8 The 
obvious referents for this point on the spectrum are the utopias of comedians and 
philosophers. T he earliest known complete description of a high utopia is that 
found in Aristophanes' Ecclesiazusae29 (produced in the late 390s).30 Praxagora 
helps bring about the installation of a system in which land, money, and all other 
property are communally owned (597-8). Women too are to belong to all men 
in common (612-13). Agriculturallabor is to be performed by slaves (651-2), 
leaving the citizens free to dine in syssitia (675-6, 714-15). The intended result 
is a 'diaitan ... koinen pasin' by means of which, 'the city will become a single 
oikos, all oikoi being merged together' (672-4). A similar regime is prescribed 
for the Guardians in the Republic, who are to have minimal private property 
(4 16d-17b) and to hold wives and children in common (424a, 449c, 457c-d, 
464b) so that 'no parent shall know its own offspring nor any child its patent' 
(457d).31 Both regimes are patent exercises in high utopiaY 

The utopian visions of poets and philosophers had historical, though less 
extreme, counterparts. One of the more striking attempts to actualize the 
communal order took place in the Lipari Islands off the northern coast of Sicily. 
Diodorus (5 .9 .1- 5) reports that a group of colonists left Cnidos and Rhodes 
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c. 580. This group ended up in the Lipari Islands, where they accepted an 
invitation from a small indigenous population to join in a shared settlement. 
Under pressure from Etruscan pirates, the inhabitants of the shared settlement 
divided themselves into two groups, one of which was assigned to farming and 
the other to fighting the pirates. As part of this arrangement, they made the 
islands and their possessions common property and set up a system of syssitia.33 

At some indeterminate later date, land on the main island ofLipara was divided 
into private lots while that on the outlying islands continued to be cultivated in 
common. In a final stage, all the land on the islands was divided into private lots, 
but reallotment was carried out every twenty years.34 This portion of Diodorus' 
work draws upon Antiochus and Timaios, who were well informed about the 
history of Magna Graecia, and is to some extent corroborated archaeologically. 
There is, therefore, good reason to accept it as genuine, in general outline if not 
in every detail. 35 

The same urge to realize the ideals of the communal order is observable in 
the practices of the early (sixth century) Pythagorean communities in southern 
Italy. Waiter Burkert has shown that the early Pythagoreans practised some sort 
of sharing of property (Timaios FGrH 566F13a, 8) and took their meals in 
syssitia, though individuals maintained separate households.36 Syssitia also existed 
in Crete. Ephorus (FGrH70 F149 ap. Str. 10.4.16-22), Aristotle (Pol. 1272a1-
28), the late classical historian Dosiadas (FGrH 458 F2 ap. Ath. 143a-d), the 
historian Pyrgion (of unknown date, FGrH 467 F1 ap. Ath. 143e-f), and an 
inscription from the early fifth century (IC IV 184) all describe the Cretan mess 
system. Revenues from public lands and from a tithe imposed on the crops of 
citizens, along with mandatory contributions from slaves, and, at least in some 
cases, from tributary communities, were used to support a system of public 
messes that served as a redistributive mechanismY 

The example missing from the preceding discussion is Sparta. As will become 
clear, Sparta is a difficult case because the Lycurgan politeia represented one of 
the bolder attempts to realize the communal ideal, because there was a consistent 
tendency after the late fifth century to exaggerate the extent to which the ideal 
and the real converged in Sparta, and because idealized representations of 
Sparta influenced those active in the revolutionary movement led by Agis IV 
and Cleomenes Ill. Ideal, fact, and fiction thus intermingled in ways that are 
not easily untangled. 

The value system and the Lycurgan Politeia 1: chronological considerations 
The assertion that the Spartans sought to make the ideals enshriped in the 
communal order real is based upon the close correspondence between multiple 
elements of those ideals and the Lycurgan politeia. The direction of influence 
is made clear by chronological considerations. Some commonplaces of earlier 
scholarship on Sparta, including the notions that the Spartan kosmos was 
a preserved remnant of'primitive communism',38 was a survival from early Iron 
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Age Dorian practices,39 or was borrowed from Crete,40 are now seen as unsup
portable. The current consensus is that the Lycurgan politeia came into being in 
the second half of the seventh century in response to a crisis linked to the Second 
Messenian War, reached a fairly complete form by the mid-sixth century, and 
then remained stable for roughly two centuries thereafter.41 

The value system seems to have developed considerably earlier, as most, if 
not all, of its basic elements are expressed in the Hesiodic corpus and to a lesser 
extent in the Homeric poems. Eumaeus' statement that Odysseus would have 
given him 'an oikos and kleros and a much-wooed wife' ( Od. 14.64) is reinforced 
by Hesiod's famous advice, 'First of all, get a house and a woman and an ox for 
the plough ... and make everything ready at home, so that you may not have 
to ask of another' (WD, 405-8, cf. 22-3, 243-4, 321-6, 376, 393-4, 695).42 
The interdependent yet conflicted relationship between oikos and community is 
already observable in the Odyssey in which there is 'a persistent tension between 
the aspiration to household self-sufficiency and the recognition that security and 
happiness are only possible in the context of a wider community'.43 The Homeric 
poems contain numerous scenes of elites justifying their position on the basis of 
their military prowess exercised in defense of their communities (If. 9.574-80, 
12.310-21). The existence of a hierarchy of means of acquisition appears in 
Euryalos' reproach to Odysseus in Book VIII of the Odyssey (158-64): 

Then Euryalos answered him and abused him to his face: 'No, stranger, you do not 
seem to be a man experienced in contests, of which there are many among men. 
Rather you seem like a captain of sailors going to and fro in a many-benched ship, 
a man who is both concerned about his cargo and watchful of his goods and his 
rapacious profits. You do not seem like a man who competes for prizes'. 

These elements of the communal order are counter-balanced by an equally 
impressive array from the household order. The importance of self-sufficiency is 
apparent from Hesiod's admonitions to his brother to work lest he find himself 
dependent upon others (397- 401, cf. 27- 32, 306- 20 and Od. 11.488- 91). 
Mentes the Taphian, clearly meant to be understood as one of an elite, engages 
in long-distance trade of iron for copper ( Od. 1.180-4). The Lemnians do 
a thriving business bartering wine for war booty (If. 7.467-75). Hesiod dispenses 
detailed advice on how to profit from maritime trade (WD, 618-49). Even gift
giving is subject to self-interested manipulation, as is apparent from Penelope's 
skill in extracting costly presents from her suitors ( Od. 18.272- 303). T he danger 
that the pursuit of the household order might become an end in itself and thus 
endanger the community is one of the basic themes of the Works and Days 
(202-85, cf. 37-41, 197-201).44 

There can be little doubt that the Greek value system took shape as part of 
the wrenching social, political, and economic changes that marked the eighth 
century. The emergence of more complex forms of socio-political organization 
brought about a corresponding need for higher levels of inter-oikos interaction 
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and co-operation. As the loosely-structured communities of the Early Iron Age 
gave way to the polis, the significance of the relationship between household 
and community increased exponentially.45 Dozens of poleis in close proximity 
to one another confronted the same challenges, and it is likely that the search 
for effective solutions proceeded by fits and starts in various communities, with 
a gradual convergence toward a workable, widely-shared system. Sparta, which 
more and more appears to have been a typical polis prior to the reforms that 
were instituted beginning in the mid-seventh century, was not alone in needing 
to find ways to deal with rising tension between household and community in 
the Archaic period. The influence of the value system on the Lycurgan politeia 
should not, therefore, come as a surprise. 46 

