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Abstract 

Because we have no Classical Spartan writing we are reliant on the views of outsiders to 

try to reconstruct their social mores. Using traditional philology combined with social 

constructionist theory I examine how Thucydides and Xenophon depict Spartan 

masculinity. I have found that these authors differ in their descriptions of the Spartan 

masculine subject, reflecting primarily the purposes for which they wrote. Despite this, 

both authors describe inter-Spartan relations and relations between Spartiates and 

“others”, both within the Spartan system and those external to it, so as to suggest that the 

employment of officially propagated images of Spartan masculinity played a significant 

role in Spartan dealings. Accounts of Spartan employment of masculine ideology 

correspond significantly to hegemonic frameworks discussed in social constructionist 

theories of masculinity, suggesting the veracity of these aspects in accounts of Spartan 

society as well as the applicability of constructionist frameworks to the study of Spartan 

masculinity.  
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Chapter 1: Background and Methodology 

 

The idea of masculinity an object of study is a recent one. But despite, or perhaps because 

of its relatively novel status, the study of masculinity has been taken up by a number of 

disciplines (e.g. sociology, psychology, anthropology, and history), all of which approach 

the subject in a variety of ways.
1
 While this has proved fruitful for producing an 

abundance of material on the subject matter of masculinity, the sheer diversity of material 

and approaches can make the task of deciding which methodological frameworks to 

apply to a historio-cultural examination of the construction of masculinity in Classical 

Sparta daunting. In this chapter I intend to discuss the prominent theoretical frameworks 

that have been applied to masculinity within the field of sociology.
2
 I will highlight the 

theoretical merits and shortcomings of these theories, examine the specific challenges 

encountered when applying sociological gender theories onto a historical study, and, 

finally, suggest that the most useful approach to the study of masculinity in Classical 

Sparta is to incorporate social-constructionist theory within a customary historical 

approach. 

When one looks broadly at the theories concerning the formulation of gender, the 

two most distinct, and oppositional, perspectives that come to light are those of 

essentialists and of constructionists.
3
 The core of essentialism lies in the belief that 

gender arises from a fundamental essence, usually believed to proceed from biological 

sex, and therefore that there is a significant and innate discrepancy of experience between 

the two biological sexes. Conversely, adherents of constructionist theories believe that 

gender has no inherent essence, but rather that it is constructed through societal structures 

                                                           
1
 Bickrell (2006), 87; Fletcher (2011), 61. 

2
 I recognise that significant contributions have been made in masculinity research in many other fields 

such as psychology and anthropology as well (e.g. Jacobson, Michaelson and Aaland [1976], Gutmann 

[1997], Lancaster [2002], Diamond [2006], Moss [2006]), However, as the methods employed by such 

fields rely heavily on accounts of personal experience from psychoanalysis, or survey research, I feel that 

such approaches do not lend themselves to a historical study whose primary sources are literary works of 

historical, philosophical, and biographical genres. This is especially the case when one considers the fact 

that the majority of materials extant concerning Spartan society represent, almost exclusively, the views of 

the educated, non-Spartan aristocracy, and thus cannot provide the range of viewpoints that psychological 

and anthropological studies often seek to reveal.  
3
 Higate (2003), 28; Howson (2006), 55. 
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and discourse, often with political aims. Both frameworks contain a number of 

approaches which warrant further examination.  

The origins of modern essentialist gender theories can trace their origins to 

developments in the Western world beginning in the 16
th

 century, coming to a head in the 

last two hundred years when the influences of capitalism and imperialism led to a 

rejection of gentry masculinity. These theories, which became prominent in nineteenth 

century ideology, gave birth to the idea of separate spheres of action for men and 

women,
4
 and generated significant interest in the idea of sex-difference, spawning, in 

turn, much research— especially within the field of psychology— which continues into 

present times.
5
 Beginning with Freud, the idea that “anatomy is destiny”

6
 was espoused 

by proponents of the belief in innate disparity between the sexes to account for not only 

biological, but also social differences in the roles of men and women.
7
 While Freud’s 

theories of the formation of gender involved complex and lengthy processes,
8
 his 

successors, such as Jung, assumed masculinity and femininity to be core essences natural 

to human beings; it is from this line of thinking that essentialist theory stems.
9
 

Within this view, role theory attempts to explain how the creation of different 

social roles for men and women arises as a result of their different natures, and views the 

roles which society places upon men and women as being the outward expressions of 

these intrinsic natures.
10

 The ways in which societal roles function in accordance with the 

essential nature of males and females, however, is a matter of debate. Clatterbaugh, e.g., 

highlights the differences between standpoints of moral conservatives, who believe that 

gender roles present in the traditional nuclear family are designed to harness the negative 

attributes of essential masculinity into the socially beneficial role of protector and 

provider, and biological conservatives who believe that these same roles are those most 

consistent with the essential natures of men and women.
11

 Both groups of essentialists, 

however, are in agreement that adherence to traditional sex roles is both advantageous 

                                                           
4
 Connell (2002), 246-9, 252-3. 

5
 Connell (2005), 21; Howson (2006), 56. 

6
 Adams and Savran (2002), 338. 

7
 Jackson (1991), 201. 

8
 Connell (2005), 7-11. 

9
 Reeser (2009), 22. 

10
 Clatterbaugh (1990), 100-2; Connell (2005), 22; Hausman (2011), 35. 

11
 Clatterbaugh (1990), 100-18.  
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and natural because it acts in congruence with the natural biological essence of men and 

women.
12

 In accordance with the biological focus of their ideas, essentialist theory often 

employs sociobiological methodology in its arguments. Sociobiology is “the systematic 

study of the biological basis of all social behavior”,
13

 and is widely employed in 

discussions of role theory in an attempt to demonstrate a biological and evolutionary 

basis for separate social spheres of activity divided along the line of biological sex.
14

 The 

sociobiological school of thought asserts that masculinity is a force natural to men’s 

bodies which has arisen from evolutionary forces.
15

 Most recently, sociobiologists have 

sought to find the foundations of social behavior within the human genetic code itself.
16

 

Essentialist applications of sociobiology and role theory have been historically used, 

therefore, to advocate the separation of social roles along gendered lines, defend the 

structures of hegemonic masculinity and of the traditional family, and oppose feminist 

movements.
17

 Essentialist ideas have also factored prominently in the literature 

concerning the perceived “crisis of masculinity”. Finding its origins in the second wave 

men’s movement, crisis adherents view masculinity as under attack. They believe that the 

expectations modern culture has imposed upon essential masculinity serve to weaken it 

which causes the perception of “role strain”. As a result, proponents of this view have 

called for a return to what they call “true masculinity”.
18

 

Essentialist views were particularly popular during the nineteenth century. Not 

only did essentialist ideas of separate male and female spheres of action fit nicely with 

bourgeois capitalist ideology, they were also agreeable to feminists of that period. The 

idea that males and females were biologically and psychologically distinct from one 

another was seen as a positive change from the earlier idea that females were a lesser, or 

inverted form of males. This new idea of the female as a separate, rather than an inferior, 

category of human aided in the women’s emancipation movement.
19

 The relegation of 

                                                           
12

Clatterbaugh (1990), 100-18; Howson (2006), 56; Atkinson (2011), 5. 
13

 Clatterbaugh (1990), 102; Howson (2006), 58. 
14

Clatterbaugh (1990), 102; Howson (2006), 56; Atkinson (2011), 5. 
15

 Connell (2005), 46; Howson (2006), 56; Reeser (2009), 33. 
16

 Howson (2006), 55. 
17

 Clatterbaugh (1990), 100-19; Jackson (1991), 201; Atkinson (2011), 5; Jackson and Balaji (2011), 20. 
18

 Carrigan Connell and Lee (1985), 26-7, 39; Reeser (2009), 33; Catano and Novak (2011), 2; Jackson and 

Balaji (2011), 20. 
19

 Connell (2005), 21.  
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males to the economic and political spheres of action and females to the domestic also 

enabled women to have a greater degree of freedom and authority within those spheres 

considered to be feminine.
20

 Role theory has also been seen as having advantages over 

other approaches. For example, unlike psychoanalysis role theory can provide an 

explanation for historical change in the characteristics of sex roles.
21

 While essentialists 

claim that gender and its associated roles are biologically based and proceed from one’s 

sex,
22

 they still understand them to be social manifestations of sex and, as such, 

susceptible to the influence of culture.
23

 Thus role theory also provides an explanation for 

the phenomenon of “role strain”, which essentialists believe occurs when the cultural 

pressures placed upon a sex role are excessively incongruent with essential masculinity or 

femininity.
24

 Claiming a basis in science has also been a strong selling point for 

essentialist ideas, as Connell notes that science holds hegemony in our culture, and all 

major discourses make an attempt to appear scientific.
25

 Finally, perhaps essentialism's 

greatest charm has been its common-sense appeal.
26

 For many people, accounts of the 

roles stemming from essential masculinity or femininity coincide with their own 

internalized gender identities, thus such essentialist accounts seem to simply make 

sense.
27

 Hausman notes that for many it seems natural to accept an essential gender 

difference, as doing so allows people to understand the dissimilar experiences of the 

sexes. They are therefore willing to reinforce ideas of natural masculinity or femininity 

with stories about gender.
28

 

 In spite of this appeal, however, essentialist ideas, particularly those within the 

frameworks of sociobiology and role theory, have met with considerable recent criticism. 

Firstly, doubt has been thrown on their scientific claims. Although a vast amount of 

research has been conducted in the area of sex-difference, actual psychological disparity 

between the sexes is so slight as to render it non-existent, were we not culturally cued to 

                                                           
20

 Connell (2002), 252; Connell (2005), 68. 
21

Connell (1993), 124; Connell (2005), 23. 
22

 Reeser (2009), 72-3. 
23

 Connell (2005), 23; Howson (2006), 55-6. 
24

Carrigan, Connell and Lee (1985), 26-7, 39; Connell (2005), 23, 25; Atkinson (2011) 10-1. 
25

 Connell (2005), 6. 
26

 Connell (2005), 39. 
27

 Connell (2005), 39; Reeser (2009), 51-2; Hausman (2011), 136. 
28

 Hausman (2011), 136. 
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exaggerate the significance of sex-difference.
29

 Role theory is therefore understood to 

distort the view of social realities by grossly exaggerating the biological difference 

between males and females, thereby justifying vast social disparity between the sexes, 

which the empirical data simply does not support.
30

 Another criticism is that 

essentialism’s common sense appeal is also illusionary. While descriptions of natural 

masculinity or femininity may resonate with certain individuals’ experiences of being a 

man or woman, it does not do so with all individuals: i.e. role theory does not account for 

the difference between what is expected of people and what they actually do, so that any 

deviation from the normative performance of sex roles becomes unexplained phenomena 

and is counted simply as a failure in socialization.
31

 When one does view one’s 

masculinity or femininity as an essential trait, critics of essentialism suggest that this 

perception is not due to natural inclination, but that such views are held precisely because 

we are culturally conditioned to hold them.
32

 Masculinity only seems natural because the 

cultural processes by which it is constructed work in such a way so as to make it appear 

natural, eternal, and unchanging.
33

 Critics further claim that, when essentialist views are 

put under scrutiny, it becomes apparent that there is no “true” or “essential” masculinity 

because the “essences” chosen by those arguing for essentialist views of gender are 

arbitrary and differ from scholar to scholar.
34

 There are also a number of situations in 

which ideas of an ingrained and unchanging masculinity fall apart. This occurs when 

masculinity is viewed in the context of different cultures (and time periods) whose social 

organization differs from that of modern Western societies,
35

 or when one observes that 

changes occur in the presentation of masculinity throughout the lifespan.
36

 Finally, many 

arguments have been made that essentialist frameworks are too logically and theoretically 

weak to support an understanding of the construction of gender, as they are logically 

vague, oversimplified, and rely on a superficial analysis of human personality without 

                                                           
29

 Connell (2005), 21.  
30

 Connell (2005), 21, 26. 
31

 Carrigan, Connell and Lee (1985), 39. 
32

 Tolson (1977), 121-9; Reeser (2009) 51-2. 
33

 Reeser (2009) 51-2. 
34

 Connell (2005), 69; Reeser (2009), 2, 75. 
35

 Reis and Grossmark (2009), 1-2. 
36

 Ellis (2011), 264. 
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leaving room for social structure;
37

 they exaggerate biological sex-difference while 

ignoring other contributing factors such as race, class and sexuality;
38

 they are 

historically static, in that they fail to see historical change as arising from discourse 

within gender relations, instead always viewing change as something that “‘happens’ to 

sex-roles”; and they are ultimately conceptually, practically, and empirically inadequate 

due to the fact that, “ the ‘male sex role’ does not exist.”
39

 So while some still adhere to 

essentialist beliefs concerning gender, prevalent approaches to the subject matter have 

shifted towards constructionist frameworks.
40

 

 Constructionism, like essentialism, can also trace its ideas back to Freud.
41

 But 

while essentialist ideology presented the development of normative internalized gender 

roles, as well as heterosexuality, out of biological gender as a natural unproblematic 

process,
42

 constructionist ideology came to see the construction of normative 

heterosexual masculinity (and by extension femininity) as socially and culturally 

instituted over the course of a whole life.
43

 Constructionist theories really took root, 

however, out of the feminist movements in the 1960s through the 1980s.
44

 This began 

with the rejection of role theory: feminism in the 1970s viewed the internalization of sex 

roles not as natural, but as a cultural mandate imposed as a means to relegate females to a 

subordinate position.
45

 From the movement in the 1970s to write women’s history arose a 

complementary need for a new men’s history. This men’s history would take many ideas 

and approaches from the women’s movement, and would come to view the construction 

of masculinity as a key topic.
46

 It was from this first wave of the men’s movement in the 

1970s, with its pro-feminist leaning and commitment to institutional analysis and change, 

that the real seeds of constructionist frameworks of masculinity developed.
47

 Two 

                                                           
37

 Connell (1993), 124; Connell (2005), 26.  
38

 Connell (2005), 26. 
39

 Carrigan, Connell and Lee (1985), 40-1. 
40

 Hausman (2011), 135; Pleck (1995), 37. 
41

 Anderson (2009), 35. 
42

 Connell (2005), 10-1. 
43

 Tolson (1977), 129. 
44

 Catano and Novak (2011), 2-5. 
45

 Connell (2005), 23. 
46

 Adams and Savran (2002), 2; Connell (2005), 28; Catano and Novak (2011), 2-3; Tosh (2011), 17-8. 
47

 Adams and Savran (2002), 5; Tosh (2011), 17-8. 
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constructionist views which came to be especially prominent from this time onwards are 

those of social-constructionism and post-structuralism. 

 Social-constructionist theory rejects the idea that masculinity is naturally 

occurring and emanates from a biological essence. Instead, it sees masculinity as a 

cultural construction which is fashioned outside the human body,
48

 and which, in turn, is 

seen as a configuration of social practice which contributes to the structure of power 

within a particular moment in time.
49

 Social constructionists view masculinities as 

relational above all else, as they believe that masculinity cannot exist except in relation,
50

 

both between men and women as well as between men.
51

 Furthermore, this theory does 

not view gender relations as the only factor in the creation of masculinity. Masculinity is 

rather just one of a number of subjectivities which intersect in both individual lives and in 

the fabric of society. Thus gender must also be examined in relation to a number of other 

subjectivities including race, class, sexuality and age.
52

As masculinity is not taken to be a 

personal construction, but rather part of societal ideology, social-constructionist theories 

shift focus from the individual to the societal, and from experience to representations; the 

result being to look at masculinity as a cultural project.
53

 As a relational construct, 

masculinity is primarily constructed through interaction and is seen as having three 

prominent sites of interactional construction: language, representation, and institutions. 

The contribution language has in imbuing constructions of masculinity with meaning will 

be discussed below as it is a point that social-constructionism shares with post-

structuralism (though the significance of language in the construction of masculinity, in 

fact, factors more heavily in post-structuralist theory). Social-constructionists believe that 

societies create representations of idealized masculinity which are comprised of visible 

traits. These representations are culturally exalted, and intentionally propagated through 

any number of channels, from the political to mass media. Thus, not only individuals, but 

                                                           
48

 Howson (2006), 56.  
49

Jackson (1991), 210; Howson (2006), 57; Reeser (2009), 12, 51-2; Alexander (2011), 55-6; Jackson and 

Balaji, (2011), 17. 
50

 Roper and Tosh (1991), 90; Connell (1993), 126; Adams and Savran (2002), 155; Connell (2005), 29, 35, 

43-4, 67-8; Reeser (2009), 12; Reis and Grossmark (2009), 1-2; Arnold and Brady (2011), 3-4; Tosh 

(2011), 22-3. 
51

 Howson (2006), 57; Alexander (2011), 55-6; Arnold and Brady (2011), 3-4. 
52

 Adams and Savran (2002), 155; Reeser (2009), 12; Arnold Brady (2011), 3-4; Tosh (2011), 22-3. 
53

 Arnold and Brady (2011), 3-4; Tosh (2011), 22-3. 
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corporations, institutions and even nations can been seen as taking on particular 

representations of masculinity.
54

 The culturally approved forms of masculinity are thus 

seen to be institutionalized. Institutions which social-constructionists highlight as being 

key to the construction of masculinity include the traditional family, school, athletics, the 

state, and the military.
55

  

 Further, social-constructionist theories do not view culturally promoted and 

institutionalized masculinity as an arbitrary construction, rather they view it as 

“hegemonic masculinity”, which is deliberately framed and propagated by power regimes 

in order to produce a dominant gender hierarchy which reinforces men’s dominant social 

position.
56

 Constructionists, therefore, take a particular interest in instances of hegemony 

in gender in an effort to understand the continuation of patriarchy, and the conditions 

under which some masculinities are deemed more appropriate than others. Anderson 

asserts that hegemony is a process of social subordination stratification which functions 

by convincing those positioned beneath the dominant ideal that their subordination is 

right and natural.
57

 When hegemony is applied to gender, it is seen to provide the 

hierarchal framework by which patriarchy is justified on the basis of deep-seated 

differences between the sexes.
58

 To bring this about, a hegemonic masculinity is created 

and culturally exalted as the ideal.
59

 Hegemonic masculinities are then placed in relation 

and contrast to complementary submissive femininities.
60

 This stratification occurs on all 

levels, involving cultural persuasion on the part of mass media, the division of labour, 

and enforcement by the state.
61

 Jackson points out that those features of traditional 

femininity— such as fragility, vulnerability, and gentleness— which are used to consign 

women to subordinate roles in society economics and politics, are culturally approved 

                                                           
54

 Reeser (2009), 180; Alexander (2011), 52-5; Atkinson (2011), 158-9. 
55

 Tolson (1977), 121-9; Morgan (1994), 445-8; May (1998), 117-8; Connell (2005), 73; Anderson (2009), 

54, 56-7.  
56

 Carrigan, Connell and Lee (1985), 51-3; Connell (2005), 77; Howson (2006), 60; Whitehead (2006), 10; 

Anderson (2009), 36; Reeser (2009), 22; Atkinson (2011), 29. 
57

 Anderson (2009), 30-1. One of the significant limitations of hegemonic discussions is that they assume 

the universality of Western gender regimes. They therefore often try to impose societal frameworks upon 

societies to which they are ill-fitting.  
58

 Anderson (2009), 36. 
59

 Atkinson (2011), 32. 
60

 Jackson (1991), 201-2; Anderson (2009), 34-6. 
61

 Carrigan, Connell & Lee (1985), 53; Connell (2005), 72. 
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and rewarded with “exaggerated shows of deference and indulgence”.
62

  The idealized, or 

hegemonic, type of masculinity is not the only masculinity that exists within a culture, 

nor is a universal archetype. Hegemonic masculinity is historically and culturally rooted. 

As it is merely the form of masculine expression that occupies the hegemonic position in 

the gender-relations of a given culture, at a particular moment in time, the hegemonic 

ideal is always subject to change, as well as challenge from other masculine forms.
63

 It 

has also been noted that hegemonic masculinity is not even usually the most prevalent 

form of masculinity, but that it is merely an exemplar in relation to which other forms 

position themselves.
64

 This is especially the case, as hegemonic masculinity is not 

something that can be attained by the performance of its associated traits alone, but also 

by possessing the appropriate status in terms of class, race, and appearance. The 

implication of this is that many are able to possess so-called “orthodox-masculinity” 

without achieving hegemonic status.
65

  

 While the prime purpose of hegemonic masculinity is seen to be the continuation 

of patriarchy, thus making women the primary subjugated group,
66

 the functioning of 

hegemonic masculinity is reliant on the subjugation of other subordinate masculinities as 

well.
67

 Understanding hegemonic relationships between men is seen as important in 

understanding not only the diversity of masculinities, but also the relations between them; 

the ability to impose definitions on other masculinities is what defines hegemony in 

gender.
68

 Subordinate masculinities are often marginalized on the grounds that they bear 

resemblance in some way to femininity: e.g. the modern hegemony of heterosexual men 

over homosexuals, whose object of desire is seen to feminize them.
69 Subordinate 

masculinities have also been relegated along racial lines, as can be seen in the modern 

idealization of Western white representations of masculinity paired with the “othering” of 

non-white masculinities.
70

 Privilege is gained by one’s position on the hegemonic ladder, 

                                                           
62

 Jackson (1991), 201-2. 
63

 Anderson (2009), 30-2. 
64

 Carrigan, Connell & Lee (1985), 51; Connell (1993), 133; Connell (2005), 77. 
65

 Anderson (2009), 41-2. 
66

 Adams and Savran (2002), 2; Bickrell (2006), 97-8; Anderson (2009), 34-5. 
67

 Carrigan, Connell & Lee (1985), 51; Roper and Tosh (1991), 90; Connell (2005), 78; Howson (2006), 

60-1, 63-4. 
68

 Carrigan, Connell & Lee (1985), 51; Connell (2005), 37.  
69

 Connell (2005), 78; Howson (2006), 63; Anderson (2009), 39. 
70

 Dryer (2002), 262-71; Price (2006), 255-7, 273-4, 281-3; Hall (2011), 33-8. 
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accomplished by emulation of the idealized forms while actively marginalizing 

subordinate forms of masculinity.
71

 Therefore the dominant forms of masculinity do not 

seek the annihilation of subaltern masculinities, as their subordination is one of the main 

sources of hegemonic power. Rather, subaltern masculinities are allowed to exist and are, 

at times, even given authorization to be societally recognized, but always in ways that 

portray them as novel (and thus non-traditional and inferior), which ultimately is seen to 

serve the purposes of the hegemony.
72

 

 Perhaps the largest identity group responsible for supporting hegemonic 

masculinity is made up of those who possess “complicit” masculinities. These are men 

who are seen as exhibiting many traits of hegemonic masculinity, but who fall short of 

the idealized form.
73

 The majority of men in Western society are seen as falling under 

this heading. By acting out the culturally approved masculine behaviors, they are seen as 

possessing “orthodox masculinity”. However, as the hegemonic masculine ideal also 

demands that one possess a number of characteristics, such as race, class and physical 

appearance, that one often cannot assume, but must be born into, most men never possess 

full hegemonic masculinity.
74

 These men emulate the hegemonic form and benefit from 

positioning themselves in relation to it.
75

 Constructionists argue that it is the acceptance 

of hegemony by complicit masculinities which allows the hegemonic form to maintain an 

association with the majority of men, thus legitimizing the continuation of the hegemonic 

gender order.
76

 These men are also those who perceive a crisis in masculinity most 

deeply when hegemony breaks down.
77

 

Post-structuralism shares many social-constructionist ideas, so much so that they 

have, at times, been taken to be synonymous.
78

 But post-structuralist frameworks go one 

step further in naming discourse, not institutions, as the primary site of gender 

construction. Reeser, who employs a humanities-based methodology focused around 

post-structuralist theory, states that one cannot view institutions as the primary creator of 

                                                           
71

 Anderson (2009), 32, 42; Atkinson (2011), 46-7. 
72

 Howson (2006), 63-4. 
73

 Connell (2005), 79; Howson (2006), 65; Atkinson (2011), 33. 
74

 Anderson (2009), 41-3. 
75

 Connell (2005), 79; Howson (2006), 65; Atkinson (2011), 33. 
76

 Howson (2006), 65. 
77

 Atkinson (2011), 33. 
78

 Bickrell (2006), 89. 
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masculinity because masculinity also helps to create institutions, making the construction 

of both masculinity and institutions circular. Nor, he asserts, can discourse be considered 

to be simply the tool of institutions as it takes on a life of its own, and that institutionally 

created discourse concerning masculinity can move beyond the framework of 

institutions— even in ways the institution had not intended. Instead, Reeser encourages 

one to view masculinity as an ideology, that is, “a series of beliefs that a group of people 

buy into and that influences how they go about their lives”. It is an ideology that is 

aligned with structures of power, and in which various institutions have a vested interest, 

but which cannot be said to be created by any single group. Viewed in this way, 

masculinity is seen to be created and propagated in a number of ways, such as through 

images, myths, discourse, and practices. Language and discourse are seen as especially 

important as post-structuralists stress that, because language defines the way we 

experience the world, it can never be separated from ideas of masculinity.
79

  

The discursive production of masculinity, beginning from birth— as soon as the 

child is assigned the term male or female—is also seen as circular and self-affirming.80 

Thus, the gendering of the masculine subject is seen as an act that takes place not once, at 

the discovery of “natural” sex, but as a process that must be continually re-established 

and affirmed; this is accomplished every time we use gendered language to make 

reference to the subject.
81

 Masculinity as a discursive construction can be appropriated by 

power regimes, and its ideological employment can serve to encourage conformity, i.e. 

discourse plays an important role in the “normalization” of individuals.
82

 However, 

because discourse is deeply relational and always changing discursive constructions of 

masculinity are seen as unstable and always in flux.
83

 This unstable nature in turn means 

that the power of hegemonic masculinity is not absolute, but reflective of the dominant 

ideologies of a particular moment in time, and subject to resistance from other 

masculinities and from women.
84
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As well as discourse, the idea of “performativity” is central to post-structuralist 

theory, as a method in which masculinity is constructed. Following the ideas of Judith 

Butler,
85

 post-structuralists argue that since masculinity has no essence, it is 

accomplished through performance. Men daily perform their masculinity, choosing from 

a body of masculine behaviors which are made available to them relationally through 

discourse and prior performances.
86

 This constant performative repetition may serve to 

make masculinity seem natural—indeed that is what it is intended to do— but in fact it 

reveals the hollowness of the construction, which necessitates that such repetition be 

undertaken for it to exist.
87

 The twin influences of discourse and performativity are 

considered to be so crucial in the construction of gender, that post-structuralist theory 

argues that they can even be seen to create sex. In this framework, the body is seen as a 

tabula rasa upon which any number of symbols can be inscribed, whose only 

significance is that which is culturally afforded to it.
88

 Post-structuralists thus reject the 

notion that while gender is a social construct, sex is a stable distinction of biological 

origin.
89

 They argue that maleness is as performative as masculinity, and that physical 

traits associated with the male sex have no meaning except that which is imposed upon 

them by discourse.
90

 

There are many advantages to constructionist approaches. For example they are 

useful frameworks for looking behind the dominant ideology of any given culture in 

order to see the ways in which the culture forms its ideal archetypes. This is especially 

important for masculinities, as culture constructs them in such a way as to make them 

seem natural and stable.
91

 Further, constructionist frameworks have an advantage over 

those of essentialism in that they are better able to account for inconsistencies in 

performances of gender. The existence of a diversity of masculinities in different cultures 

and time periods, for example, is poorly explained by the idea of a core essence of 

gender. Constructionism also provides a method for understanding and explaining the 
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mechanisms of subjugation, characteristic of gender relations, which cannot be accounted 

for by biology. 

 Despite the current dominance of constructionist frameworks as the basis upon 

which scholars view masculinity, they too have met with a number of criticisms. It has 

been suggested that their heavy reliance on representation may not express the realities of 

lived experience, which can be vastly different.
92

 Another criticism is that constructionist 

theory does not place enough emphasis on the individual, does not take psychoanalytical 

approaches to gender into consideration,
93

 and views masculinity as voluntary, where the 

subject chooses their behaviors at will from the available options.
94

 Some think it also 

goes too far in rejecting biological influence,
95

 and in fact sometimes, paradoxically, 

cannot entirely rule out the possibility of masculinity emanating from biology, at the 

same time as not allowing biological sex to have meaning outside of discourse.
96

 Finally, 

perhaps the harshest criticism leveled at constructionist theories is that because of their 

view that nothing has any inherent meaning, they have become divorced from any sense 

of realism;
97

 a view particularly directed at post-structuralists, even by adherents of 

social-constructionism.98 

In addition to the weaknesses of the theoretical frameworks employed by 

sociological discussions of gender construction, there are additional challenges when 

attempting to apply such frameworks to a historical study. Modern theoretical 

frameworks present themselves as existing in the realm of pure ideas, but they are rooted 

both historically and culturally within Western intellectual thought and society from at 

least the eighteenth century onwards. European presentations or an “ideal type” of man 

and woman came to be used as an ideological tool which was employed in the building of 

empire and colonialism, so that the European/American brand of “white masculinity” was 

imported the world over.
99

 Scholars have noted that modern masculinity studies have 
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grown out of this tradition, which has resulted in an ethno-centric Western masculinity 

being the masculinity although it reflects a very recent type of masculinity, practiced by 

an extremely small segment of the world’s population, in a single cultural milieu, at a 

certain moment in time.
100

 This privileging of modern Western masculinity in theoretical 

frameworks of gender construction has caused difficulties when one attempts to study the 

construction of gender within the context of a different culture or a different historical 

period.  

The first common issue stems from the fact that the construction of gender is 

fundamentally relative to the cultures and time periods in which it occurs, and as such 

will often (in fact almost always) be radically different than our own.
101

 While this fact 

may seem obvious, many gender theorists are still insistent upon imposing modern Euro-

American models of gender on cultures and time periods to which they simply do not 

fit,
102

 dismissing any masculinities which do not correspond with these models rather 

than examining them within their own historical and cultural contexts.
103

 Therefore, when 

embarking on a study of historical masculinity, it is important to attempt to define the 

construction of masculinity within the specific historical and cultural context under 

examination.
104

 Not only are modern gender models temporally based, they are also 

based within the realm of particular fields and movements, and so theoretical frameworks 

will reflect the preoccupations of the fields from which they originated.
105

 Constructionist 

theories in particular, as they stem from the feminist and gay liberation movements, are 

often politically-charged.
106

 With this awareness, the historian must be careful to avoid 

taking the political agendas associated with many of the general models along with the 

models themselves.  