The value system and the Lycurgan Politeia 11: the real and the ideal 
In order to explore further the complicated relationship between the Greek value 
system and the Lycurgan politeia, it is necessary first to come tp some under
standing of the realities of economic activity in Sparta. This immediately brings 
to the fore the oft-lamented source problems and difficulties in separating the 
real from the imaginary. In the present context it is not possible to examine the 
relevant sources, scholarship, and interpretive issues in a complete fashion. It 
will be sufficient to make a rough and ready distinction between two different 
perspectives on the economic life of Lycurgan Sparta. One is best represented 
in the ancient sources by Plutarch and is still favored by many scholars. The 
other is found in the work of Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle and in much of 
the more recent scholarship, especially Step hen Hodkinson's Property and Wealth 
in Classical SpartaY 

Plutarch describes a Sparta where citizens are strictly separated from the 
marketplace (Lye. 25, Mor. 238f, 239e) and are forbidden to own gold or silver 
(Lye. 9, Mor. 226c-d). Agricultural land is divided into lots, the use of (but 
not title to) which is granted to individual Spartiates for the duration of their 
lifetime (Lye. 8.3, 16.1 ; cf. Agis 5, Mor. 226b, 238e, Comp. Lyc.-Numa 2.6, Sol. 
16.1, Cleom. 18.2). Personal property is liberally shared among Spartiates (M or. 
238f), and the active pursuit of wealth is limited. This lack of concern with the 
acquisition of riches is in part owed to a corresponding emphasis on the pursuit 
of status through service to the state (Lye. 9-10, 13.3-5, 16.6- 7, 17.4, 19.3, 
24, 27.2, Mor. 237b- 8a, 238d) and in part due to measures designed to weaken 
the loyalties of individuals to their oikoi and focus their attention on the needs 
of the community (Lye. 15- 16, Mor. 237d). The overriding importance of the 
communal order in Plutarch's Sparta is evident from his statement thatt'Spartiates 
were trained to 'neither wish nor be able to live for themselves, but, like bees, to 

be attached always to the community ... almost overcome with enthusiasm and 
philotimia to belong wholly to their fatherland' (Lye. 25.3).48 Plutarch's Sparta 
is a place that approximates the Greek vision of a high utopia. 

Hodkinson, on the other hand, has argued that some of the ancient sources 
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exaggerate the extent to which economic activity in archaic and classical Sparta 
differed from that found in other Greek poleis. 49 In Hodkinson's Sparta, homoioi 
engage in a range of market transactions, typically involving the disposal of agri
cultural surpluses from their lands. Land is privately owned, alienable, and trans
missible to sons and daughters. Public use and enjoyment of private property 
is circumscribed even among Spartiates, and basic redistributive measures such 
as the imposition of eisphorai are enacted only with difficulty. Socio-economic 
stratification among Spartiates and the active pursuit of wealth by Spartiates are 
understood to be long-standing facets oflife in Sparta, the product of a tenacious 
loyalty on the part of Spartiates to their individual households. 50 

Even the more ordinary Sparta favored by Hodkinson has an economic life 
characterized by a number of atypical features, five of which merit mention 
here. First, all Spartiates own substantial amounts of agricultural land. Sparti
ates are prohibited from earning money through technai or chrematismos, and 
citizenship is contingent upon membership in and continuing contributions 
of agricultural products to a syssition. Insofar as they are effectively barred from 
earning money to purchase those agricultural products in the marketplace, 
Spartiates have no choice but to own farmland. Second, the presence of the 
helots and the expectation that male citizens of all ages will devote much 
of their time to their political and military duties means that Spartiates are 
full-time citizen-soldiers. Third, thoroughgoing restrictions on the display of 
wealth preclude many forms of ostentation used elsewhere in Greece, such as 
expensive clothing, elaborate dining, and large funerary monuments. Fourth, 
there is a strong emphasis on egalitarianism among the homoioi, except insofar 
as individuals prove themselves superior servants of the state. This facet of the 
Lycurgan politeia is closely connected to the enforced austerity imposed by 
syssition membership and restrictions on the use of wealth, both of which work 
to counter the link between wealth and status that was a basic feature of life 
elsewhere in Greece. Fifth, Spartiates practice a limited degree of unstructured 
property-sharing, particularly when out hunting. 51 One might add a sixth 
point, that specific measures such as the physical separation of children from 
their homes at an early age help weaken the normally tight bonds between 
individuals and their households (Xen. Lak. Pol. 1.5-10, 2.10-1, 5.1-2). 
Hodkinson's Sparta is a place that closely approximates a low utopia. 

Regardless of whether one chooses to see Sparta as a high or low utopia, it is 
apparent that Lycurgan Sparta was exceptional in the extent to which it conformed 
to the ideals defined by the value system.52 The Lycurgan reforms were in part 
(and one needs to emphasize the caveat 'in part') shaped by the values enshrined 
in the communal order. The implementation of the Lycurgan reforms brought 
about a fundamental and quite radical transformation ofLacedaemonian society 
that forcefully pushed the normal in the direction of the normative. The result 
was a community that approximated a utopia much more closely than most other 
poleis. As the history of the Lipari Islands, the early Pythagoreans, and Crete 
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indicates, this sort of experiment was not unique, but it was singular in the sense 
that it took place in a state that played a leading role in the Greek world. 53 

The ideal and the real: the transformation of Sparta into a high utopia 
One important question that was left unresolved in the preceding discussion was 
whether Lycurgan Sparta in realiry more closely approximated a high or a low 
utopia. The ancient sources that describe economic activiry in Sparta have been 
repeatedly and exhaustively examined, but the relative merits of the accounts 
offered by Plutarch on one hand and Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle on the other 
are subject to ongoing debate. Careful analysis of the effects of the value system 
on the ancient sources offers an alternative means of approaching the question 
of whether Sparta was in realiry a high or a low utopia. 54 

The earliest significant source is Herodotus, whose mirror can turn Sparta into 
'the Greek other' in which strange and wonderful nomoi flourished. 55 Herodotus 
displays a strong interest in Lycurgan eunomia and is aware of so m~ of the unusual 
features of economic life in Sparta. He singles out the Spartans for the respect they 
show those who do not learn trades and who are thus free to be warriors (2.167). 
Yet his list ofLycurgus' reforms (1.65), which includes 'the practices pertaining 
to war, the sworn companies, the regiments of thirry, and the syssitia, in addition 
to the ephors and the council of elders', makes no mention of many features of 
the Lycurgan politeia (such as equaliry of allotments) that figure prominently in 
later accounts. 56 Like Herodotus, Aristophanes, who alludes frequently to Spartan 
matters and who enjoyed staging comic scenes involving collectivist regimes, 
makes no mention of anything special about Spartan properry systemsY 

The explosion of interest in Sparta among the elite of Athens in the last quarter 
of the fifth century played a critical role in initiating the creation of a legendary, 
utopian Sparta. The first hint of things to come can be found in Thucydides 
1.6, a passage in which Spartan austeriry and egalitarianism is emphasized for 
the first time. Even so, this theme is not developed in the numerous pairs of 
speeches in Books One and Two that compare and contrast Athenian and Spartan 
character, and Thucydides assumes that the standard Greek realities of private 
properry and differences in wealth obtained in Sparta. 58 A distinct change is 
noticeable with Critias' twin Politeiai (in verse and prose). The limited collection 
of extant fragments of these works contains four mentions of Spartan austeriry 
and moderation as well as the first explicit contrast of Spartan practice with the 
norm elsewhere in Greece. 59 

In the Lak. Pol., Xenophon describes a Sparta that is distinctive in a number 
of ways, including legal restrictions on the gainful activiry of Spartiat~s, partici
pation in syssitia, strict limitations on the use of wealth, a moderate amount 
of properry sharing, and unusual marriage arrangements. At the same time, 
Xenophon explicitly mentions extra donations made to syssitia by plousioi (5.3) 
and explains the special marital practices of the Spartiates not only in terms of 
eugenics, but also in terms of the desire for sons who could make no claim on 
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the family estate (1.9). Xenophon thus describes a Sparta that is unusual with 
respect to other Greek poleis, but in no way the high utopian community it was 
to become in the hands of authors such as Plutarch.60 