There are still other pitfalls when examining historical masculinity. Scholars must 

take care to avoid insensitivity towards how the experience of being male was perceived 
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in the past, as well as the primacy modern gender theory places on the contrasts of male-

female and heterosexual-homosexual. Masculinity, as it is understood in the modern 

sense, did not exist before the eighteenth century, yet historians often treat masculinity 

and historical concepts like “manhood” as though they were synonymous.
107

 Scholars of 

medieval and early modern periods argue that this displays a gross insensitivity, as 

concepts such as masculinity, manhood, and manliness are all distinct and complex 

constructions. In treating these categories as though they were equivalent, historians are 

guilty of overlooking how they were historically constructed.
108

 

Many scholars have asserted that modern gender models over privilege the 

dichotomy between male and female.
109

 This has arisen partially from Marxist and 

feminist concerns with hegemony and patriarchy’s perceived oppression of one part of 

humanity by the other,
110

 as well as from a historical societal shift, whereby modern 

society has come to give binary oppositions primacy over graduated distinctions such as 

age and class, which held greater sway in the past. Scholars have pointed out that even 

when masculinity was historically defined in binary contrast, it was not necessarily 

contrasted with femininity. In the Victorian period, for instance, manliness was defined in 

contrast with the uncivilized or immature more than with the feminine.
111

 Those who 

believe that the male-female contrast has been over-privileged call for an understanding 

that, to examine truly historical constructions of masculinity, scholars must shift primacy 

away from the male-female binary, and look into countless other subjectivities.
112

 

Masculinity theories have also placed a great deal of import on the contrast 

between heterosexual and homosexual.
113

 This is somewhat ironic, as masculinity 

discourse has been seen to hold a great deal of responsibility for the creation of the 

categories of heterosexual and homosexual and the distinction between them. Historians 
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trace the creation of the homosexual as a category of person to the nineteenth century,
114

 

asserting that prior to this homosexual acts were viewed simply as something that one 

might engage in, but at that time the idea of a homosexual person was both created and 

pronounced deviant; from this action the normative categorization of heterosexual 

emerged.
115

 The idea that sexuality had a relation to masculinity began when Jung and his 

followers took Freud’s discussion of the complicated and fragile process of attaining 

adult heterosexuality, and re-presented it as a natural and simple process emerging from 

one’s biological sex.
116

 In light of this, while sexuality may be an important factor in 

modern constructions of masculinity, sexuality does not necessarily have the same weight 

or implications on historical constructions of masculinity. For example, medieval 

scholars stress that Medieval notions of manhood had little to do with sexuality of any 

kind, as members of the clergy who were prohibited from sexual activity could 

nonetheless possess the attributes of manhood.
117

 To this end, scholars must avoid 

placing implications on sexuality, or even attempting to assign categories of sexuality to 

societies to which they are not relevant.
118

 

Despite the imperfections that are inescapable when one deals with any sort of 

theoretical framework, there are many reasons for considering social-constructionist 

frameworks to be well suited to the historical study of Classical Spartan masculinity.
119

 

To begin, the fact that social-constructionism moves away from looking at individual 

lives to examining societally instituted stereotypes and norms is advantageous. Much of 

the primary source material concerning Sparta is of a philosophical or moralising nature 

and focuses on Sparta’s societal structure,
120

 presenting readers not so much with 

information of an experiential nature, as the presentation of societal ideals. Therefore 

social-constructionism’s favouring of representation over experience is compatible with 

the source-material available. The emphasis constructionist theories place upon literary 
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analysis is appealing for much the same reason. None of the prominent authors in 

antiquity who write about Sparta were themselves Spartan. So not only is the scholar 

faced with the fact that views expressed by ancient authors represent those of a small 

segment of the population, namely the educated elite, but the views are not even native to 

the culture discussed. To this end, the emphasis constructionist, particularly post-

structuralist, views place on not merely accepting the representation of masculinity 

presented by the dominant ideology, but looking beyond this to find meaning,
121

 lends 

itself to a level of textual analysis which may prove beneficial towards cutting through 

the class and cultural biases which colour many authors’ accounts of Sparta. Perhaps the 

best reason to employ a social-constructionist framework to a historical examination is 

that such an application has been employed effectively before. For example, Berg 

employed such frameworks from gender theory to his examination of masculinities in 

early Hellenistic Athens, and found that doing so allowed for greater insights than one 

would discover from historical methods alone.
122

As masculinities are cultural 

constructions, there is no form of masculinity that is not reflective of that culture; even 

masculinities which subvert or resist cultural ideals are functioning in interaction with 

them.
123

 In this light, the normative codes and practices of masculinity within a culture 

should still be the central site of focus,
124

 but one should just make sure to look deeper 

than the dominant ideology into factors such as reception and interpretation of ideological 

representations of masculinity 

 Of course, no matter how sound the frameworks employed, any historio-cultural 

project faces difficulties and limitations, especially one which deals with antiquity. 

Scholars examining constructions of masculinity in antiquity face the same issues as 

those examining non-Western constructions but on a greater scale, since the period is so 

distant.  Not only are cultural and social aspects of the period less understood the further 

back in history one goes but also incomplete source material is often difficult to 

interpret.
125

 The dependency of historians on written materials and archival records also 

presents a challenge since it makes it difficult, if not impossible, to examine those aspects 
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of society which are unspoken or have been suppressed.
126

 Not only have we no elite 

Spartan sources for classical Sparta but we have no direct accounts and very little 

information about the helot and perioikic classes which were so integral to the Spartan 

social order. It is important to remain sensitive to all such factors when embarking on an 

examination of the construction of Spartan masculinity. 

Before moving to the examination of the construction of classical Spartan 

masculinity in Thucydides and Xenophon, it will be useful to take a moment to look at 

approaches that have been taken by scholars in examinations of masculinity in Classical 

Athens. A few key areas have been highlighted. First, scholars have argued that one of 

the fundamental ways in which masculinity was developed in antiquity was by defining it 

in terms of the opposition of men and women:  what women were was “by definition, 

what men were not, and for either sex to take on the characteristics of the other was a 

matter for often adverse comment”.
127

 Because gender relations in the ancient world were 

hierarchical in nature, the oppositions between feminine and masculine traits were also 

seen as those of the superior vs. the inferior.
128

 This can be seen in the structure of male-

female relations within Athenian society in such things as the sharp ideological and 

physical separation between the spheres of males and females, the need for males to play 

dominating sexual roles and father male offspring to avoid being viewed as effeminate, 

and the need for men to publically display manliness through feats and competition.
129

 

Despite the biological origin of this qualifier for masculinity, some have perceived the 

position of men as precarious.
130

 Winkler believes that in the fiercely competitive 

environment of 4
th

 century BCE Athens, a man was only a misstep away from symbolic 

demotion to the status of woman; and further that the structure of public discourse in 

Athenian society was characterized by the polarization of extreme opposites: to fail in 
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any way to appropriately display one's manliness resulted in being relegated as a 

kinaidos.
131

 This polarity and the rigidly hierarchical structure in Athenian society leads 

scholars to argue that this opposition between what was seen as male and female came 

also to typify relations between males with regards to ideals of masculinity. Thus the 

separation of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ males, or traits in males, is also a criterion for 

judging masculinity.
132

  

 Secondly, perhaps the area of life that is most discussed in investigations of 

masculinity in antiquity is that of sexual experience. This is because, as several 

researchers have noted, public life in the ancient world, both social and political, was a 

gendered arena in which performance of manhood—of which sexual behavior comprised 

a significant component—was of considerable import.
133

 When it came to sexuality in 

Athens, it seems that the role played in the sexual encounter was of prime importance in 

determining conformation or deviation from proper gender roles.
134

 For adult citizen men 

this meant taking the penetrative role in intercourse.
135

 Halperin describes the sexual act 

as being viewed in classical Athens as a deeply polarizing experience in which one party 

is seen to act upon another. He asserts that the performance of the sexual act by the active 

player upon a passive partner established their roles as social superior acting upon social 

inferior, creating a microcosm of the social hierarchy which governed Athenian society; 

thus sex was not so much an expression of a man’s inner nature but of his social 

position.
136

 Sex between adult citizen males was nearly inconceivable, and a man who 

had been identified as either a kinaidos or a prostitute stood to lose all citizen rights.
137

 

The rationale was that by allowing himself to be penetrated, he relinquished the 

autonomy of person that was his right as a man, and had willingly placed himself into the 
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socially inferior position occupied by women, foreigners, and slaves.
138

 It was not, 

therefore, the fact that a man may prefer sexual intercourse with males that stood to 

render him effeminate but the assumption of the passive or receptive role in 

intercourse.
139

 The interchangeability in texts of the terms “woman” and “boy” as the 

sexual objects of men reveals an understanding of a single active masculine sexual 

experience for which the object may acceptably vary according to individual 

preference.
140

 Along this line of thinking, the assumption of the passive sexual role was 

acceptable for a youth who would one day become a citizen, so long as he abided by the 

societal standards surrounding paederastic practice; boys were viewed as being sexually 

inert, and would therefore not be submitting due to womanish passions.
141

 However an 

adult male who assumed the passive role in the sexual act was seen as having done so 

because he was so ruled by his extreme lust that the “normal” active role alone could not 

satisfy him.
142

 Because of this, Winkler asserts that challenges to a man’s citizenship 

rights on the grounds that he had feminized himself sexually were powerful political tools 

used by Athenian ruling elite to oust potential political rivals.
143

 Therefore, men who 

aspired to a career in politics had to be especially concerned with presenting an 

appropriately masculine image of activity and domination, as failure to do so could 

adversely affect one’s ability to participate in the political life of the polis.
144

 Hubbard, 
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however, challenges this idea, arguing that pederasty was a practice associated in 

Classical Athens with the small aristocratic and laconizing elite. Therefore in this view of 

democratic ideology, pederasty was a feature of a lifestyle which was viewed by the 

general populace as being luxurious and extravagant, and which rendered those who lived 

in this manner effeminate and the activity akin to prostitution; especially reflected in the 

plays of Old Comedy where both erastes and eromenos were the subject of comic 

invective.
145

 The disparity in views on pederastic activity therefore seems to reveal 

differences in perceptions of masculinity along class lines.  

 Further, the discourse used when talking about men and manhood significantly 

affects constructions of masculinity. The concept of self-control, has been thought by 

some to be the central feature related to manhood in Classical Athens.
146

 The greatest 

assumed difference between men and women in antiquity is perceived to be the male’s 

capacity for self-control, and the female’s lack thereof.
147

 The σωφροσύνη of a man was 

seen as being his capacity for self-rule, while the same concept, as it applied to a woman, 

was concerned with her submission to her husband’s rule.
148

 This was especially the case 

in Classical Athens as this was an area in which the ideology of masculinity and the 

ideology of democracy intersected. The importance of self-restraint has already been 

highlighted in terms of sexual appetite by the constraints placed upon kinaidoi and male 

prostitutes, and in those instances where masculinity is defined along sexual lines it is 

precisely the lack of restraint which renders a man effeminate and unfit for political life. 
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Scholars have remarked that the reason sexual deviance carried such heavy penalties
149

 

was that men who were willing to sell or give up their masculine autonomy were seen as 

being weak-willed, thus likely to sell-out the good of the state as easily as they sold their 

own bodies.
150

 Socratic views on homosexual activity, while idiosyncratic, also found 

their basis in the discourse of moderation. Socrates held the view that those who lusted 

after boys allowed the physical element, which was the lesser good, to take priority over 

the higher concerns of the soul and intellect; thus he condemned physical pederasty.
151

 

The kinaidos surrenders his masculinity because his is a lifestyle driven primarily by his 

various appetites which he fails to control in proper masculine fashion. Therefore, 

achieving moderation in any number of appetites, including the desires for food sleep and 

sex, was seen as factoring directly into masculine success
152

 and directly tied to one’s 

ability to be a successful citizen.
153

 Thus the maintenance of masculine self-control was 

an on-going, often arduous process, which called for the subject repeatedly making the 

deliberate choice to perform the mandates of masculine behavior.
154

  

Finally, democratic ideology came to have great bearing on concepts of Athenian 

masculinity in the Classical period, by virtue of membership in the citizen body a type of 

civic masculinity was acquired which was based on the mythology of autochthony.
155

 

Loraux argues that Athenian funeral orations show the attribution of a type of andreia to 

Athenian citizens which was viewed as being superior to that possessed by citizens of 

other states, who could not claim to be autochthonous.
156

 These ideas together enforced a 

hierarchy of masculinity, not only between Athens and other states, but also within 

Athens itself between men of citizen status and those such as metics and slaves who, by 

virtue of their birth, were viewed as occupying lower positions on the ladder of 

masculinity.
157

 In addition to developing ideas of division in masculinity between men 

and men, the ideology of citizenship also served to further enlarge the division between 
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men and women inasmuch as it created the need for greater regulation of female sexual 

activity in order to assure the legitimacy of offspring.
158

 Cartledge stresses that civic 

masculinity was also an especially important concept during the period of Athenian 

imperialism in the 5
th

 century BCE, as the connection between imperialistic war and 

masculinity had a bearing on how Athenians defined masculinity.
159

 As fighting the 

barbarian threat was the inciting action of Athenian expansion, barbarians were portrayed 

as the anti-type of Athenian masculinity and provided a polar opposite against which the 

Athenians compared themselves. With the growth of the Athenian empire, there occurred 

a greater stratification and hierarchy in Athenian concepts of masculinity: while 

Athenians and barbarians occupied opposite poles on the scale of manliness, those who 

were citizens of Athenian allies, colonies, and subject states were seen to occupy an 

intermediate position in the hierarchy of Athenian masculine ideology.
160

  

 It should also be mentioned that although examinations of Athenian masculinity 

gave greater attention to the subjects discussed above, and subjected them to deeper 

analysis, passing reference is made to the role of other Athenian institutions and practices 

as contributing to the formation of Athenian masculinity. Some institutions that were 

highlighted by scholars include the importance placed on the gymnasia and symposia 

(with their emphasis on the performative aspects of gender which required men to prove 

and reprove their status through adherence to societally approved standards of 

masculinity), rites of initiation such as enrollment into the phratries, and competitions 
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designed to display manly excellence, especially the euandreia competition at the 

Panathenaea.
161

 It is important to make reference to these since discussion of Spartan 

institutions and practices, particularly those which are portrayed as having some parallels 

to those of the Athenians, will be significant in my examination of Spartan masculinity, 

not only because of their connection to Athenian ideas of masculinity, but also because 

constructionist frameworks highlight institutions and practices which have ritualistic or 

performative aspects as being key sites for the construction of masculinity in general. 