Yet the roots ofPlutarch's account of the Lycurgan politeia can be traced back 
to Xenophon's Lak. Pol. Chapter 14 of the Lak. Pol. contains the first extant 
articulation of the idea that Sparta had changed for the worse because of the 
corrupting effects of greed and power.61 While the precise reasons for Xenophon's 
caustic remarks about contemporary Sparta in chapter 14 remain unclear, the 
idea that Sparta had been weakened by corruption became important because 
of the need to account for the collapse of Spartan hegemony in the 360s. In 
response to this need, three different lines of explanation came into being. 
The simplest response was to ignore Sparta's difficulties and to emphasize the 
superioriry of the Spartan educational system and the uniry of its citizenry.62 

Plato, on the other hand, took the position that Sparta's difficulties stemmed 
from fundamental and long-standing imperfections in its politeia, including 
the unequal distribution of wealth. Plato portrays the timocratic state, which 
corresponds closely to Sparta, as a degenerate form of the ideal community and 
as a state that is likely to degenerate further (545b-547c).63 Aristotle followed 
Plato's thinking on this point, and Book II of the Politics contains detailed 
criticism of what are portrayed as inherent flaws in the Lycurgan politeia, such as 
helotage, the distribution of land, the system for funding syssitia, public finance, 
and the singular focus on military prowess. 64 Both Plato and Aristotle describe 
a Sparta with a high degree of differentiation between rich and poor and without 
a communal properry regime of any kind. Aristotle's analysis is particularly 
important because he was well informed about the Lycurgan politeia and shows 
a marked interest in communal properry systems,65 but gives no indication that 
Sparta was noteworthy in this regard. 66 The critiques of Plato and Aristotle did 
not, however, in the long run exercise a significant influence on the development 
of popular perceptions of Sparta. 

The idea that Sparta had lapsed into corruption found its start in Xenophon 
and had, by the Hellenistic period, developed into the standard approach to 
understanding archaic and classical Sparta. Either the influx of wealth or dilution 
of the Lycurgan nomoi was seen as causing Sparta's decline. Both alternatives built 
upon a pre-existing Greek tradition of explaining military defeat as the result 
of moral corruption induced by the possession of wealthY A distinction arose 
between a pure, primordial Sparta and a contemporary Sparta in which Lycurgan 
nomoi no longer prevailed. This distinction underwrote the creation of a legendary 
Sparta, set safely in the distant past. With the passage of time, this legendary 
Sparta more and more embodied the idealized notions enshrined in the value 
system, making Sparta into a pseudo-historical example of a high utopia.68 

The discrete stages in the construction of this legendary Sparta are difficult to 
trace in detail because of the loss of much of the relevant material. The pamphlet 
written by Pausanias in exile was one source for a range of assertions about changes 
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made to the Lycurgan politeia by Lysander and others. Pausanias was the victim of 
a bitter internal struggle over the direction of Spartan policy after the Peloponne
sian War. He wrote with the goal of discrediting the imperialist policies advocated 
by Lysander and the associated changes to the Spartan diaita, on the grounds 
that they were corrupting the traditional Lycurgan system.69 This partisanship 
might give one pause about the veracity of some ofPausanias' statements. Yet his 
pamphlet was used by Ephorus in his influential universal history. Ephorus took 
the position that luxury and idleness weakened the hold of the Lycurgan nomoi 
and that as a result Spartans began to use coined money and amass wealth?0 He 
constructed a fictional biography for Lycurgus and was in all probability the first 
author to ascribe to Lycurgus an anadasmos undertaken in the name of equality.71 

The speculations of the Peripatetics, the Cynics, and the Stoics further contrib
uted to the growth of the legendary Sparta, though the fragmentary nature of the 
relevant sources limits what can be said. Both Diogenes and Zeno wrote about 
ideal states in which private property and traditional family life were abolished, 
and Plutarch (Lye. 31) cites Lycurgus as their inspiration.72 

The gradual 'utopianization' of Sparta narrowed the gap berween historians' 
descriptions of the legendary Sparta and the speculations of philosophers about 
the ideal state. This accounts for Plutarch's conclusion that Diogenes and 
Zeno were inspired by Lycurgus. The legendary Sparta more and more came 
to resemble Plato's ideal state, and it should come as no surprise that authors 
interested in Sparta began to reconstruct Lycurgan Sparta on the basis of Plato's 
description of Callipolis in the Republic?3 The line berween fact and fiction 
became blurred beyond recognition. 

The revolution led by Agis and Cleomenes complicated matters even further. 
The revolutionary program included the imposition of austerity, redistribution 
of land, and abolition of debts. These measures were justified on the grounds 
that they represented the restoration of Lycurgan nomoi abandoned during 
Sparta's fourth-century hegemonic ventures?4 To the extent that Plutarch's 
account can be relied upon, the revolutionaries' belief in the Lycurgan pedigree 
of their reforms seems to have been genuine?5 Thus the value system affected 
the realities of life in Sparta for a second time. The conscious (re)construction 
of Spartan society in the archaic period was in part guided by the dictates of the 
value system, as the Spartans sought to make the real reflect the ideal. In the 
third century, Spartan reforms were again driven by the value system, this time 
encapsulated in the construct that was legendary Sparta. 

Although the revolution failed, it had the effect of making the pseudo
historical accounts of legendary Sparta appear all the more plausible.}Polybius, 
despite his intense distaste for Agis' and Cleomenes' plans, unquestioningly 
accepts the equal distribution of public land and absence of greed as basic 
elements of the Lycurgan politeia (6.45). Plutarch brought the process of the 
construction oflegendary Sparta to full fruition by blending all of the preceding 
accounts into a coherent whole.76 
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The historical development of ancient descriptions of economic activity 
in Sparta has strong parallels in other aspects of Greek thought about Sparta. 
Stefan Schmal, for instance, has found that descriptions of Spartan socio
political institutions in ancient authors were often strongly influenced by 
utopian political ideas, which were in turn predicated in part upon theo
retical speculations and in part upon ethnographic information, both real and 
imagined.77 Ellen Millender has argued that the growth of Attic democracy 
and the enduring hostility berween Athens and Sparta led to a 'barbarization' 
of Sparta in Athenian imagination, through the transferal of what Athenians 
perceived as common barbarian practices to the Spartans.78 While Schmal 
discusses the transformation of Sparta toward the markedly positive and 
Millender toward the markedly negative, in both cases Sparta was being used 
as a space in which the limits of the possible were being explored. The utopian 
element in Plutarch's account of economic activity in Sparta is reflected in 
Greek descriptions of ethnic groups located at the edges of the known world. 
In his periodos of Europe, Ephorus (FGrH 70 F42 ap. Strabo 7.3.9) describes 
the lifestyles of the Skythians and Sauromatai, the peoples who inhabit the 
farthest limits of the continent. He states that some members of these groups 
are cannibals, while others provide paradeigmata of good conduct. He singles 
out the Scythian nomads who live on mare's milk as the most just of men and 
suggests the following reasons for this (11. 7-1 0) : 

... clL6ct l:a~s bLaLl:ULS e1mt..ds OVl:ES ~eat 01J XPTJ!J.Ul:Wl:UL np6s 1:f UAA~AO'US 

EUVO!J.OVVl:m, Kmvi:t mivl:a ExOVl:ES l:U l:E ana Kat l:US yuva~KaS teaL l:EKVa teat l:~V 
ISA.T]v ouyy£veLav, np6s 1:e wvs £nos a~J.axol doL Kat avlteTJWL, o'llbi:v £xov1:es 1m£p ou 
bouA.Euoo'UOL. 

... since their diaita is not extravagant and they are not interested in money (o'll 
XPTJ!J.actocaL), they behave in a well-ordered fashion (e'llvo~J.oilvcm) toward one another, 
holding their wives and children and all their kinsmen in common and all their other 
things. T hey are invincible and unconquered by outsiders, because they have nothing 
that would make them worth enslaving. 