Historians of gender and sexuality are aware of the hazards associated with their 

study. For example, in order to make proper use of a source one must be certain to 

understand the purpose of that source, as failing to do so might result in misinterpretation 

due to failure, for example, to perceive comedic or ironic notes.
162

 Another hazard is 

over-estimating the extent to which the “history of ideas” reflects the reality of social 

norms. The gap between representation and lived experience is important to consider, as 

the “real” is often precisely what cannot be symbolised by discourse.
163

 Halperin too 

notes that if manly conduct described in philosophical works can be seen as the society’s 

ideal mode of behavior in any given situation, it would be dangerous to assume that 

societal norms always lived up such ideals.
164

 Moreover, several scholars note that 

philosophical works often are not expressive of the norms of the society from which they 

originate to any extent, but that philosophers represent a small intellectual elite whose 

work was often polemical in nature towards the ideology of their culture, and was often 

disregarded if not explicitly derided by society at large.
165

 

 The next two difficulties are vulnerabilities which are possible in any historical 

study, but which have been found to be particularly problematic for scholars attempting 

to uncover historical gender and sexual identities. These are the tendencies of researchers 

1) to impose modern categories and ideals onto societies to which they do not apply, and 
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2) to begin their project with an image of their subject in mind, and then to seek out and 

privilege evidence which supports their forgone conclusions. For example, both Fox and 

Halperin perceive an over-privileging of the sexual experience as being a core identity 

feature. Fox notes that the idea of sex as the centre of being has only arisen in modern 

times alongside the rise of the concept of sexuality,
166

 and Halperin notes the tendency of 

modern societies to view the concept of “sexual identity” (i.e. the internalization of either 

a homosexual or heterosexual identity which then informs both sexual experiences and 

understanding of gender) as a historical constant.
167

 He sees this as problematic when 

examining Greek sexual and gender experience, because judgement on adherence to or 

deviance from appropriate gender roles was not made on the sexual object preferred by 

the subject, but on the role the subject performed in the sexual encounter.
168

  

 Indeed, the historian of Greek and Roman sexuality is particularly vulnerable to 

the abovementioned snares, both because of the modern Western tendency to view 

ourselves as the direct descendants of Greco-Roman culture and thought,
169

 and because 

of the appropriation of Greek sexual experience to provide parallels for contemporary 

homosexual experiences.
170

 However there can, ironically, also be a danger in taking the 

concept of the “otherness” of ancient societies too far. Halperin remarked, concerning 

Patzer’s exploration of classical Athenian paederasty, that his understanding of sexual 

identity as a modern concept led him to view paederastic relationships in classical Athens 

as being entirely initiatory in nature, and devoid of homoerotic desire—a conclusion 

which is not supported by the texts.
171

 On top of these problems is perhaps one final one: 

the fact that gender studies is frequently politically charged. Fox believes that the only 

remedy is the acceptance that any “real” representation we may find for the masculine 

subject will be partial and may leave us with more questions than answers, as 
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examinations of masculinity deal with individual subjective experience which can never 

be fully represented by the texts.
172

 

 Of course, when dealing with Sparta, not only are all these difficulties still to be 

dealt with, but they are also compounded by the fact that the main sources we have which 

are contemporary with Classical Sparta are almost entirely Athenian. This means, first, 

that they are writing about a culture to which they do not belong. Secondly many of the 

Athenian sources are written when Sparta and Athens were engaged in open hostility 

with one another. And finally often when these authors discussed aspects of Spartan 

culture they did so in the service of a greater aim in their writing, which often had more 

to do with Athenian concerns than those of Sparta. Therefore, when one is examining 

Spartan masculinity one must be especially careful with the source material presented. 

With these ideas in mind I will now turn towards the principal concern of this work, 

which is to explore the construction of classical Spartan masculinity as it is represented 

by two Athenian authors, Thucydides and Xenophon.  

 In the search for what made Spartan men men, I will use a combination of 

methodologies: social constructionism together with historiographical analysis. Further, 

the areas which constructionist frameworks highlight as being important for the cultural 

creation and maintenance of gender, and which scholars have suggested were of import in 

Athenian masculinity ideology will provide structure to the investigation.
173

  

 1) The relation of men and women: As mentioned, the relational practice between 

men and women is perhaps the most fundamental area in which constructions of gender 

are formed. It will be important to look for Spartan ideology surrounding such notions as 

the opposition and separation of men and women, the similar or differing qualities 

possessed by the sexes, and the values placed on those qualities.                                                                                                                                                       

 2) Attitudes towards sex: While it has been debated whether or not scholars have 

overvalued the influence of sexual activity on perceptions of manhood in antiquity, the 

large amount of attention that has been given to the subject with regards to masculinity in 

Athens, and the Greek world at large, means that of would be remiss not to include it in 
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an examination of Spartan masculinity. Moreover, the fact that sources from antiquity do 

often frame questions concerning andreia and sophrosyne within the context of 

discussion of sexual behaviours necessitates that questions of sexual experience occupy a 

place in this examination.                                                                                                                                                   

 3) Institutions: In the survey of scholarly exploration of Athenian masculinity 

institutions were not as often the focus of attention as the perhaps should be. Institutions 

will, however, be a prominent feature of the exploration of Spartan masculinity, both 

because a great deal of attention was paid to Spartan institutions by ancient authors 

(particularly those which were viewed as being novel or contributing to the ‘otherness’ of 

the Spartans), and because constructionist frameworks cite institutions as one of three key 

sites of interactional gender construction.
174

  

 4) Discourse: The idea of the importance of discourse to gender construction has a 

place in social constructionist frameworks, but even more so in post-structural 

approaches. Borrowing ideas from such approaches, I will try to discern key features of 

the ideology of masculinity from the words employed in discussions of manhood. 

Analysis of the words and concepts which occupied pre-eminence in the discourse 

surrounding masculinity in Sparta, as well as how the ideology of Spartan masculinity as 

a whole was used discursively, will prove illuminative, both of the character of Spartan 

masculinity, and of the Athenian authors’ appraisal of it.                                                                                                                                    

 5) Representation and performativity: The view of gender as a deliberate social 

construction, rather than an innate element of being, suggests that masculinity is not 

something which can be established once and then forgotten. Rather, constructionist 

views argue that gender must be affirmed and reaffirmed through the repeated projection 

and performance of culturally accepted standards of appearance and deportment demand 

that a rhetoric of behaviour and appearance be created, which must then be continually 

played out in the public arena. This paper will examine this rhetoric as it applies to 

Spartan masculinity.     

 6) Relations between men and hegemonic masculinity: Discussions of power 

relations and hierarchal masculinity between groups of men has always played a 

prevalent role in the examination of masculinities. This is especially the case when one 
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examines the masculinity of a culture at large. It will be useful to attempt to identify the 

culturally institutionalized archetypes of idealized masculinity and to examine how these 

ideals factored in relations not only between men of the Spartiate class and those of 

‘others’ such as the various subclasses (not just perioikoi and helots, but also 

hypomeiones, mothakes, etc.), and non-Spartan allies, but also between members of the 

Spartiate class itself— this will encompass relations between adult members as well as 

differing expressions and perceptions of masculinity discernible at various stages of the 

lifespan. As hegemony has been of special concern to social constructionist inquiries, any 

specific examples present in the sources of hegemonic masculine hierarchies operating 

within Sparta will be emphasised in the form of case studies, which will aim to show in 

what manner the hegemonic mechanism operated, and what ideological or political ends 

it was meant to achieve. 

 Structurally, the material will be divided by author. Xenophon’s work will be 

subjected to further division between his historical and philosophical writing. The above 

mentioned topics will thus be addressed in the context of both author and genre. Viewing 

the highlighted topics in this way will make allowance for the possibility that a single 

author may present Spartan masculinity differently depending on the genre and purpose 

of his individual works. It will also help to maintain the understanding that the ideas 

surrounding Spartan manhood were not presented in a void. This will aid literary analysis 

by allowing us to view the assertions being made about Sparta within the context of the 

works in which the assertions are made, so that we do not merely take them at face value 

without consideration of the greater purposes of the works themselves.  
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Chapter 2: Thucydides 

2.1 Introduction 

For the most part Thucydides was not overly concerned with social history. The project 

he undertook, in chronicling the events of the Peloponnesian War, is primarily political 

and military in nature. The process by which men were shaped is left largely undiscussed 

by Thucydides (indeed, as are the processes of formation for most of the traits which 

make up the national characteristics of states featured in the History). But what is able to 

be gleaned from Thucydides’ work is the role that various ideologies and characteristics 

such as masculinity played on the national stage. When reading Thucydides it is possible 

to see masculinity operating on both individual and national levels. As discussed earlier, 

social-constructionists see societies as creating and promulgating expressions of 

masculinity which are then idealized, so that nations can be seen as embodying particular 

representations of masculinity unique to themselves.
175

 The ideology of these national 

masculinities functions both internally, on individuals within the state, and externally, in 

interactions with other nations and, thus, play a role in international relations. The idea of 

“national masculinity” is particularly well-suited to an exploration of masculinity in 

Thucydides, as scholars have noted the analogy of the individual and the city as a 

comparative model being employed extensively by Thucydides throughout the History.
176

 

Morrison suggests that the development of this sort of political history was one of the key 

aims of Thucydides’ early work, and that by understanding that cities behave like 

individuals in significant ways one can gain insight into the behaviours and motivations 

of the different city-states.
177

 As with individuals, ideology can be seen to be a great 

motivating factor for states; in particular, we will see that national ideology wrapped up 

with ideas of masculinity can have significant political ramifications. Thucydides, 

therefore, presents the reader with the end of the process of the construction; namely 

nations that are represented as possessing particular characters and ideologies and men 
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who are presented in relation to their nation’s “type” and whose conduct displays their 

adherence to or deviation from particular aspects of their national type.
178

 This 

examination of Thucydides, therefore, will focus on Spartan masculinity at both 

individual and national levels, and the categories which provide the most fruit for the 

examination are discourse, representation and performativity, and relations between men 

and hegemonic masculinity.
179

   

2.2 Discourse 

In the speeches of Archidamus and Sthenelaidas, following the First Spartan Congress, 

we are given a compelling example of the power of the discourse of masculinity. This 

debate between the king and ephor has been seen by some as an example of an appeal to 

emotion and propaganda trumping an appeal based fundamentally on reason.
180

 This is 

true, but there is more going on. I would argue that the real key to understanding why 

Sthenelaidas prevailed lies in the fact that, while Archidamus made his ideological appeal 

to concepts such as tradition and self-possession, Sthenelaidas rooted his argument in 

concepts fundamental to Spartan ideology of manhood.  

Both Archidamus and Sthenelaidas are depicted as employing different aspects of 

traditional Spartan values to reinforce their positions. Although their approaches are at 

great variance, a number of scholars have remarked that the comportment of both 

Archidamus and Sthenelaidas are eminently Spartan in different ways.
181

 First, 
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Archidamus seeks to change the meanings of the Corinthians’ various accusations 

through the use of discourse, making these accusations instead into an impressive 

catalogue of Spartan strengths, with a heavy emphasis on tradition.
182

 Above all else, 

Archidamus appeals to Spartan σωφροσύνη, in the sense of self-possession and 

prudence.
183

 Archidamus keeps returning to the idea that the Spartans should not be 

ashamed or provoked by the accusations of their allies stressing that, as the excellence of 

Spartan character is a product of their upbringing and is reliant upon the traditional 

Spartan way of life, it does not need external validation to thrive, nor does it suffer from 

external censure.
184

 Scholars have suggested that, both in his own conduct, and in 

centering his catalogue of Spartan virtues around aspects and expressions of σωφροσύνη, 

Archidamus exemplifies this virtue, which is an essential part of Thucydides’ portrayal of 

a particularly Spartan character.
185

 This may very well be true, but by returning again and 

again the importance for the Spartans to remain calm, and not to allow themselves to feel 

shamed by the opinions of others,
186

 Archidamus suggests at the assembly the Spartans 

were not, in fact, self-possessed. Allison and Crane point out that many scholars overlook 

Thucydides’ assertion that before Archidamus spoke the majority of Spartans, having 

been convinced by their allies of Athens’ injustice, were in favor of war, and that this 

opinion was accompanied by considerable agitation and a sense of urgency.
187

 Even 

though, therefore, Archidamus’ main argument for delaying hostilities was based on a 

rational assessment of Sparta’s material strengths and weaknesses in comparison with 

those of Athens, in order to express Sparta’s current unpreparedness for such an 
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undertaking,
188

 in light of the emotional atmosphere of the assembly Sthenelaidas’ 

diatribe was the better tactic to employ.
189

 If both Archidamus and Sthenelaidas sought to 

hold a mirror up for the Spartan audience to show them a particular self-image of 

themselves, Sthenelaidas was the one who read the audience correctly and whose “ 

bellicose rhetoric carries the day by appealing to his audience's pride in their martial 

heritage”.
190

 

 It has been seen as outrageous that Sthenelaidas, in his response, did not counter 

any of Archidamus’ very valid points.
191

 Sthenelaidas, however, had no need to negate 

Archidamus’ argument.
192

 He employed a more forceful weapon: Sparta’s ideology of 

masculinity. Keeping his message simple,
193

 he argues that the Spartans have 

responsibilities, both as hegemons and as men, to protect those who look to them from 

injustice. He blazes past and dismisses Archidamus warnings of Sparta’s unpreparedness: 

what concern can such things be in the face of the suffering of those Sparta is worn to 

protect, and what use are material advantages in the face of the men of Sparta and its 

allies? This line of argument would have held special significance for the Spartans, as it 

plays upon the ideology of the superiority of Dorian men in comparison to their Ionian 

opponents.
194

 Two main concepts become clear in Sthenelaidas’ speech: injustice is being 

committed by the Athenians, and Sparta’s collective manhood has been called into 
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question— and it is the responsibility of Spartan men to meet both challenges without 

delay.
195

 

The determining ideological factor in the debate, therefore, is the way masculine 

self-worth was defined by both speakers.
196

 As mentioned, Archidamus advocated an 

understanding of Spartan excellence as intrinsic and unthreatened by external pressures. 

Sthenelaidas, conversely, pushes for a view of masculine excellence as based in one’s 

performance in the eye of others, meaning that it is very much vulnerable to external 

censure. Thus, whereas Archidamus dismisses the Corinthian accusation of anandreia 

(“cowardice/unmanliness”), indicating that the insult should not be a cause of shame for 

Spartans, but rather a cause of indignation against those who made it,
197

 Sthenelaidas 

argues that, as Sparta’s andreia (“bravery/manliness”) was largely what others thought it 

to be,
198

 so the Spartans should feel shame. Sthenelaidas ends his speech by saying that 

the honour of Sparta demands immediate action;
199

 this view of masculine honour 

prevailed.  

It is possible that the influence of Sthenelaidas’ masculine discourse was 

strengthened by the disparity of ages in the assembly: Archidamus’ focus was primarily 

on the old and Sthenelaidas’ on the young.
200

 The discrepancy in perspective of these 

different age groups, in part, accounts for the ways in which the various ideologies 
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employed by the speakers were received by their audience. Indeed, Archidamus began his 

speech with a reference to his significant age.
201

 This reference was, undoubtedly, meant 

to establish him as one deserving of esteem, and to whom it was the best interests of all to 

pay heed.
202

 And, due to the Spartan’s reverence for age,
203

 Archidamus’ appeal to his 

own considerable experience likely did, in part, produce the desired effect.
204

 However, 

Archidamus’ focus on the excellence of age, both as the basis of his position and as the 

primary quality of his target audience,
205

 had other ramifications, as masculine discourse 

carries different meanings at different stages of life. Archidamus could afford to speak of 

immovable excellence because he had nothing to prove. As one who was experienced in 

war and who had reached the time of life significant to warrant societal veneration on the 

basis of age (not to mention the prestige accorded to him by virtue of his royalty) his 

masculinity was secure.
206

 If Archidamus counsels that Spartans should not feel shame at 

the censure of others, he is speaking from a position of having nothing personally of 

which to be ashamed, as he can point to a long track record affirming his masculine 

honour. The young men addressed by Sthenelaidas did not view the situation from that 

place. The Spartan education system was highly competitive and placed great value on 

repeatedly performing masculine excellence. The atmosphere of constant observation in 

which boys and young men lived their lives, as well as the precarious nature of 

achievements of masculine excellence, likely impressed upon these young men both the 

incredibly visual character of Spartan masculinity, as well as how vulnerable masculine 

achievement was to the opinions of others.
207

 Unlike Archidamus and his contemporaries, 

the young men in the assembly would most assuredly have felt that they had a great deal 
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to prove
208

 (Archidamus implies as much in his insinuation that the young and 

inexperienced would be eager for war).
209

 Sthenelaidas made good use of this attitude in 

calling upon the Spartans to affirm not only their own masculine honor, but that of their 

country. As Lebow argues, the young Spartans, seeking honour and glory, felt their own 

self-esteem to be entwined with State honour, inasmuch as they were encouraged to live 

for the service of Sparta and to internalize its ideology,
210

 so that an affront to the honour 

of Sparta was also a personal affront. In addition, Sthenelaidas’ employment of highly 

emotional invective was particularly well suited to his target audience of young men. 

While Archidamus places the emphasis on the Spartan education system for the 

cultivation of moderate self-possession, his speech makes it clear that his own 

σωφροσύνη stems as much from his experience as his schooling. Lebow suggests that the 

young men in the Spartan assembly had “no previous exposure to this kind of emotional 

pressure”,
211

 so that Sthenelaidas had merely to continue intensifying the pressure they 

had already been made to feel by the Corinthians and other allies, and demand that they 

cease speaking and make their actions confirm their worth as men and Spartans, in order 

to ensure their acquiescence to his goal.  

Sthenelaidas, furthermore, made full use of the effect of his appeal to masculine 

discourse by immediately calling for the vote at the moment when the emotional pitch of 

the assembly was at its highest.
212

 The emphasis on performativity created by the vote 

was pushed even a step further by the demand that the separation be made a visible rather 

than a vocal distinction: while shouting to vote gave a degree of anonymity, forcing a 

physical separation created a powerful visual spectacle in which no one’s position was 

left open to speculation.
213

 There has been considerable discussion as to what exactly was 
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Sthenelaidas’ aim in alleging that he could not tell the vote from shouts alone, creating 

the necessity for a visible spectacle of the opinions of assembly members,
214

 but 

regardless of the precise reason the ideological impact is clear: Sthenelaidas had made a 

vote for war tantamount to a demonstration of manly vigour and Spartan honour, and 

then called upon men to visibly perform their role as men in voting in favour of Spartan 

honour.
215

 Even if the majority had been in favor of war before Sthenelaidas called for 

them to physically demonstrate it, he created a situation which would undoubtedly result 

in his desired outcome because, as Cartledge eloquently put it, Sthenelaidas, “exploited 

the Spartans’ culturally-induced notions of patriotism and bravery to get them to—

literally—stand up and be counted”, the understanding being that no Spartan would 

desire to risk a vote that could make him seem to be a coward.
216

 

While the main focus of this section, up until this point, has been on Thucydides’ 

representation of Spartan discursive self-presentation, something should be said about the 

ways in which Thucydides displays outsiders re-creating the image of the Spartan man 

through discourse. Thucydides has both the Athenians and Corinthians discursively 

construct pictures of what it means to be a Spartan man, and these images dominate 

understandings of Spartan “national character” in the History. Outsider discourse in the 

History primarily seeks to define the Spartan character in polar opposition to that of the 

Athenian.
217

 While the particulars of the Spartan “national character” (most fully 

expounded in the speech of the Corinthians at the first Spartan congress) has been 

analysed many times at length,
218

 what is of concern here is the way in which concepts 
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central to Spartan masculinity were employed by outsiders in order to twist them into an 

image of a Spartan man radically different from that the Spartans sought to present.  

The Corinthian portrayal, stressing Athenian inventiveness and enterprise in 

contrast with Spartan reticence and complacency, has been seen as the measure against 

which Thucydides aimed to portray Spartan “national character”,
219

 as well as being the 

primary template for the typical Spartan man in the work.
220

 With respect to masculinity, 

the Corinthians’ discussions of Spartan isolationism and hesitancy have particular import. 

Spartan isolationism becomes associated with notions of masculinity due to the 

hegemonic nature of the Peloponnesian League.
221

 In their speech, the Corinthians 

suggest that Spartan isolationist tendencies made them out of touch in a way that could 

disqualify them from their hegemonic position. Thus Corinthian discourse concerning 

Spartan masculinity is inextricably connected with the contemporary political situation, 

created with an aim to incite their Spartan allies to action, and thus  can be seen to be 

framed largely within the ethos of hegemonic masculinity.  

As will be discussed further later,
222

 the Corinthians give little attention to the 

political realities of the various systems of alliance at the time
223

— indeed scholars have 

argued that the decision to go to war at that time had, in reality, little to do with the 

legalities of the situation.
224

 Instead, the Corinthian’s appeal rested entirely on ideas of 

injustice and the responsibilities of the hegemon to those allies who were subordinate to 

it.
225

 The Corinthians made much use of Sparta’s reputation as a liberator, referring to its 

prestige in this arena both among the allies and in its own self-image, and thus accusing 

them of depriving their own allies of liberty through their inaction and neglect.
226

 They 

imply, therefore, that failure, either from indifference or inability, to protect the interests 
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of those who look to them for leadership diminishes the Spartans as men and renders 

them unworthy of occupying their dominant position in the hegemonic structure.
227

 The 

Corinthians turn attributes integral to the Spartan character into points of negative 

comparison with the Athenians.
228

 In their admonition not to allow the Peloponnese to 

become less than it was in the time of Sparta’s forbearers, the Corinthians not only bid 

the Spartan men to examine their national prestige in comparison with that of their 

fathers, but also allude that Sparta could, through action, regain former glory. In this way 

they aim to incite the Spartans to prove themselves as worthy as their ancestors were, and 

to obtain the same level of honour in the eyes of the Greek world.
229

 Finally, by 

presenting a call to action centering on ideological invective in front of Sparta’s other 

allies, the Corinthians were able to make full use of ideology to side step political 

realities and force the Spartans into a position where,
230

  

they must either explicitly deny that the allies are suffering harm at the hands of 

the Athenians or act to protect them. If they allow the allies’ complaints to go 

unchallenged, inaction can be nothing but a sign of cowardice and weakness.
231

  

 

Athenian discourse on Spartan masculinity can be seen in the funeral oration of 

Pericles, who, like the Corinthians, twists ideas associated with the construction of 

Spartan masculinity to become expressions of Spartan weakness rather than strength. The 

focus in the funeral oration is on two main aspects of Spartan culture: isolationism and 

education. Isolationism, especially in the form of the institutionalized expulsion of 

foreigners, was seen as reinforcing the Spartans’ perception of their own uniqueness and 

superiority, as well as guarding against contamination from the inferior cultures and ways 

of others.
232

 This has a bearing on the ethos of masculinity, as one of the ways other 

cultures could corrupt Spartans was by feminizing them. Pausanias, for example, was not 
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only portrayed as incurring the displeasure of the Ionian Greeks but was reported as 

readily adopting all the behaviours and trappings of effeminate orientalism.
233

 The 

importance of the Spartan education to their masculine self-identity was made clear 

already in Archidamus’ speech where he expressed the idea that their strict education was 

literally what made Spartan men so superior.
234

  

  Pericles based a large portion of his speech in a comparison of the openness of 

Athenian society, and the non-professional nature of Athenian hoplites, with Sparta’s 

closed and highly regimented society.
235

 It has been suggested, however, that such 

comparison is not necessarily reflective of Athenian thought in general, but constitutes a 

rather narrow, and perhaps excessive, focus on contrasting Athens with its current 

enemy.
236

 Pericles implicitly rejects Archidamus’ idea that all men are alike in nature. 

Instead, he presents the Spartans as devoting a lifetime of training towards the pursuit of 

manliness, alluding that the effort Spartans put towards creating truly manly men is 

indicative of an absence of naturally occurring manly valour in the Spartan character. 

Thus Athenians, who, Pericles claims, possess an ample supply of manly valour simply 

by virtue of being Athenian, need not fear Spartan training because natural Athenian 

valour is more than a match for artificial efforts.
237

 In addition to presenting the 

acquisition of Spartan masculine valour as arduous and unnatural, Pericles suggests that, 

as an artificial construct, Spartan masculine courage is also precarious:
238

 isolationism 

“others” the Spartans, is antisocial, is indicative of a suspicious nature,
239

 and is evidence 

that their education fails to truly instil those qualities in Spartan men which they lack 

naturally. Through discourse, therefore, the positive aspects which could be associated 

with Spartan isolationism, such as cultural purity and freedom from the moral attitudes of 
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others,
240

 become an expression of weakness, suggestive that Spartan manliness is not 

strong enough to withstand outside influences. This idea is also reflected in the speech of 

the Athenian envoys at the first Spartan congress, in which they remind the Spartans that 

Spartans abroad have a tendency to abandon all Spartan behavioural codes,
241

 a concern 

which, Thucydides relates, would dictate Spartan external policy for some time.
242

 

The images of Spartan and Athenian masculinity developed discursively by 

Pericles and other Athenians are clearly politically charged and, as one can expect from a 

state at war, these depictions served a propagandist purpose.
243

 Indeed, Tritle asserts that 

the particular images developed by Pericles within the context of his funeral oration were 

specifically aimed at shoring up Athenian confidence by discursively tearing down the 

Spartan mystique, and presenting the well-known perception of the Spartan army as 

comprised of men who possess unshakable courage as, instead, one whose members’ 

natural short-comings made unintimidating.
244

 That the image presented by Pericles was 

more reflective of a discursive construct created deliberately for political purposes than 

material reality can be seen in those instances in which performance greatly deviated 

from those ideas expressed. Pericles' boasts of Athenian manly valour in practice 

sometimes proved hollow.
245

 For example, Demosthenes’ address to the Athenian force 

at Pylos (Th. 4.10) reflected sentiments completely opposite to those expressed by 

Pericles.
246

 Beyond particular instances of discrepancy, Cartledge and Debnar argue that 

the general Athenian/Spartan contrast is perhaps “too neat to be credible”, and should be 

viewed with caution.
247

 Thucydides himself is far from an impartial recorder of history; 

his depictions of different constitutions and cultures, as much as his relation of the events 

of the war, greatly reflect an Atheno-centric point of view.
248

 In light of these ideas, it is 

possible to view the images of the characteristic Spartan man which pervade much of 

Thucydides’ History, and which have subsequently been viewed as indicative of some of 
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the characteristic traits of Spartan men, not necessarily as illuminating reality, but rather 

as constructions of Spartan masculinity created by outsiders for specific political 

purposes, and accomplished mainly by means of discourse.  

2.3 Representation and Performativity 

The relationship between discourse and representation or performativity in the realm of 

Spartan masculinity ideology can be seen prominently in Thucydides’ History. While the 

Spartan “mirage” which informed views of Spartan men throughout the History is 

constructed largely through discourse, events of the History also suggest that discourse 

alone was insufficient to maintain the ideological strength of the image, but that 

substantiating performativity on the part of Spartans was required.  

 The ramifications which Spartan setbacks in the Archidamian War, particularly at 

Pylos and Cythera, had on Sparta’s image reveal the extent to which such discourse 

depended on complementary performative representation. Thucydides (4.55, 5.14) relates 

the profound impact Sparta's losses in these two instances had in the eyes of both others 

and themselves. The effects of these incidents on Spartan morale are presented as being 

even more detrimental than the material losses. We are told that the Spartans, depicted as 

hesitant to begin with, now become almost completely incapacitated by the reversal of 

their expectations. Thucydides asserts that the failure of Spartan men to perform in battle 

in accordance with the self-defining image of military manhood promulgated by 

conventional Spartan discourse, shocked the Spartans to the extent that they lost 

confidence in themselves entirely, and thought that anything they attempted would be 

doomed to failure.
249

 Some have seen Spartan hesitancy and pessimism in episodes such 

as these as being indicative of Thucydides presenting Sparta as possessing a particularly 

fearful national character.
250

 These views rightly stress Thucydides’ intent for the 

audience to compare those Spartans who fought to the death at Thermopylae with those 

who surrendered at Pylos, and point out the difference between the Spartan attitudes in 

the two scenarios due to the fact that events played out as expected, and against 

expectations, respectively.
251

 However, I believe that their conclusions miss the mark, 
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and that the episode actually reveals a lack of the existence of characteristics (either 

positive or negative) “innate” to Spartan nature.
252

 Lebow emphasises the double-

feedback loop created between words and deeds depicted generally in Thucydides’ 

History and notes the potential for damage any time in which there is a discrepancy 

between the social conventions, which create the “inter-subjective understandings” 

required for action, and “brute facts”.
253

 Thus, Thucydides’ presentation of Spartan 

reactions to the unexpected (that is, the break down in Spartan self-identification, 

manifested in their subsequent complete lack of self-confidence) suggests that Spartan 

masculine self-image should be viewed as socially constructed through discourse and  

performative representation, which require a significant level of agreement with one 

another for the Spartan self-identifying ideology to function as it was intended:
254

 “they 

[the Spartans] were extraordinarily brave, in part because they believed they were and 

because others believed the same”.
255

 When the ideologically promoted form of Spartan 

masculine self-representation is challenged by the failure of Spartan masculine 

performativity (i.e. the performance in battle of actual Spartan men) to live up to the 

discourse which seeks to inform it, the discourse loses its power and Spartan self-defining 

ideology is severely damaged.  
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When expanding the view beyond the impact of the Spartan surrender at Pylos on 

Spartan self-image, the shock caused throughout the Hellenic world by the Spartans’ 

failure to live up to their reputation in this instance shows the influence of Spartan 

performativity on the other Greek states’ perception of Spartan men. Thucydides says 

specifically that of all the events of the war, none was so “against expectation” (παρὰ 

γνώμην) in the eyes of the Greeks as was this surrender,
256

  Thucydides, in his explicit 

association of Pylos with Thermopylae, shows that Sparta's reputation for bravery in the 

Greek world was based on the precedent of Spartans fighting to the death at 

Thermopylae.
257

 The necessity of Spartan performativity to uphold this image for the 

maintenance of Spartan reputation is made painfully clear by the fact that a single episode 

which displayed deviation from this precedent was sufficient to shatter Sparta’s military 

reputation in the eyes of its contemporaries.
258

 Furthermore, the double feedback loop 

requiring performativity to uphold specifically the images created by discourse is 

underlined by the fact that the Spartans captured on the island did, in fact, fight 

admirably.
259

 The eventual surrender was no cut-and-dried matter: it only occurred after 

the deaths of two Spartan commanding officers and the reception of ambiguous and 

unhelpful advice from Spartan authorities on the mainland.
260

 The surrender can thus be 

seen as largely representative of a failure in Spartan leadership, and not a failure of the 

Spartiates on the island to live up to their famous character.
261

 If Thucydides did mean to 

represent the captured Spartans as performing commendably, for as long as was 

reasonably possible, then their only real failing was that their performance did not live up 

to the defining representation of Spartan men, created at Thermopylae: men who fight to 

the death rather than surrender. That Thucydides represents this failing as being sufficient 

to obliterate Sparta’s image shows specificity of the double-feedback loop between 

performativity and discourse—which both must conform particularly to the approved 

ideology, suggesting that Thucydides saw this association as being powerful enough to 
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render the actualities surrounding real-world events meaningless if they do not fit into the 

approved ideology. 