The parallels, both terminological and conceptual, with Plato's prescrip
tions for the Guardians and Plutarch's account of Sparta are striking.79 T hose 
parallels are strengthened by Ephorus' statement that Anacharsis the Scythian 
was included among the Seven Sages because of his sophrosyne, one of the distin
guishing traits of the Spartans. It is noteworthy that Ephorus wrote extensively 
about Sparta (see, for example, FGrH 70 F ll8, 149, 175) and specifically 
discussed the banning of silver and gold coinage from Sparta after the Peloponne
sian War (F205 ap. Plut. Lys. 17.2) . Ephorus was, moreover, not the only ancient 
author who wrote about both Sparta and utopian communities. Dicaearchus 
produced a treatise on the Spartan politeia (Fr. 1 Wehrli) as well as a work called 
Bios Hellados in which he traced the history of human culture, beginning with 
an idealized golden age of the type described by Hesiod (see n. 29) . The part 
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of the world at the edge of Greek experience, the distant past, Plato's Callipolis, 
and Sparta were all places where the ideal became real. 

Over the course of the centuries, Sparta was imaginatively transformed from 
a low to a high utopia. Sparta slid along the spectrum toward the ideal as the 
passage of time created distance between the present and the past in which 
primordial Sparta was located. An impulse to make the ideal 'real' was embedded 
in the Greek value system, which thus tended to generate distortions in the repre
sentation of the economic life of Sparta. This calls the vision of Sparta as high 
utopia into question and lends support to Hodkinson's reading of the relevant 
evidence. Lycurgan Sparta was atypical in the extent to which it embodied the 
ideals enshrined in the communal order, but it approximated an ordinary Greek 
polis more closely than Plutarch believed. 

Assessing the influence of the Lycurgan model 
By the late fifth century the Lycurgan politeia had become a stand\l:rd referent in 
treatments of the idealized elements of the value system. Yet it is necessary to be 
cautious about over-estimating the extent of its influence. There is a noticeable 
tendency, beginning in the ancient world, to attribute the existence of similarities 
between Sparta and any fictional or historical community to the influence of the 
Spartan model, even though the web of postulated interconnections can stretch 
the bounds of the imagination. In examining such similarities, it is necessary to 
take the value system into account as a possible source of inspiration. 

The scholarship on Aristophanes' inspiration for the utopia sketched in the 
Ecclesiazusae provides an illuminating example. It has been argued that the 
Ecclesiazusae must have been written to mock some specific individual's plan 
for a high utopia. Some early scholars posited that Plato had circulated drafts 
of the Republic, to which Aristophanes responded with the Ecclesiazusae. There 
is, however, no evidence for drafts of the Republic and neither Plato nor any 
comparable figure is mentioned anywhere in the play, even though Aristophanes 
was never shy about identifYing the targets of his mockery. 8° Further, Aristotle 
(Pol. 1266a31-6, ·1274b9-1 0) explicitly states that Plato was the first to propose 
a fully elaborated scheme for a state with a communal property regime. 

Ephraim David has argued for a more nuanced scenario, in which the 
ideas parodied in the Ecclesiazusae are based not on a philosophical work, but 
instead respond to a 'complex amalgam of contemporary schemes and proposals 
stemming from various sources of inspiration, but having a common aim: to 
find a way to salvation from the difficult crisis in which Athens found itself at 
the time'. 81 David identifies Sparta as an important inspiration for sud1 schemes 
and proposals. The absence of any direct reference to Sparta as a model, despite 
Aristophanes' demonstrated willingness to 'stage Sparta' explicitly in the Lysis
trata, calls this idea into question. 82 David is, however, right to emphasize 
that Aristophanes was not responding to the work of any single thinker but 
to a myriad of different ideas and proposals, many of which shared common 
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elements through the influence of the value system. This shared thread made 
it possible for Aristophanes to construct a plot that drew on diverse sources yet 
was recognizable and interesting to a general Athenian audience, because that 
audience was steeped in a value system that valorized the sort of collectivism 
that Aristophanes staged for comic effect. The similarities between the utopia 
sketched in the Ecclesiazusae and Lycurgan Sparta are to be ascribed less to the 
direct influence of Sparta on Aristophanes than to the existence of a value system 
that shaped both Aristophanes' thinking and Sparta, though the two possibilities 
are not mutually exclusive. 

A similar approach could be suggested in regard to the Republic and the Laws. 
While Plato's thinking was influenced by his knowledge of Sparta, Lacedaemon 
was not his ideal society. Sparta is the model for the second-best community, 
i.e., the timocratic state described at 545b-547c of the Republic and the new 
home of the Magnesians detailed in the Laws. The inferiority of the second-best 
community is explicit in the Laws (739b-e). The idea that Plato constructed the 
ideal state of the Republic by exaggerating the unique features of the Lycurgan 
politeia is not entirely without merit, but a more nuanced understanding would 
also make allowance for the influence of the value system. 83 This conclusion 
is reinforced by the similarity between Plato's ideal state and the communities 
constructed by the Lipari Islanders and the early Pythagoreans. While the latter 
may have had some effect on Plato's thinking, it is far from obvious how one 
might account for the features shared by the politeia established by the Lipari 
Islanders and Plato's Callipolis without looking to the underlying and mediating 
influence of the value system.84 

The case of Crete is also instructive. There are notable parallels between the 
Lycurgan politeia and the politeiai of at least some poleis in Crete. Both ancient 
and modern writers have repeatedly sought to establish one as the model for 
the other, some viewing Crete as the originator, some Sparta. The continuing 
confusion over the direction of influence is in and of itself a strong indication 
that a strictly diffusionist perspective is likely to be untenable.85 There is good 
evidence that the centerpiece of the so-called Cretan politeia - the andreion 
- came into being sometime around the end of the seventh century and that 
elites in many poleis in Crete were moving away from ostentatious display of 
material wealth and toward a rigorous austerity at this time. Sparta and at least 
some Cretan poleis were thus evolving along similar lines at the same time, in 
part as the result of the existence of a shared value system. This would account 
for the existence of striking similarities among the practices not just ofSparta and 
Crete, but also other temporally and geographically disparate Greek communities 
without having to posit elaborate patterns of diffusion.86 

Conclusion: legendary Sparta: when, where, and why 
If the final stage of the development of legendary Sparta, at least in the ancient 
world, was reached in the early second century CE through the efforts ofPlutarch, 
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the process of development began in Athens in the late fifth century. 87 Why did 
the overlap between the economic realities of Sparta and the communal order 
become an important issue in late fifth- and early fourth-century Athens? 

The value system took shape at a time when the Greek economy was largely 
agricultural. 88 As Athens grew into one of the great commercial centers of the 
Mediterranean in the fifth century, the value system did not collapse, but it 
was under strain. The existence of a large and vibrant non-agricultural sector 
in the Athenian economy made it more difficult to adhere to the prescriptions 
of the communal order.89 The result was an ill-defined discomfort on the part 
of many Athenians and nostalgia for the 'good old days' when the communal 
order ostensibly reigned supreme. These longings were particularly prominent 
in Socratic circles, the members of which looked for an alternative to Athens 
and found it in Sparta. 

This was understandable, since the communal order was unusually prominent 
in Sparta, and its largely agricultural economy stood in sharp <;:ontrast to the 
much more commercialized economy of Athens.90 An economic perspective can, 
therefore, help explain why Athenians in particular might have looked to and 
for a place where the communal order was more prominent, why they did so at 
the end of the fifth century, and why they chose Sparta. The emergence of the 
Spartan mirage was driven in part by changes in the structure of the Athenian 
economy and resulting tensions in the value system. 

The nature of the Greek value system in general and the communal order 
in particular was such as to create a sense that there really ought be some place 
where the ideal economic order operated, even if it was impossible to say where 
and how that might be possible. For the ancient Greeks, Sparta came to be just 
this sort of place. 
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Notes 
1 Hodkinson 1994; Hodkinson 2000, 19-64 following Ollier 1933, 42-55; Tigerstedt 

1965-78, 2: 13-16 and passim. All dates are BCE unless otherwise indicated. All trJnslations of 

ancient Greek literary and epigraphic texts are my own. Abbreviations are as given in L'annee 
philo!ogique and LSJ. 