 Further evidence to suggest that without supporting performance discourse fails to 

shore up masculine ideology can be seen in analysis of a statement attributed to one of 

the captured Spartans on Pylos. In response to a taunt asking if all of the brave Spartans 

had been killed on the island, he acerbically remarked that “the spindle, meaning the 

arrow, would be worth much if it could distinguish the brave” (πολλοῦ ἂν ἄξιον εἶναι τὸν 

ἄτρακτον, λέγων τὸν οἰστόν, εἰ τοὺς ἀγαθοὺς διεγίγνωσκε).
262

 This pithy statement can 

be seen as an attempt to reconcile the image of Spartan actions to the traditional ideology 

of Spartan masculinity via discourse.
263

 The unnamed Spartan not only displays contempt 

for his enemies’ unmanly conduct by associating them with women in the use of the term 

“spindle” (ἄτρακτον) for arrow, but also seeks to re-establish the Spartans within the 

traditional hoplite ethos as the superiors of their enemies, even in defeat, through the 

skilful use of discourse; Crane aptly explains the Spartan’s discursive strategy, in a way 

which warrants quoting at length:  

 

The Spartans did not push the contest to its limit and surrender their lives, 

because the contest was not fought between equals. The cowardly recourse to 

missiles such as arrows and rocks demeaned the Athenian forces, and the 

Spartans, it is implied, surrendered as much from disdain as from anything 

else. Unable to lay down their lives in the exchange of blows from one line of 

hoplites to another, the Spartans give up the entire contest. Thus the unnamed 

Spartan attempts to convert a humiliating defeat into a moral victory that 

asserts Spartan status.
264

 

 

But for all of its rhetorical ingenuity, this sort of discourse was largely ineffectual in 

changing public opinion about Sparta. Regardless of the particulars of the Pylos 

catastrophe, it caused Sparta’s reputation to continue to suffer subsequently; until it 

reached a point in 418 BCE where it seemed that Sparta’s standing had never been so low 

in the eyes of its fellow Greeks. This situation was ultimately only rectifiable through 

Spartan performance at the battle of Mantinea.
265

 Miller notes the stress on action over 
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words in the Spartan exhortation before the battle at Mantinea,
266

 suggesting awareness 

that Spartan performativity was required to repair Sparta’s image, as discourse by itself 

would not suffice.  

Another area of Thucydides’ History in which the effect of representation on 

Spartan masculine image is particularly prominent in a different way is Thucydides’ 

description of Brasidas’ Northern campaign.
267

 A number of scholars have discussed at 

length Brasidas’ character and, though their views differ in the particulars,
268

 many agree 

that, in his depiction as a man of swift action, his reputation for just and moderate 

conduct, his capacity for eloquent rhetoric, and his penchant for employing tactics of 

persuasion over those of compulsion, he is atypical of the Spartan “national character” 

Thucydides sought to present in the History.
269

 This is so much so, that some have 

suggested that Brasidas actually embodies the antithesis of that character,
270

 or that he is 

presented as bearing more relation to Thucydides’ depiction of the typical Athenian 

character than that of the Spartan.
271

 Yet Wassermann asserts that, other than 

Archidamus, no other Spartan was presented by Thucydides as so archetypal of Sparta as 

Brasidas.
272

 This assertion certainly echoes the sentiments of those cities induced by 

Brasidas to join the Spartan cause, who, Thucydides relates, were imbued with good will 

by Brasidas’ conduct, not only towards Brasidas himself, but also towards the Spartans in 

general, whom they hoped were like him.
273

 The fact that Brasidas came to represent, in 
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the eyes of the northern cities, “the Spartan” as a type— despite Thucydides’ assertions 

that he was, in fact, atypical— is indicative of Brasidas’ proficiency in remoulding the 

image of what a Spartan man was to suit his own purposes through means of 

representation and performativity.
274

 Brasidas invited his audience to view him as the 

embodiment of the Spartan ethos, and presented affronts to Spartan offers of “liberation” 

as personal affronts. Thus he manipulated his audience to buying into Spartan 

propaganda by appealing to sentiment. In service of his representation, Brasidas stressed 

the conformity of words to actions.
275

 Throughout Thucydides’ description of Brasidas’ 

campaign, there is an emphasis on perception and the awareness of public image in the 

accounts of his conduct—
276

conduct which proved exceptionally useful for Brasidas’ 

political purposes.
277

 

Debnar suggests that Brasidas took advantage of his audiences’ ignorance when it 

came to the character of most Spartans, allowing him to use his own conduct to insinuate 

that the allies would find other Spartans equally agreeable to their sensibilities, knowing 

that they had no way to tell that the representation of Spartan men presented by Brasidas 

was not entirely truthful.
278

 In the depiction of the carefully calculated nature of the 

conduct which won Brasidas the admiration of the northern Greeks,
279

 as well as 
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numerous references to Brasidas' use of deceit,
280

 Thucydides’ account leads the reader to 

the conclusion that, by deliberately creating a representation of Sparta embodied in 

himself, Brasidas was able to execute the political programme of his campaign primarily 

through persuasion based on ideology.
281

  

Brasidas’ employment of particularly masculine representation can be viewed in 

full effect in his speeches of exhortation to his force at Lyncestis and Amphipolis. 

Wassermann has asserted that Brasidean exhortations constitute a veritable encomium of 

traditional Spartan values, and indeed, the imagery Brasidas encourages those serving 

under him to appropriate for the purposes of their own self-identification is firmly rooted 

within the Dorian, and particularly Spartan, masculine ethos.
282

 Brasidas begins both 

speeches by addressing the troops as Peloponnesians; he encourages them not to despair 

because of the desertion of their allies; he calls upon them to base their valour on their 

native courage as Peloponnesian men—a courage which he advocates should be bolstered 

by the fact that they are Dorians fighting against Ionians; he extolls Spartan military-

masculine virtues which he urges the men to uphold, and he promises to show that his 

own actions will conform to his words, lest anyone should think those words hollow.
283

 

The significance of this line of rhetoric becomes especially clear when one notes that 

Brasidas was addressing an army comprised of helots, mercenaries and northern allies, 
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many of which were not even Dorian, never mind Peloponnesian.
284

 A number of 

suggestions have been made as to why Brasidas employed such ideology in addressing 

troops to which it was not applicable, but I am inclined to agree with the view of 

Hornblower that Brasidas was employing the title of “Peloponnesian” honourifically, 

within the context of cohesion-building rhetoric.
285

 The important factor in Brasidas’ 

representation was the creation of a collective identity which is most readily done by 

appealing to an established essential identity (true or otherwise), and by othering the 

enemy.
286

 Dorian-masculine ethos, often employed by Peloponnesians provided Brasidas 

with natural focus for the creation of collective identity for his army due to the long 

tradition asserting Dorian natural superiority and courage in contrast to Ionian natural 

weakness and effeminacy.
287

 Brasidas was suggesting, therefore, that, regardless of their 

actual ethnic and geographic heritage, the soldiers could, in effect, become a part of the 

Dorian-masculine ethos by affirming this adopted self-representation through their 

performance in battle.
288

  

The success of Brasidas’ representational tactics can be especially seen in 

Thucydides’ reference to the helot soldiers in Brasidas’ army. Some have questioned the 

effectiveness of Brasidas' rhetoric about slavery in the face of his (recently emancipated) 

helot troops.
289

 However, Thucydides’ descriptions of these particular helots seem to 

suggest the contrary. That they come to be called “Brasideans”, for example, indicates a 

special bond between these men and their commander.
290

 The distinction Thucydides 

later draws between the Brasideans and the other neodamodeis settled at Lepreum,
291

 as 
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well as Thucydides’ juxtaposition of the account of the helot massacre
292

 with the 

description of Brasidas embarking on his mission with, among others, 700 helot troops,
293

 

further supports this idea. By including the helot troops in these addresses he rhetorically 

elevates them to the level of free Dorian men, through his invitation to them to adopt this 

self-representation. One could even argue that the references to real versus ideological 

slavery may have been intentionally aimed at the helot contingent of Brasidas’ force: by 

participating in and identifying with Spartan masculine ideology, they are investing in the 

ethos and emancipating themselves ideologically. Thucydides’ treatment of the 

Brasideans suggests that these men did, in fact, buy into the brand of Spartan masculine 

self-representation which Brasidas offered them.  

 The final instance I wish to highlight, in which the performative aspect of Spartan 

masculinity comes to the fore also concerns the helots. This is Thucydides’ account of the 

Spartans’ surreptitious murder of some 2000 helots.
294

 This episode has been the focus of 

a considerable scholarly debate, with scholars at variance concerning almost every aspect 

of the episode including its date,
295

 what it may have meant for Spartan-helot relations,
296
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as well as whether or not the massacre ever took place.
297

 Much of this debate lies 

beyond the scope of this discussion, and what is of concern at present is how the 

massacre can be viewed as a performative display, aimed at providing a visceral 

cautionary example to those who would deviate from the approved Spartan ideology 

concerning the hierarchal stratification between free and slave men.  The most significant 

factor in the episode is the emphasis placed upon the high-spiritedness, or 

presumptuousness, (φρονήματος) of the helots killed.
298

 Thucydides relates that the 

helots deemed problematic were those who believed that they had met standards worthy 

of free men, not for future service to the state, as was the case with the neodamodeis we 

see being employed increasingly by Sparta later,
299

 but because they felt that they 

deserved to be set free based on their prior conduct.  

 The Spartans employed a number of measures to ensure that the helots were as 

subjugated ideologically through a cultivated belief of their own innate inferiority, as 

they were in actuality.
300

 They were, for example, especially concerned to oppose all 

attempts, on the part of Athenians and others, to cultivate any sort of Messenian national 

identity.
301

 Additionally, the Spartans attempted to impose upon the helots a collective 

identity of their own devising, which Hornblower points out involved considerable care 

                                                                                                                                                                             
were tricked. Bradford (1994), 74-5, says that the revolt would not have happened at the same time as 

Brasidas’ campaign.  Hornblower (1996), 266, on 4.80.3-4, says that, “Th. leaves the date of this incident 

timeless, floating in the air”. Paradiso (2004), 187-8, argues that the chronological problem is not easily 

reconciled, as there are issues with back-dating the massacre to the distant past, but it is also difficult to 

accept that 700 helots who served with Brasidas would have been eager to volunteer had 2000 of their 

fellows just been brutally slain.  
296

 Talbert (1989) sees the incident as more reflective of Spartan fears than a real helot threat. Whitby 

(1994), 98-9, argues that it is more suggestive of Spartan propaganda than the realities of Sparta’s situation 

regarding its helots, but argues that if it did occur it indicates Sparta’s considerable skill in helot-control. 

Cartledge (2003b), 22, asserts that the massacre should “be read as his paradigm case of the Spartan’s 

regular treatment of Helots”. Paradiso (2004), 188, believes that the massacre most likely represents official 

Spartan propaganda to send a message to Messenians and runaway helots. 
297

 Talbert (1989), 23; Whitby (1994), 98; Bradford, (1994), 74-5; Paradiso (2004), 186-7; and Tritle 

(2010), 93, call into question the veracity of the incident, while Oliva (1971), 164-5; Cartledge (2003b), 21; 

Harvey, (2004), 200; and Cartledge and Debnar (2006), 565, argue for its historicity. Hornblower (1996), 

267, on 4.80.3-4, asserts that it is hard to believe that the whole story is true, as he does not think that it 

would have been easy for the Spartans to dispose of so many at once without modern methods.  
298

Orwin (1994), 83-4 frames the affair as a type of parody where here Thucydides has the Spartans kill 

their helots for succeeding to meet the standards expected of citizens. 
299

 Luraghi (2002), 229, asserts that Spartan state monopoly on manumission “made sure, in a very Spartan 

way, that only merits towards the community could bring freedom to a helot”. 
300

 See also Whitby (1994), 108-9; Cartledge (2003b), 19-20; Luraghi (2003), 123. 
301

 Luraghi (2008), 101, 199-208, 223. Although Luraghi views the perioikoi of Messenia as the most likely 

candidates for the creation of the Messenian national identity among helots.  



51 

on the part of the Spartans to reinforce the imposed representation of helot nature through 

repeated performative displays of Spartan superiority and helot inferiority.
302

 Feelings of 

entitlement on the part of helot men would mean that they had failed to internalize the 

self-representation required of them by the Spartan system. If Thucydides’ construction 

of the massacre accurately represents Spartan tactics, the manner in which Sparta dealt 

with this problem provides a masterful example of the use of performativity to drive 

home the desired ideology. On the most practical level, the Spartans rid themselves of a 

problem by eliminating a sector of the helot population which they considered to pose a 

physical threat to the existing social order. However, they are depicted as doing so in 

such a way as to turn this practical measure also into an ideological tool, in the form of a 

powerful exemplary display of Spartan superiority. In the ceremony, the helots who were 

put on display were those who selected themselves as the worthiest. Their subsequent 

ignominious deaths reaffirmed the correct social order and sent a pointed message to 

other helots of the consequences of overestimating their place in the world. Furthermore, 

the scale of this display would likely have been viewed as extraordinary,
303

 increasing its 

impact. Memory of the incident would lend weight to the smaller, more commonplace, 

performative displays of helot inferiority, making the need for such large-scale displays 

rare. Therefore the massacre, as reported by Thucydides, can be viewed as an exceptional 

and evocative performative display, deliberately executed by the Spartan authorities, to 

reinforce the representation which Sparta typically sought to impose on its helots through 

less extreme measures.
304
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2.4 Relations Between Men and Hegemonic Masculinity 

One of the areas in which the city-as-individual analogy employed by Thucydides is most 

useful to an exploration of masculinity is in the relationships between Sparta and its 

allies. With regard to Thucydides’ treatment of cities, Morrison commented that 

Thucydides’ approach of focusing on the city as a political unit in terms of speech and 

action, “is indicated by his choice to have cities speak as a whole: “the Corinthians 

say…,” “the Thebans say…,” “the Plataeans say…”.
305

 Characterized in this way by 

Thucydides, cities come to be, in part, collective expressions of masculine subjectivities. 

In their interactions, it is possible to view cities figuratively as individual masculine 

subjects, upon whom the influence of masculine ideology and structures of hegemonic 

masculinity factor in the same ways as they do on individual men. The hegemonic 

structures of national masculinities can be particularly seen in depictions of Sparta and its 

position within the Peloponnesian League, and the ways in which the ideologies of 

national masculinities can be exploited within such hegemonic structures are especially 

prevalent in Thucydides portrayal of the interaction of members of the Peloponnesian 

League prior to the outbreak of the Archidamian War. 

 Unlike Athens, whose position in relation to that of its allies, as depicted by 

Thucydides, appears that of an imperial power who rules primarily through force, 

Sparta’s position as head of the Peloponnesian League prior to the war with Athens was 

more tenuous, as that of the hegemon of an association of a comparatively fluid nature.
306

 

As a hegemonic power, Sparta relied considerably on the ideological credit, and its 

subordinated allies (to a greater or lesser degree) freely bestowed upon them the position 
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knew how each of the helots were killed, implies that the massacre itself was not the secret, and that people 

were meant to know that the helots were killed. Thus, by performing the murders in an extremely stylized 

display, the Spartans would have created a lasting impression which would have lessened the need for more 

regular displays of violence.  
305

 Morrison (2006), 109.  
306

 Brunt (1965), 256; Lendon (1994), 177; Lebow (1996), 249; Crane (1998), 213. The debate regarding 

the precise organization and operations of the Peloponnesian League has been well documented, see 

Bolmarcich (2005), 5, nn. 1&2, for a list of the major treatments. While the Peloponnesian League 

obviously had important functions beyond the realm of ideology, and the league’s cohesion was the result 

of more than just hegemonic ideology, for my purposes I am limiting my discussion of the Peloponnesian 

League to its hegemonic and ideological functions in relation to Spartan power and prestige. To this end, 

the following discussion may seem to inflate the importance of the role of masculine ideology in the 

structure of the league, but this is the necessary result of artificially isolating this aspect of league 

construction from its greater context for the purposes of analysis. 



53 

as the hegemonic ideal. Crane argues that hegemonic ideology was as, if not more, 

responsible for Sparta’s prominent position as was any material militaristic power which 

Sparta possessed.
307

 Thus Sparta’s sustained position at the top of the hegemonic ladder, 

as well as its reputation and power, depended largely on the continuing willingness of 

Sparta’s allies to be subordinated to it. This, in turn, created constraints on Sparta’s 

ability to act unilaterally, since there was a need for Sparta to act in ways that would 

ensure the ongoing support of its allies.
308

 Whatever theoretical and constitutional rights 

Sparta had over its allies, in actual practice the authority of Sparta to dictate mandates to 

league members was far from absolute, as is illustrated by those instances in which 

Sparta acted against the desires of her allies, which generally proved disastrous due to 

allied reticence.
309

 So great was Sparta’s dependence upon the cooperation and good will 

of its allies that Lebow suggests that Sparta’s position should, in reality, be seen as that of 

“primus inter pares” rather than that of absolute ruler.
310

  

 The hegemonic structure of the league was quite complex. Bolmarcich argues that 

there were at least two status-levels of individual states within the league, that of those 

(usually small) states whose relationship to Sparta was that of subjugation, and that of 

Sparta’s autonomous (and considerably more powerful) allies.
311

 Bolmarcich believes 

that the necessity to impose oligarchic governments and swear “to follow wherever 

Sparta might lead and to have the same friends and enemies” was obligatory only for 

those allies who had been conquered by Sparta, but that Sparta did not aspire to such 

control over more powerful allies such as Corinth and Thebes.
312

 These more powerful 

allies, for their part, offered Sparta token deference but have been seen as being, in 

reality, Sparta’s peers.
313

 Sparta is thus seen as relating to its subordinated allies on two 

levels, each of which reinforces the other.
314
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The hegemonic structure of the Peloponnesian League relates to the ideology of 

hegemonic masculinity in the following way. In the case of both Sparta’s stronger and 

weaker allies, relations can be seen as being fundamentally based on ideology which is 

strongly related to values of the masculine ethos: that of reciprocity and a conception of 

honour which the relationship brought to both parties involved. Although in practice, 

subjugated states may have had little choice in their acquiescence to Sparta, Sparta 

provided subject states with a reason to maintain vested interest in Spartan supremacy 

through the presentation of the relationship as being defined by mutual respect. Crane 

suggests that Sparta’s relationship with Tegea, for example, as presented by Herodotus, 

was a type of relationship to which all small states allied with Sparta could aspire, and 

can be seen as the paradigm for Sparta’s relationships with its subject allies in 

Thucydides. Crane asserts that this relationship between Sparta and subject states can be 

seen as being similar to the relationship between a patron god and a hero represented in 

the Homeric tradition: the smaller power submits to the authority of the greater power but 

is not degraded by the acknowledgement of the other’s superiority. In return for this 

willing subordination, the small state receives honour and prestige from Sparta in the 

form of highly symbolic gestures of reciprocity performed before third parties.
315

 If 

Crane is correct, this presentation places Sparta’s relationships with subject states firmly 

within heroic ideology and creates relationships between states based on the hegemonic 

structuring fundamental to the ethos of masculinity. The power of such ideology could be 

translated into real world clout: Sparta’s relationships with the small states in its alliance 

made secure Sparta’s hegemonic position, even in the face of occasional rebelliousness 

from stronger allies such as Corinth and Thebes.
316

 

Sparta's alliances with more powerful states were, however, equally important, 

inasmuch as these states were the most militarily and politically useful of Sparta’s allies. 

In terms of masculinity ideology, these states can be seen to be the possessors of 

complicit masculinity. Social constructionists view complicit masculinities as being the 

greatest upholders of the hegemonic ideal, as they stand to gain the most by their position 
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in relation to the ideal. Thus states such as Corinth and Thebes are not seen as beholden 

to Sparta but, by offering Sparta ideological deference, they benefit from their favorable 

position within the hegemonic structure of the Spartan-headed league. They benefit 

ideologically and politically without the necessity of assuming the responsibilities that 

come with the hegemonic position. However, as the term “complicit” suggests, the 

occupation of the complicit position within a structure of masculine hegemony (be it on 

an individual or a national level) contains an element of free will, and complicit 

masculinities only remain complicit so long as it suits them to be so. Both the 

advantageous nature of complicit masculinities, as well as the precarious nature of the 

hegemonic position (exemplified in the ability of those bearing complicit masculinity to 

assert pressure upon the hegemon to whom they supposedly defer) is evident in the 

interaction between Sparta and members of the Peloponnesian League—particularly 

Corinth—leading up to the league's decision to declare war.
317

 

In their speech at the first Spartan congress, the Corinthians portray themselves as 

Sparta’s educators in concerns of vital importance.
318

 The Corinthians offer token flattery 

and deference to Sparta in acknowledgement of its hegemonic position, but go on to 

speak with incredible audacity (which one would scarce believe to be sufferable from a 

subordinate) in their censure of Sparta’s neglect of its allies.
319

 Both the tone and the 

content of the Corinthian speech serve to highlight the considerable liberties accorded to 

Corinth by its complicit position within the hegemonic structure. In their demands for 

Spartan action, the Corinthians all but ignore the legality of what they are asking in terms 

of the thirty-years peace, as well as any actions of their own which may have violated 

those terms.
320

 This attitude illuminates motivating factors of Corinth’s complicity in 

upholding Sparta’s prestige as the embodiment of the hegemonic ideal within the league: 

by supporting Spartan supremacy Corinth can benefit from its relationship to the 

hegemon, in this instance by leaning on the power of its position within the hegemony to 

legitimize its presumption in daring to instruct Sparta regarding Sparta’s duties to 
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subordinate members of that hegemony. The speech of Archidamus reveals Spartan 

awareness of their hegemonic positive vis-a-vis the Corinthians: the Corinthians may say 

what they like, but it is Sparta that would bear the responsibility for whatever the 

outcome may be.
321

 The harshness with which the Corinthians felt free to speak is 

indicative of their importance within the hegemonic structure.
322

  

Among those who benefit from upholding the hegemonic framework,
323

 

positioning is always a negotiation based on the ability of the hegemonic structure to 

meet the ideological needs of those who support it. Because Corinth placed great 

importance on its own relationship to its colonies, whatever advantage Corinth gained 

through its alliance with Sparta would fail to meet Corinthian ideological requirements if 

this most important interest could not be protected by Sparta.
324

 This is reflected in the 

ending of the Corinthian speech where the Corinthians state, in no uncertain terms, that if 

Sparta cannot live up to its responsibilities in defending the interests of its allies, then 

Corinth will be forced to seek a new allegiance.
325

 The ultimatum is expressed with an air 

of reluctance which should be seen as sincere and not merely expressed for effect.  

The internal debate in the Spartan assembly immediately following the first 

Spartan congress, and the outcome of that debate reflect Sparta’s awareness of the 

precarious nature of its hegemonic position, and the importance of maintaining the 

cohesion of the hegemonic structure to the sustained supremacy of the hegemon.
326
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Thucydides’ presentation of Archidamus’ and Sthenelaidas’ speeches illustrate the fact 

that Sparta was faced with a quandary: on the one hand, they stood to enter a war in 

which the only hope of success lay in the sacrifice of central elements of the way of life 

upon which Sparta had based much of its traditional prestige; on the other, if they refused 

to answer the demands of their allies, they risked weakening the ideological credit upon 

which their supremacy was largely based.
327

 In the face of such a dilemma the use of 

propaganda and emotional appeal may have been seen as the most effective tactic in 

securing support for a vote for war.
328

 Crane suggests that the positions of Archidamus 

and Sthenelaidas reflect differing opinions on Sparta’s situation in relation to other Greek 

states, and that Archidamus’ points were only rational based on a view of Sparta as 

autonomous in a way that did not reflect the reality of its hegemonic position.
329

 Even 

scholars who have admired Archidamus’ speech acknowledge its basis in traditional 

values,
330

 and see the figure of Archidamus as being, himself, an archetype of the 

vestiges of a passing age.
331

 Crane asserts that, in comparison, Sthenelaidas and the 

Spartans who favoured immediate response to Corinth’s call to arms recognized the 

demands of the changing times: to Archidamus’ urging the Assembly not to be swayed 

by accusations of cowardice, Sthenelaidas responds that Sparta could not afford to be 

viewed as cowardly because without the support of public opinion her traditional values 

were ideologically useless.
332

 Thus Sthenelaidas’ position rested on a perceptive 

understanding of Sparta’s dependence on the status willingly conferred upon it by its 

allies for the maintenance of its power, and both Sthenelaidas’ speech and the outcome of 

the vote reflect awareness on the part of the Spartans on the complicity of subordinated 

individuals for the hegemonic ideal they embodied to be upheld. 

In the second Spartan congress we see the ability of complicit masculinities to 

employ ideological credit for their own purposes. Here the Corinthians, having coerced 
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Sparta’s cooperation in furthering Corinthian aims through militaristic action by means of 

their near equal position in the hegemonic hierarchy, actually appropriate Sparta’s 

ideological credit with the allies in their presentation of the proposed war to the league. 

The Corinthians capitalize on the image of Sparta as the embodiment of the hegemonic 

ideal to which the subordinated states of the league are meant to conform; they present 

Sparta’s decision to go to war with Athens as the fulfillment of Sparta’s obligations as a 

good hegemon to its dependent allies, and call upon those present to demonstrate their 

subservience to the hegemonic ideal by voting in accordance with Sparta’s view in the 

matter (which in reality is, at this point, the Corinthian view).
333

 League votes by Sparta’s 

subject states can be seen as occasions in which those states are called upon to vote in 

favour of the course Sparta has already determined that the League would take, thus 

fulfilling their hegemonic role by bolstering the position of their hegemon. Because of 

this, the Corinthians are able to frame the vote in such a way as to present the vote for 

war as a demonstration of the various allies’ commitment and loyalty to the decision 

approved by the hegemonic ideal.
334

 Finally, the Corinthians, in their speech, can be seen 

as appealing to ideals of masculinity further, as they call upon the Dorian ethos, which 

they express as having been violated by Athenian presumption.
335

 Debnar argues that 

elsewhere appeals to the Dorian excellence is tantamount to ideas of what it meant to be a 

“real man”, so in calling upon the allies to “act like true Dorians” and follow the lead of 

their hegemon who has assembled them for the purpose of voting for war,
336

 the 

Corinthians are both calling upon the allies to prove their loyalty to Sparta, and to prove 

themselves real men.  
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Chapter 3: Xenophon Philosophy 

3.1 Introduction 

This section will focus mainly on Xenophon’s Lacedaemoniorum Politeia (henceforward 

abbreviated Lac.),
337

 and will draw support from Xenophon’s other philosophical works 

where appropriate.
338

 While some have argued that Xenophon is laconising to the point of 

presenting the Spartans in an unrealistically positive light, in general, the Lac. contains 

few overt value judgements— positive or negative. More than anything, Xenophon 

presents the Spartans as being successful in achieving their aims,
339

 and detailed the 

institutions he ascribed to their lawgiver which enabled them to achieve success. Whether 

the virtues the Spartans sought to instill in their men, and the aims which these virtues 

were intended to aid in achieving, are admirable or not Xenophon generally leaves up to 

the reader to decide, and indeed repeatedly invites us do just that.
340

 What Xenophon 
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does provide is a systematic analysis of the traits which Sparta desired to implant in its 

men, the purposes its masculine ideology served, and the mechanisms which it employed 

to form men that conformed to its ideology. In Xenophon’s Lac. all of the significant 

areas of gender cultivation which this study seeks to examine are discussed to a greater or 

lesser extent, making it an excellent source for inquiry into contemporary philosophical 

perceptions of Classical Spartan masculinity. 

3.2 The Relation of Men and Women 

The majority of the discussion concerning women is contained within section one and 

restricts the societal contribution made by women to their capacity to bear children. 

Xenophon states that it was the view of Lycurgus that the greatest occupation for 

freeborn women was the production of children.
341

 In line with this, Xenophon presents 

Spartan practice concerning women (such as women’s freedom from domestic tasks, the 

implication that they were better fed than women elsewhere in Greece, and their physical 

education) as serving purely eugenic purposes.
342

 Xenophon also outlines provisions 

designed by Lycurgus to ensure that the genetic potential of a fine woman be optimized 

even if her husband was elderly, or in the event that man who was not her husband 

wished to make use of her for child production.
343

 Millender and Cartledge point out that 

Xenophon’s depictions of Spartan marriage, in which the wife is “had” by the husband 

and can be loaned out at his discretion to beget children for himself or others,
344

 is highly 
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suggestive of a decidedly male-dominated society.
345

 Moreover, Cartledge asserts that the 

presentation of Spartan women’s value lying solely in being the wife and mother of 

Spartan warriors suggests that Spartan culture placed a particular value on masculinity, 

and that any non-eugenic purpose to the education of women was “to socialize the non-

military half of the population in the values of a peculiarly masculine warrior culture”.
346

 

Christesen expands on this idea. Believing the view of practices concerning women as 

solely eugenic to be overly simplistic, he asserts that the sort of athletic activities—

particularly those which had ritualistic elements— in which Spartan women engaged 

were “a powerful mechanism for inducing compliance with behavioral norms on the part 

of both females and males”.
347

 Christesen highlights the utility of female exercise, not 

only in its ability to create ideal female bodies, but also in its ability to promote 

adherence to prevailing social norms by fostering an attitude of habitual compliance.
348

 If 

Christesen’s view is correct, it serves to strengthen the idea of Spartan society as being 

particularly masculine in character, as it argues against views of participation in athletics 

on the part of Spartan women as indicative of their empowerment, and stresses rather the 

role of organized athletic activity in achieving compliance to patriarchal social norms. 

Other references Xenophon makes to women in the Lac. specifically relate to 

masculine ideals. Firstly, among sanctions placed on men who fail to live up to manly 
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ideals of courage are: being forbidden to marry,
349

 and the responsibility of having to 

explain to the women of his own household that no one will have them as wives.
350

 So in 

this area of Spartan practice, women can be seen as motivating factors against male 

transgression.
351

 An allusion to women is also made in the discussion of masculine 

appearance: a red cloak was selected by Lycurgus as the attire for fighting men, not only 

because of its suitability for war, but also because “he considered this to have the least in 

common with the clothing of women”,
352

 suggesting that what was considered most 

visually masculine was tantamount to that which was least feminine.
353

 Finally, 

Xenophon associates the manifestation of σωφροσύνη exhibited by male Spartan 

adolescents, with women in the sense that they, like maidens, display modesty or 

decorous behaviour,
354

  this is a second-hand reference as it is made in order to highlight 

the superiority of Spartan men even with respect to this virtue.
355

 The primary purpose of 

references to women, therefore, seems to be the establishment and enforcement of 

masculine ideals. 

Finally, the valuing of masculinity over femininity in Spartan society presented by 

Xenophon is especially evident when one compares the relations between men and 

women in the Lac. to Xenophon’s description of the household in the Oeconomicus, in 

which the husband and wife are presented as partners whose skills and duties are seen as 

complimentary and equally essential to the functioning of the household.
356

 A number of 

scholars have commented on the remarkable emphasis placed by Xenophon on the 

partnership between Ischomachus and his wife and the large role which must be played 
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female σωφροσύνη, and Gray (2007), 149 on 3.4-5, goes as far as describing Xenophon’s comments on the 
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by the woman in order to ensure the gentleman farmer’s overall success.
357

 This is not to 

say that the valuing of male ability over that of females to this degree was exclusively 

Spartan in character, or that Athenian society conformed to the picture presented by 

Xenophon in the Oeconomicus.
358

 However, if the Oeconomicus can be seen as 

Xenophon’s ideal (even if it was an unattainable one) it reflects a level of valuing of 

feminine qualities, and the belief that women were equal to men in matters of memory, 

attention and self-control,
359

 which he does not present as being evident in Spartan 

society and ideology.
360

  

Overall, the treatment of women in the Lac. suggests that Xenophon was 

presenting a societal view which valued masculinity over femininity, and saw females as 

most useful in those respects in which they could serve in creating and preserving 

superior masculine ability and comportment. As such, the treatment of women in the Lac. 

is cursory, and instances concerning women have more bearing on discussions of 

masculine discourse, performativity, and hegemonic masculinity. 