2 There has been surprisingly little scholarship that directly addresses this question. The best 

previous study remains von Pohlmann 1925, 1. 80-114. Von Pohlmann's primary interest in 

this section of his work is to demonstrate that economic activity in Sparta did not represent 
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a survival of primitive communism. He briefly discusses the influence of utopian thinlcing on 

ancient conceptions of economic activity in Sparta, but does not consider the issue in any detail 

and has nothing to say about causation. Hodlcinson (2000) explores the economic aspects of the 

Spartan mirage in depth, but does not treat the question of why ancient descriptions of Sparta 
devoted so much attention to economic issues. 

3 'Lycurgan po!iteia' is used throughout the discussion that follows to refer to the distinctive 

socio-political system that came into being in Sparta during the archaic period and continued 

to function through the classical period. The phrase 'Lycurgan reforms' is used to refer to the 

series of measures that brought this politeia into being. 'Lycurgan' here is nothing more than 

a terminological convenience, and should not be taken as carrying any implicit claims about 
the historical status of Lycurgus. 

4 Oilier 1933, 7-10. 
5 The approach adopted here is synchronic, and the value system is assumed to be pervasive. 

Discussion of these specific points and methodology in general is abbreviated, as the focus here 

is the economic aspects of the Spartan mirage. I have explored the relevant questions at length 

elsewhere; see Christesen 2001 and 2003. It is important to note that economic value systems 

are artificial constructs in which social agents demarcate activities as 'economic', regulating 

their behavior by a discrete set of priorities. As a rule, economic, social, political, and religious 

activities are deeply intertwined, and individuals act in accordance with a flexible set of priorities 

applied in a variety of circumstances. Thus arises the long-standing controversy over the extent 

to which ancient and modern economies are 'embedded', according to Polanyi's definition of 

that term (1957, 71). The best recent work on this subject is Granovetter 1985. Separating 

the economic elements from their larger societal context makes it possible to study them more 

effectively and to arrive at a better understanding of their importance. An integrated treatment 

of economic, social, political, and religious values and activities is desirable, but beyond the 
scope of this paper. 

6 For a good worlcing definition of the term 'model', see Finley 1985b, 47-66. Models are 

by nature analytical tools, a means to an end rather than ends themselves. The simplification 

or schematization inherent in the use of a model facilitates the resolution of complex problems, 

here clarifYing how the normative values and individual acquisitive desires that affected the 

phys ical processes of the economy also shaped Greek thinking about Sparta and its economy. 
7 Parry and Bloch 1989. 
8 ]ones 1962, 83-4. On the composition of the oikos, see Cox 1998, 130-67. On the social 

role of the oikos, see Patterson 1998, 44-106. 
9 The terms community and polis are used interchangeably here, because the value system 

probably came into being as the result of the emergence of the polis (a point treated below) . 

The extent to which the value system operated in areas of Greece in which po!eis were rare prior 

to the late classical period cannot be addressed here, as the focus is on Sparta and adjoining 

regions of Greece in which the polis was the basic form of socio-political organization in the 
archaic and classical periods. 

10 On the importance of household and community, the best recent work is Patterson 1998. 

In the Politics (1256a1-1259a39) Aristotle distinguishes between two different yet co-existent 

forms of activity, oikonomia and chrematistike. He defines his terms in such a way as to make 

significant parallels between the former and the communal order and the latter and the 
household order immediately apparent. 

" For interdependent pairings in philosophy, see Lloyd 1966. For political thought, see 

Loraux 1991. For sexual identity, see Foxhall 1989; Mendelsohn 1999. For economics, see 
Cohen 1993, 191-207. 

12 On self-sufficiency and social status, see Dover 1974, 109-12, 70- 80; Finley 1985a, 33-42, 
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133-57. The most relevant ancient sources are: Arist. Pol. 1252b28-1253a3, 1261b11-15, 
l326b27-30; Hdt. 1.32; PI. Lg. 704a, Ly. 215a-b. For further discussion and bibliography, 
see Christesen 2001, 148-52. 

13 DL 1.87. See Christesen 2001, 188-246 for a full treatment. Many ancient economic 
historians have in the past expressed skepticism about the i~portance of economic activity 
outside of what is here termed the communal order, but the power of the household order 
to influence behavior is clearly attested in the epigraphic, literary, and archaeological record. 
Moreover, while one might argue that transgressions of the communal order occurred in the 
interstices where the traditional, normative system had failed to ramifY, there is strong evidence 
that, at least in the specific case of Athens, economic activities outside the communal order were 
undertaken not just by those on the margins of society, but by wealthy and powerful citizens. 
See Christesen 2003; Osborne 1985, 111-26; Shipton 2001. 

14 Finley 1985a, 62- 122, is the best single treatment of this point; cf. Burford 1993, 15- 99. 
The complexiry of the communal order precludes a complete description here; only those 
elements directly relevant to understanding the Spartan mirage are treated in what follows. It 
is, therefore, a simplified description of a simplifYing model. For a full treatment, see Chrisresen 
2001, 130-83. The description of the communal order may have a familiar ring to it. The so
called primitivist school of ancient economic history privileges the concept ~hat the physical 
processes of the Greek and Roman economies were dictated by the nature of the value system. 
By far the best-known example of such work is Finley 1985a. 

15 On the military factor, see Connor 1988; Vidal-Naquet 1968. 
16 See Burford 1993, 56-99; Fuchs 1979/80; Hands 1968, 26-61. The relevant anciem 

sources include Archyt. fr. 3, 7-12 DK; Democ. fr. 255 DK; Dem. 10.41-2. For funher 
discussion and bibliography, see Christesen 2001, 15 5-62. It is imponant to emphasize that the 
specific legal requirements for citizenship in any given community at any given point in time are 
not at issue here. Regardless of the specific procedures used to judge an individual's eligibility 
for citizenship, the criteria given above never lost their imponance as sources of legitimacy. 

17 See Finley 1985a, 95-122. There existed a distinct hierarchy of means of acquisition, with 
war and agriculture at the top and trade and wage-labor at the bottom. See Ar. Eq. 737-40; 
Hdr. 2.164-6; PI. Lg. 705a; Xen. Oec. 3.16-4.4. For further discussion and bibliography, see 
Christesen 2001, 152- 4. 

18 Important scholarly work on the link between status and adherence to communal norms 
pertaining to acquisition and expenditure includes Davies 1981, 88-114; Ober 1989, 192-
292; von Reden 1995, 79-126; Whitehead 1983. For further discussion and bibliography, 
see Christesen 2001 , 136- 40, 60- 1. The exchange of private wealth for public honoris made 
strikingly dear in an Athenian inscription dating to 229/8 that lays out four categories of indi
viduals eligible to receive sitesis: 'those who have set up a trophy on land or sea', 'those restoring 
liberty', 'those using private wealth for the public good', and 'benefactors and those who have 
been good counselors' (IG ii2 832) . 

19 A good example can be found at D em. 57.34-5. 
20 This is made d ear in Lg. 74 1e- 2c and EN 1119b22- 35, in passages that point out the 

difficulty of being both noble and wealthy. 
2 1 This has been sufficiently well established as to obviate further discussion here.,See Finley 

1987, 175-92; Kytzler 1973. ' 
22 The delineation of each of these points on this spectrum involves the construction of ideal 

types in order to elucidate Greek thinking about economic activity. It is unlikely that most 
Greeks thought in terms of such precisely defined categories. 

23 As Nagy (1985) points out, a recurrent theme of archaic elegiac poetry, much of which 
was composed in response to stasis, is the establishment of community and the maintenance of 

326 

Utopia on the Eurotas: Economic aspects of the Spartan mirage 

social integration. Solon's emphasis on the importance of self-restraint in the pursuit of wealth 
finds a strong echo in the Theognidean corpus. Theognis' Megara is a place where 'a sense of 
community seems to have been dependent upon redistribution of goods through traditional 
means' (Figueira 1985, 139). It is also a place that finds itself in difficulties because of the 
actions of kakoi who, 'intent upon gaining every advantage for themselves alone', 'are not 
concerned with justice or equal distribution for the common good' . The situation that results 
is depicted in the Theognidean corpus as being potentially catastrophic because, 'when greed 
and the desire for personal advantage gain ascendancy, they do not create an alternative order 
but rather preclude order altogether' (Cobb-Stevens 1985, 162, 64, citing Theognis 667-82). 
This is not to say that the socio-political history of archaic Greece can be reduced to a simple 
question of economics and value systems. Neither can elegiac poetry be read as a straightforward 
catalogue of socio-economic ills. 

24 See Christesen 2001, 204- 9. 
25 On voluntary generosity at Athens, Davies 197 1, xvii-xxxi; Davies 1981, 1-37 are 

essential. 
26 The terminology used here is drawn from Dawson 1992, 3- 12, though note that Dawson's 

definitions have been modified to better suit the purposes of the analysis undertaken here. 
27 On the collectivism of the state sketched in the Laws, see Dawson '1992, 53-11 0; Ferguson 

1975, 61-79; Morrow 1960, 85-142; Oilier 1933, 247-93; Tigerstedt 1965-78, 1: 244-75. 
28 For ancient utopian thought, see Baldry 1955; Bichler 1995, 9- 53. 
29 On earlier utopias, see Bichler 1995, 9-53; Dawson 1992, 13-21; Ferguson 1975, 9-22. 

Homer and Hesiod both sketch a vision of paradise in which crops grow spontaneously ( Od. 
4.563-9, 7 .78-132; WD, 42-6, 90-2, 109- 60), and scattered fragmems indicate that golden 
ages where fish jumped into the pan were part of the stock-in-trade of the poets of Old Comedy 
(see Arhenaeus 267e-269f for a collection of relevant passages). These works contain utopian 
elements that reflect the value system, but not a coherent description of a high utopia. On the 
connection between Hesiod's Golden Age and the 'utopias' of Old Comedy (as well as their 
thematics), see Carriere 1979, 85-118. The strong continuity between the eighth-century 
utopia ofHesiod and those of fifth-century Attic comedy speaks to the persistence and stability 
of the value system. 

30 On the dare of the Ecc!esiazusae, see Sommerstein 1998, 1- 7. Derrenhofer 1999 offers an 
exhaustive review of scholarship on the Ecclesiazusae and utopian ideas. On the utopia described 
in the Ecclesiazusae, see Dawson 1992, 37-40; Sa"id 1979; Zeitlin 1999. 

3 1 On the Republic, see Dawson 1992, 53-110; Ferguson 1975, 61-79; Oilier 1933, 247- 93; 
Tigerstedt 1965-78, 1: 244- 75. 

32 The 'high utopian' character of the communities of the Ecclesiazusae and the Republic 
is evident from the immediate troubles that Praxagora's regime encounters (746-874) and 
in Plato's admission in the Laws (739a-e) that the ideal state could probably never exist. On 
Praxagora's failure, see Said 1979, cf. Zeitlin 1999, 175. See Kytzler 1973 on the failure of 
the limited number of attempts to actualize high utopias in ancient Greece. To be sure, the 
Ecclesiazusae and the Republic are not shaped solely by imperatives derived from an idealized 
economic order. 

33 Commensality, panicularly in the form of syssitia, was a basic element of Greek utopian 
communities, both real and imagined. Donlan 1985 and Levine 1985 argue that the symposium 
reflected an otherwise unrealizable utopian vision. 

34 Diodorus' account does not make it clear how long the system of syssitia was maintained, 
the period of time over which each of the three phases unfolded, or when the experiment came 
to an end. 

35 See Figueira 1984, by far the best source on the subject. 
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36 See Burkert 1972 (1962), 97-217; Kahn 2001, 5-22. Similarities between the Pythago
reans and the Spartans have been noted in both the ancient sources and modern scholarship 
(Powell1994, 282-3). 

37 The term andreion as used in Crete could denote a common meal shared by a fixed group of 
men, the building in which that meal was taken, or the group eating the meal. The andreion rhus 
corresponded to the Spartan pheiditia, syssitia, or sysskenia (Willetts 195 5, 20-1). Epigraphic 
evidence from the late archaic period provides the earliest indications of the existence of the 
andreion. Nonetheless, shifts in the archaeological record in Crete c. 600 point to a socio
political transition, probably involving the andreion, about this time. For archaic Crete, see 
Boardman 1982; Gehrke 1997. On the Cremn messes, see Lavrencic 1988; Link 1994, 9-21; 
Viviers 1994; Willetts 1955, 18-27, 138-40. I am indebted to Brice Erickson for generously 
sharing his expertise on Cretan andreia. 

38 The notion that 'primitive communism' was a feature of all early societies was influential in 
shaping much of the older scholarship, but was discredited (at least in the context of the Greco
Roman world) by Fustel de Coulanges (1980 [1864], 52-64). For primitive communism in the 
scholarship on ancient Greece, see von Pohlmann 1925, 3-114. On the near complete lack of 
evidence for primitive communism in any time or region, see Bloch 1983, 63.-94. 

39 Some features of the Lycurgan politeia survived from the early Iron Age, but were incorpo
rated into a new, very different societal structure with new functions and meanings. 

40 The relationship between Sparta and Crete is treated in detail below. 
41 Hodkinson 2000, 1-8. The date for the inception of the Lycurgan politeia is disputed. 

Cardedge 2001, 21-38 suggests the middle of the seventh century (accepted in Meier 1998; 
Nafissi 1991). Some sense of the range of dates proposed in the modern scholarship can be had 
from comparing Hammond 1950 (ninth century) and Thommen 1996 (fifth century). 

42 On meaning of oikos in Hesiod, see West 1977, 146-7. 
43 Redfield 1983, 23 1. 
44 See Vernant 1971, 1.13- 41. 
45 For an overview of the scholarship on the emergence of the polis, see CAH2 3.1, 619- 793. 

For more recent work, see the continuing series of volumes published by the Copenhagen 
Polis Centre. 

46 This is not to say that the value system was static throughout the archaic period, but it 
does appear to have been quite stable. Such stability is in keeping with what is known about 
the development of value systems in other cultures. The basic pattern is one of punctuated 
evolution, with brief bursts of rapid change followed by long fallow periods. See Godelier 1988 
(1984), 1- 70. On peer-polity interaction, Champion 1996. 

47 The reader should be aware that virtually every aspect of economic life in Sparta remains the 
subject of ongoing debate and that many scholars believe the realities of the Spartan economy to 
have been much closer to the description given in Plutarch than Hodkinson would allow. As is 
often the case with Sparta, widely differing interpretations can be persuasively supported on the 
basis of the extant sources. Within the limits imposed by the sheer volume of the bibliography 
on Sparta, Hodkinson is conscientious about citing opinions that diverge from his own. (In 
addition to the work referenced in Property and Wealth, see also now Figueira 2002 and 2003.) 
For present purposes, it is not critical to establish with great precision the extent to which the 
accounts found in the ancient sources were biased by the dictates of the value sYstem. This 
is because the normative and the normal overlapped to an unusual degree in Sparta, almost 
certainly because the Spartans sought to make the real reflect the ideal. As a result, perspectives 
on the Spartan economy that give more credence than Hodkinson to post-classical sources can 
be easily accommodated within the boundaries of the argument articulated here. 

48 On Plutarch's views on Sparta, see Hodkinson 2000, 37- 60; Oilier 1943, 165- 216; 

328 

Utopia on the Eurotas: Economic aspects of the Spartan mirage 

Tigerstedt 1965-78, 2: 226-63. For an example of modern scholarship that takes Plutarch's 
description ofSparta as reliable, see Huxley 1962,37-52,95. It is worth noting that there is no 
evidence that economic activity in Sparta in the Hellenistic and early Roman periods evolved in 
the direction of the ideal prescribed by the communal order (which might conceivably account 
for the different perspective on the Spartan economy found in the later sources). In fact the 
reverse appears to have been true. 

49 The pairing ofP!utarch and Hodkinson may seem surprising, but is a logical choice given 
the nature of the ancient sources. Whereas Plutarch presents a compact, integrated description 
of Lycurgan Sparta, the extant work of Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle offers a considerably 
more lacunose picture. (The Aristotelian Lak. Pol. survives only in fragments.) In addition, 
there are textual and interpretive considerations that make the precise meaning of many of the 
relevant passages in Xenophon, Plato, Aristotle unclear at best. Hodkinson's magisterial study 
addresses the various issues in detail and provides a clear, coherent description that serves as an 
excellent counterpoise to Plutarch. 

50 This section draws directly from Hodkinson's Property and Wealth, which may be seen for 
the complete body of evidence and for bibliography. Citation here is limited to the appropriate 
page numbers in Hodkinson and the most relevant ancient sources. On market transactions, 
pp. 151-208 with Plut. Lye. 25. On ownership of precious metals, pp. 154-76 with Arist. Pol. 
1271bll- 18; Ephorus FGrH70 F193; Hdt. 6.59, 9.81; Plut. Ages. 34.8, Lye. 12.2; Thuc. 1.63. 
On land ownership, pp. 65-112 with Arist. Pol. 1266a39-40, 1270a15-1 270b6, 1306b36-
1307a2. On the use of private property, pp. 187-208 with Arist. Pol. 1271b11-15; Plut. Lye. 
9.1-5; Xen. Hell. 6.5.27. On the pursuit of wealth, pp. 335-68 with Hdt. 6.57, 61, 70, 103, 
7.134; Thuc: 5.50, 7.134; Xen. Hell. 6.4.10-1, Lak. Pol. 5.3, Mem. 1.2.61. Hodkinson (pp. 
271- 302) also argues that the absence of an official Spartan precious metal currency and the 
pattern of dedications in religious sanctuaries in Laconia, both of which have been taken as signs 
of Spartan economic exceptionalism, were common in much of the rest of Greece. Hodkinson's 
assertion that Spartiates were, except for a short period beginning in 404, at liberty to own and 
use precious metal bullion and coinage is strongly disputed in Figueira 2002. 

51 On land ownership, see Hodkinson 2000,369-98 withXen. Lak. Pol. 7.1-2. On the helots, 
see pp. 113-50. On restrictions on the use of wealth, austerity, and egalitarianism, pp. 209-70 
withArist. fr. 611 Rose, Pol. 1294b21-7; Thuc. 1.6; Xen. Lak. Pol. 4-5, 7.3-4, 10.4-8. On the 
sharing of property, pp. 187-208 with Arist. Pol. 1263a30- 9; Xen. Lak. Pol. 6.3-4. 

52 Ehrenberg 1946, 94- 104 makes precisely the same argument in regard to the Spartan 
political system, which he describes as 'an ingenious attempt, half Utopian and half realistic, 
to turn an ultimately democratic community into a totalitarian State ruled by the despotism 
of its own laws . . . ' (103). 

53 One facet of the Lycurgan politeia worth noting is that the unusual economic arrangemenrs 
described above applied only to Spartiates, who represented a relatively small fraction of the 
total population. 

54 The discussion here focuses on how the value system can contribute to the ongoing discus
sion of this issue. A full consideration of this question would entail duplicating the detailed 
review of the evidence undertaken in Hodkinson's Property and Wealth. 

55 Spartans are not infrequently characterized in Attic drama as being obsessed with dishonest 
gain. It would, however, be difficult to derive any significant information about Athenian 
perspectives on the Spartan economy from the relevanr passages, which are best read against 
the background of continuing hostility between Athens and Sparta and what Ellen Millender 
has termed 'the barbarization of Sparta'. See Millender 1996, 185-214 and passim; Noethlichs 
1987. 

56 On Herodotus, see David 1984, 20-6; Hodkinson 2000, 19-20; Oilier 1933, 122- 31; 
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Tigerstedt 1965-78, 1: 81-107. 
57 This statement holds for all of the preserved plays of Aristophanes, most notably the Eccle

siazusae. On Aristophanes, see Harvey 1994; Hodkinson 2000, 20; Oilier 1933, 159-63. 
58 On Thucydides, see Gomme 1945-1981, 100-6; Hodkinson 2000, 20-1; Oilier 1933, 

149-58; Tigerstedt 1965-78, 1: 127-47. 
59 At Thuc. 1.77.6 Spartan nomima are described as being ameikta with those of other 

peoples. The absence of any further elaboration of this statement makes its precise significance 
difficult to establish. On Critias, see Hodkinson 2000, 21-2; Oilier 1933, 154-64; Tigerstedt 
1965-78, 1:148-59. 

60 Xenophon's mention of property sharing (Lak. Pol. 6) probably refers solely to a short list 
of items directly related to the needs of hunting parties. On Xenophon, see Hodkinson 2000, 
22-6; Humble 1997, 187- 240; Oilier 1933, 372-411;Tigerstedt, 1965-78,1 : 159-78. 

61 For a persuasive reading of Lak. Pol14 and a review of the extensive bibliography, see 
Humble 2004. Humble sees the Lak. Pol. as a whole as critical of Sparta. This would place 
Xenophon, along with Plato and Aristotle, in the ranks of Sparta's fourth-century critics. 

62 See, for example, lsoc. 12.258-9. On the responses to Sparta's collapse, see Fisher 1994; 
Hodkinson 2000, 26-37. 

63 On Plato and Sparta, see Hodkinson 2000, 30-2; Powell 1994 and this volume, eh. 6; 
Oilier 1933, 295-327; Tigerstedt 1965-78, 1: 244- 75. 

64 Despite a considerable amount of debate on the subject, it seems clear that Aristotle's 
criticism are not aimed at problems arising from Spartan's period of hegemony after the Pelo
ponnesian War but from problems springing from the very nature of the Lycurgan politeia. On 
this issue, see Schiitrumpf 1994. On Aristotle's work on Sparta, see Hodkinson 2000, 33-5; 
Oilier 1933, 295-327; Tigerstedt 1965-78, 1.279-303; Powell, this volume, eh. 6. 

65 See, for instance, Pol. 1262a37- 1264b25, 1266a31-1267b21. 
66 There are some apparent differences between the depiction of Sparta in the Politics and 

in the Aristotelian Lak. Pol. The fragmentary state of the latter makes it difficult to reach any 
firm conclusions about the significance of these differences. On this subject, see Hodkinson 
2000,35- 7. 

67 On the motif of moral corruption induced by wealth, see Austin 1993; de Romilly 1977, 
16-18; Flower 1991. On corruption and the Spartan mirage, see Fisher 1994; Hodkinson 
2000,26-30,35-7. 

68 Even Aristotle's successors at the Lyceum seem to have adopted a distinctly more positive 
view of Sparta in which the lapse motif played a central role. See, for example, Clearchus of 
Soloi, fr. 39 Wehrli ap. Athen. 681 c. Aristotle's successors applied certain aspects of the Platonic 
and Aristotelian critiques to 'debased', 'post-lapse' Sparta. See Schiitrumpf 1987. 

69 Strabo 8.5.5 is the sole surviving reference to this pamphlet, on which see David 1979. 
For astute analysis of Spartan politics in the late fifth and early fourth centuries, see David 
1981, 1-77. 

70 Ephorus' work on Sparta is known largely through Diodorus Siculus (most relevant are 
7.12.8 and 14.10.2) . For Ephorus on Sparta, see Hodkinson 2000, 27-30; Oilier 1943, 66-75; 
Tigerstedt 1965- 78, 1: 206-27. 

71 The question of whether or not Ephorus was the first author to emphasize the egalitarian 
nature of Spartan landholdings is a vexed one. Everything hinges on how one chooses to read 
Polybius 6.45, the earliest surviving passage that mentions this feature of the Spartan mirage. 
Polybius singles out Ephorus, Xenophon, Callisthenes, and Plato as important sources on Sparta, 
but criticizes them for conflating the politeiai of Crete and Sparta. He then states that 'they say' 
there are three distinctive features of the Spartan politeia, one of which is equallandholdings. 
The identity of'they' is the problem. Xenophon and Plato never mention equallandholdings, 
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so Ephorus has been commonly identified as the source of this assertion. Though it remains 
uncertain whether Polybius is referring to Ephorus (see Hodkinson 2000, 29-30), this conclu
sion is reconcilable with the chronological development of the Spartan mirage and what is 
known about Ephorus' work, and so should be provisionally accepted. On the related question 
of the rhetra ofEpitadeus, see Schiitrumpf 1987. 

72 On the development of the Spartan mirage after Ephorus and before the third-century 
revolution, see Erskine 1990, 123-49; Hodkinson 2000, 37-41; Oilier 1943, 3-54; Tigerstedt 
1965-78, 1: 304-10 and 2: 30-48. 

73 Schiitrumpf (1987) has persuasively argued that the rhetra of Epitadeus was an invention 
inspired by the Republic. Both Schiitrumpf and Ducat (1983) emphasize the strong Platonic 
influence on the reforms of Agis and Cleomenes. 

74 The key source is Plutarch, specifically Agis 5 and 9 and Camp. Agis-Cleom.-Gracc 2. 
Plutarch seems to have drawn heavily upon Phylarchus for his information about the revolu
tion. On this subject, see Hodkinson 2000, 43-60; Tigerstedt 1965-78, 2: 49-94, 226-63. On 
the reforms themselves, see David 1981, 142-70; Carrledge and Spawforth 2002,38-58. 

75 Cf. Flower (2002), who sees Agis and Cleomenes more as inventors of, than believers in, 
tradition. 

76 Plutarch's account of the Lycurgan reforms notably includes two novel features: an attempt 
to divide all household possessions (Mar. 226c-d) and a prohibition on dowries (Mor. 227f). 
On the sources of the various components of Mar. 208a-242d, see Hodkinson 2000, 37-50. 

77 See Schmal 1994, who perceptively observes (670) that the Sparta found in the ancient 
sources is less Sparta as it actually was than Athens as it should have been. 

78 Millender 1996, vi-vii. 
79 On the Spartans as the Greek other, see Cardedge 1993, 80; Hartog 1988, 152-6. Janni 

1984 shows that Greek ethnographic literature contains a surprisingly large number of refer
ences to Sparta, no doubt because of the similar functions sometimes fulfilled by Sparta and 
barbarians in Greek thought. 

80 The latter point also undercuts suggestions that Aristophanes was responding to the theories 
ofProtagoras or Antisthenes, two figures whose ideas were hardly so familiar to his audience as 
to make such a thematic program feasible. The introduction of Socrates into the Clouds is rather 
different, because his conspicuous oddities, rather than his ideas, were the object of mockery. On 
the relationship between the Ecclesiazusae and the Republic, see David 1984, 20-6; Sommerstein 
1998, 13-18; Ussher 1973, xvi-xx. 

81 David 1984, 27. Dettenhofer (1999, 101, n. 38) cites a number of earlier works that 
proposed Sparta as the model for the Ecclesiazusae, all of which treat the subject in passing. 

82 The frequent mention of Laconian red shoes (74, 269, 345-6, 405 , 508, 542) does not 
in itself constitute proof that Praxagora's regime was modeled on Sparta. Maria Dettenhofer 
(1999) has recently proposed a much less subtle version ofDavid's argument, in which Praxago
ra's regime is seen as a piece of intentional mimicry of the Spartan kosmos, by means of which 
Aristophanes sought to ridicule Sparta and thus to encourage the rejection of the Spartan peace 
offer of392/1. Dettenhofer argues that Praxagora's plans for the merging of all households into 
one, common ownership of all goods, common meals, and the position of women are reflections 
of Athenian views of the defining characteristics of the Spartan diaita. There are a number of 
problems with this interpretation, including the fact that most of the characteristics singled 
out by Dettenhofer first became part of the image of Sparta long after the Ecclesiazusae was 
written. (Dettenhofer cites Xenophon and Plutarch alongside each other in assembling her list 
of characteristic elements of the Spartan kosmos.) 

83 On the ideal state of the Republic as an exaggerated Sparta, see Oilier 1933, 231-46. 
84 Diodorus' account of the Lipari Islands draws ultimately on Antiochus, who considerably 
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predates Plato. On this subject, see Figueira 1984. On utopian elements in Plato, see Bichler 
1995, 151- 9. One might argue that the politeia of the Lipari Islanders was modeled after the 
Lycurgan politeia. The problems with a diffusionist perspective of this sort are addressed below. 

85 A number of ancient sources (including Hdt. 1.65; Arist. Pol. 1271b24-30; Ephorus ap. 
Str. 1 0.4.17- 19; [PI.] Minas 318c-d) state that the Lycurgan politeia was based on a pre-existing 
Cretan model. See Cuniberti 2000. Actual derivation of the Lycurgan politeia from Crete is 
unlikely for several reasons. Ephorus' comments respond to claims of a reverse filiation, from 
Sparta to Crete (Strabo 1 0.4.17, cf. Paus. 3.2.7). Polybius (6.45) vigorously attacks the assertion, 
attributed to Ephorus, Xenophon, Callisthenes, and Plato, that the Cretan and Spartan politeiai 
were nearly identical. Paula Perlman (1992) has shown that the concept of a single Cretan 
politeia was a product of fourth-century writings about the ideal state and had no grounding 
in realiry. Finally, the link between Crete and Sparta likely reflects a desire to adopt Minas as 
a venerable ancestor for the Lycurgan system (Arist. Pol. 127 1b20- 30). Crete, then, could 
not have served as the forerunner of the Lycurgan politeia. The same negative assessment is 
applicable to the idea that the Cretan politeia was derived from the Spartan model, not least 
because the archaeological evidence indicates that Crete was in many ways more 'Spartan' than 
Sparta (in regard, for instance, to austeriry in material culture) at the end of the~eventh century. 
(See Erickson 2000.) The existence of analogous institutions in both places !t!d ancient writers 
to take the logical step of postulating a unidirectional process of diffusion and adoption; the 
confusion about the direction that diffusion ran is an indication that these writers were working 
from inference. 

86 Another possibly relevant factor is that both Sparta and Crete were Dorian communities, 
and it may have been the case that some early Dorian practices were preserved and reused in 
both places. One might note in this vein that Cnidus, the home polis of the Lipari Islanders, 
was also a Dorian communiry, though see the cautionary comments in von Pohlmann 1925, 
1.36--41, 46- 61. 

8~ Most of the relevant scholarship has tended to minimize the Spartan contribution to the 
construction of the mirage. Flower 2002 takes a very different view and portrays the Spartiates 
as active participants in this process. 

88 In the Theogony, wealth is a god whose mother is Demerer (969-74). 
89 These economic changes produced a variery of tensions. See, for example, Connor 1992 

(1971), 151-63 on rhe emergence of 'new' politicians from families that had grown wealthy 
from non-agricultural pursuits. For the late-fifth-century Attic economy, see Davies 1982. 
Economic changes similar to those that took place in fifth-century Attica had occurred earlier 
(c. 600) in other poleis, including Miletus, Samos, and Aigina (Figueira 1981). These poleis, 
however, lacked the sort of tense and intense relationship that Athens had with Sparta. 

90 On the persistently agricultural nature of the Spartan economy, see Figueira 2002. 
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