3.3 Attitudes Towards Sex 

Xenophon’s treatment of Spartan sexual attitudes is also brief. However the comments he 

does make are very telling of the role sexual expression was seen to play in the realm of 

masculinity. In section one Xenophon mentions the restrictions placed upon sexual 

relations within marriage, particularly at the onset of married life. Xenophon relates that 

the motivation behind this was eugenic— restricted intercourse was thought to increase 

desire, in turn promoting more vigorous offspring— but the operation of this sexual 
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practice was also framed within an ideological context: Xenophon tells us that Lycurgus 

established that a man should be ashamed (αἰδεῖσθαι) to be seen going in to his wife or 

coming out from having relations with her.
361

 This statement carries with it certain 

connotations concerning the ideology of masculine sexual attitudes, as Xenophon 

represents them, i.e. it implies that self-control with respect to sex was an important 

masculine virtue. It also serves to highlight the extremely visual nature of Spartan 

masculinity ideology.
362

 While Xenophon states that the purpose of the measure was to 

restrict intercourse, the important factor was the appearance of moderation, as the shame-

inducing factor was not, in fact, the actual amount of sex one had with one's wife, but 

whether or not one was seen engaging in displays of intercourse.
363

  

 This section goes on to show that there was often a gap between ideology and 

practice. Immediately after stating that Lycurgus necessitated that men marry in their 

prime to promote healthy offspring from sexual relations, Xenophon tells the reader of 

two provisions Lycurgus put in place to address deviation from these ideals such as when 

an old man has a young wife (meaning that he married after his prime of life), or when a 

man does not wish to marry but desires offspring. The former is particularly pertinent to 

the masculine ideal of restrained and procreative sex as we are told that in this case the 

old man may invite another to impregnate his wife. When this is paired with Xenophon’s 

comment that Lycurgus encouraged this practice because he perceived that old men tend 

to keep jealous watch on their young wives, we are presented with an attitude towards 

sexuality which is neither restrained nor procreative in basis.
364

 Therefore here Xenophon 

presents us with an ideology of sexual behaviour which, on the surface level, stresses that 

a man should possess restraint and engage in sexual activity exclusively for the 

production of superior offspring, but which evidently frequently breaks down in practice, 

and prizes appearance over actuality— so that the real degree of appropriate masculine 

sexual behaviour is measured by a man engaging in  however much sexual activity he 

desires, while still maintaining the façade of being sexually restrained.
365
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362
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 The second instance of the ideology surrounding sexuality in the Lac. occurs in 

section two, in Xenophon’s comments regarding Spartan attitudes towards pederasty. 

After detailing several pederastic practices in other states, to demonstrate the great 

diversity of opinion on the matter present in the Greek world, Xenophon goes on to claim 

that the pederastic practice approved by Lycurgus was non-sexual. He expresses that 

Lycurgus approved of the practice, if a man sought out a boy because of his good 

character thus desiring to make him into a “friend without reproach” (ἄμεμπτον φίλον), 

and considered this to be the finest form of education.
366

 Despite this rather 

straightforward description, there has been considerable discussion about the true nature 

of Spartan pederasty. Some believe that Xenophon’s presentation of chaste, educational 

Spartan pederasty is highly suspect, and suggest that it contains an element of over-

compensation, since the belief that Spartan pederastic practices were sexual was 

prevalent in the Greek world.
367

 One reason for the dominance of this view is that many 

consider Xenophon’s comments about the Lycurgan pederastic ideal to reflect Socratic 

ideas.
368

 However, even in works where Socrates’ rigorous stance on pederasty is 

represented, Xenophon shows that his own estimation of the practice is not necessarily in 

agreement with that of his mentor. In the Memorabilia Xenophon presents Socrates, in 

his complete denunciation of expressions of eros towards boys, as one possessing 
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remarkable powers of self-control, and whose views concerning pederasty are a model of 

restraint, far severer than the norms of Athenian society at large.
369

 Moreover, when 

Socrates chastises Critobulus for kissing an attractive boy, Xenophon (portraying himself 

in conversation with Socrates) jokes that he would be inclined to undertake a similar 

endeavour himself.
370

 Also, in the speech of Critobulus in Xenophon’s Symposium,
371

 an 

eloquent argument is made that a pederastic relationship which is inspired to some extent 

by physical attraction can still be conducive to virtue for both parties.
372

 Despite 

Xenophon’s expression of attitudes suggesting that honourable pederastic practice could 

contain a physical element, Xenophon maintains, not only in the Lac., but in the 

Symposium as well,
373

 that in order to be ideologically acceptable Spartan pederasty had 

to be chaste. In light of prevalent aristocratic Athenian attitudes concerning pederasty 

(likely including Xenophon’s own), expressed above, Xenophon’s assertions should not 

be seen as indicative of bias stemming from Athenian ideology. Nor is the Lac. a Socratic 

work; thus, Xenophon would not be required to represent Spartan pederastic practice in 

the Lac. as adhering to Socratic ideals in order to denote it as ideologically upright. The 

fact that Xenophon is insistent upon the non-sexual nature of Spartan pederasty strongly 

suggests that chastity was, in fact, the ethical standard par excellence in Spartan attitudes 

towards pederasty. That being said, there is nothing which implies that the actual practice 

did not fall short of these ideals at times.
374

 The important fact was that this ideology 

existed, not that it was upheld in every instance.
375

 For Xenophon, the respectable 
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 Indeed, the necessity for Lycurgus to create provisions in his ideal arrangements for marriage for 

scenarios in which old men came to be in possession of young wives explicitly demonstrates that practice, 

at times, fell short of Lycurgan ideals.  
375

 In fact, as will be demonstrated in the history section, Xenophon gives a number of indications that 

practice frequently does not match ideology, and the rhetoric of proper masculine attitudes towards sex 
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Spartan man did not have sexual relations with boys. Therefore an individual's adherence 

(or lack thereof) to this mandate of acceptable masculine sexual expression could become 

a microcosm of their character in general and indicative of greater dispositions and 

abilities. 

3.4 Institutions 

A prime area to examine Spartan masculinity in the Lac. is that of institutions, as 

Xenophon’s principal reason for writing the Lac. was to relate the institutions that 

allowed Sparta to become successful.
376

 A number of these institutions also relate to the 

cultivation and maintenance of Spartan masculinity at the various stages of life.
377

  

 The first important institution is the formal system of education provided for all 

boys of the Spartiate class. The public education of boys outlined in the Lac. deals 

entirely with discipline and a process of hardening boys so that they are better able to 

deal with various forms of hardship. Xenophon suggests that this education is completely 

geared towards making the boys into better fighting men.
378

 When he refers to the 

education of boys elsewhere, Xenophon relates that they are given to tutors and go to 

schools for lessons involving music, wrestling, and reading and writing.
379

 Xenophon 

does not say where or if Spartan boys learn these things, and makes no reference to them 

in his descriptions of the public education system which seems to focus only on training 

in physical education, military preparation and conditioning to the societal ideology.
380

 

Lack of mention of the “instructive element” of education in the context of Sparta’s 

                                                                                                                                                                             
with males was a more useful ideological indicator in those instances in which it was violated (see pp.88-

94).  
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 Ducat (2006a), 43-70 argues that we should assume that the “instructive element” of education was 
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Hodkinson ( 2009), 447. Contra Beck (1993), 24-5, 27, who argues for separate schools of instruction for 

music and letters in which Spartan boys aged 7-12 spent the majority of their time.  
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public education system could, of course, be because Xenophon did not consider these 

elements of education as having a great impact on Sparta’s rise to power and fame, and 

thus were irrelevant to the purpose of his project.
381

 However, one would think that 

educational elements, particularly those of an intellectual vein, considered to be of prime 

import elsewhere, would have at least some influence over a state’s overall success. 

Therefore, if the impartation of “instructional elements” of education had comprised a 

significant portion of Sparta’s public education system, it is difficult to believe that 

Xenophon would not have given them even a passing reference. If the non-physical 

elements of the Spartan educational system were, in fact, geared primarily towards 

imparting official societal ideology this would have had a number of implications. In 

addition to being a powerful tool to coerce submission to state-approved ideals of 

masculinity from the earliest ages, the resultant discrepancy in levels of intellectual 

education between members of the homoioi class could have been a significant factor in 

their position within the social hierarchy of adult Spartiate males as it would have been 

indicative not only of personal intellectual ability, but also of factors such as wealth and 

birth from which the discrepancy in intellectual ability would have partially resulted.382  

As mentioned earlier Xenophon related the practice of pederasty to education and 

arguments have been made both for and against the notion of institutionalized Spartan 

pederasty. On one extreme is the view that Spartan pederasty was an institutionalized part 

of the educational system which was not only officially approved, but probably also 

legally enforced; on the other is the view that it was rather a means for elite families to 

use these pairings for personal and political advantage, thus circumventing the 

institutionalized equality and gaining back a measure of the influence which the 

communal education system sought to minimize.
383

 Pederasty must be understood as 
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integral to the education system but not thoroughly institutionalised since Xenophon puts 

great stress in the element of personal choice and frames the formation of pederastic 

relationships as a private matter. Thus, possibly not every boy had an erastes, although 

failure to procure one could have had an adverse effect on one’s future.
384

 

The main difficulty with examining Spartan pederasty as an institution is that 

Xenophon since he made a point of discussing it separately from other activities which 

focused on the instillation of ἐγκράτεια, αἰδώς, and πειθώ, does not specify precisely 

which virtues, necessary for being an adult male, it promotes.
385

 Yet clearly, in whatever 

form it took, the erastes would become a boy's gateway to the adult male world.
386

 

Further, it would provide a friendly male relationship in a prevalently agonal society, and 

would impart important male ideology while de-centralizing the role of the father.
387

 It is, 

therefore, possible that Spartan pederasty could have operated in the realm of masculine 

development on two levels: the educational level, advocated by Lycurgus, by which the 

acquisition of an erastes would reflect a boy’s personal excellence and provide him with 

instruction and exposure to the world of adult Spartan males, and the political level, by 

which the pederastic relationship would be a reflection of the wealth and aristocracy of its 

members, aiding Spartan males in positioning themselves advantageously within Spartan 

socio-political hierarchies.  

The institutions which promoted adherence to approved forms of masculine 

conduct were not limited to those which applied solely to boys and youths. Xenophon 

lists the most important social institutions for grown men to be the practice of hunting, 
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the syssitia, and contests for excellence. The purpose of hunting is presented as fairly 

straightforward by Xenophon, it is intended to promote physical fitness in men so that 

their soldiering abilities do not wane with age.
388

 This association between war and 

hunting placed hunting firmly within the realm of activities undertaken exclusively by 

men, making it a characteristically masculine activity.
389

 Xenophon gives the impression 

of hunts which were undertaken in small and intimate groups, and so, it is argued, that the 

activity fostered male relationships at the generational and inter-generational level.
390

 

Xenophon also stresses that the ability to borrow someone’s hunting dog carried with it a 

requirement to invite the owner on the hunt, making an element of masculine comradery 

implicit in an otherwise economic arrangement.
391

 

Xenophon’s additional references to hunting, which are the contributions that 

could be made by a hunter to his syssition,
392

 perhaps bear even greater significance on 

Spartan ideas of masculinity and relations between Spartan men.
393

 By providing one’s 

companions with game, a successful hunter could increase his social credit within his 

syssition.
394

 The spoils of the chase were one of only two approved expressions of 

“competitive display of generosity” within the syssition (the other being the produce of 

one’s estate).
395

 Such competitive giving was seen as an expression of one’s masculine 

worth, and one mechanism by which a man positioned himself in hierarchical relation to 
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the other men of his sysstion. In the case of hunting in particular, the donations provided 

by the hunter could arguably have a greater weight in terms of his masculinity than those 

of the rich man who provided ‘luxury’ items such as wheat bread; the former gains 

prestige by virtue of his personal aretē in the sphere of masculine skill,
396

 while the later 

displays only his wealth.
397

  

Additionally, David suggests that conversations about hunting likely made up part 

of the talk of “fine things” that took place in Spartan syssitia, which positioned members 

within the hierarchy, based on their relative successes or failures.
398

 Finally, hunting 

seems to have been an equalizing measure in Spartan society, intended to decrease 

tensions by the various hierarchies and inequalities that existed between men of 

supposedly equal standing within the Spartan system. The ability of the poor man to gain 

masculine credit through hunting was facilitated by provisions for private property made 

available for common use, by which Xenophon asserts that, “even those having little 

share in everything in the country” (οἱ τὰ μικρὰ ἔχοντες μετέχουσι πάντων τῶν ἐν τῇ 

χώρᾳ).
399

 Hodkinson cautions against reading too much into this statement, as the 

institutionalized provisions towards sharing, mentioned by Xenophon, fall far short of 

allowing the poor access to everything enjoyed by the rich, and that the value of these 

measures was more symbolic than economic.
400

 David points out an element of paradox 

in this supposedly equalizing measure, as being the loaner of things required for hunting 

could bring an additional measure of prestige to the rich man who had such things to 

lend. This is evidenced by Xenophon’s relation of the measure of deference that one who 

wished to borrow hunting dogs display to the owner.
401

 However, as hunting carried not 

only strong ties to the ideology of war, but also to the ideology of aristocracy, being 

granted access, through the borrowing of hunting dogs, to the same leisured pastime as 
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their economic superiors, must have provided poorer members of the homoioi class some 

feeling of social standing within the realm of aristocratic male values.
402

  

Membership in a syssition was one of the key criteria for a Spartan man’s civic 

status and attainment of citizenship;
403

 acceptance into a syssition was an important 

landmark for a young man, marking his integration into the society of adult males.
404

 The 

syssition, as described by Xenophon, is shown to have a great bearing on promoting 

acceptable standards of masculine conduct. The syssition was to instill cohesion and 

social conformity in the behavior of its members, with an emphasis on limiting 

expressions of excess and hubris between members of the homoioi class. Put in contrast 

to Athenian symposia (which were optional, mostly same-age gatherings, often 

promoting values which clashed with state values), Spartan syssitia, which were identical, 

obligatory, state-mandated, inter-generational gatherings devoted to identical and state 

sponsored interests and ideologies, functioned as small-scale political systems that 

reinforced uniformity of society (especially through rules governing dress, food and talk) 

and sought to limit divergence.
405

 Xenophon describes a number of ways in which 

syssitia accomplished these aims: mixed age groups helped limit misconduct stemming 

from excessive consumption of food and drink, or from shamelessness and obscene 

speech, and also compelled young men to be ashamed to behave in an indecorous manner 

in the presence of elders, who would in turn set a good example for the young.
406

 This 

reciprocal relationship was thus designed to promote conformity and adherence to 

approved standards of respectful and uniform masculine deportment on the part of all 

parties involved.
407

 The customary discussion of “καλῶς τις ἐν τῇ πόλει ποιήσῃ” was also 

educational in nature, as the prescribed conversation focused entirely on promoting state 

ideology, both through the repetition of principles, and the honour associated with being 
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the one who has accomplished such fine deeds.
408

 The public nature of the messes was 

designed to create the awareness in men that their conduct would be on display, not only 

at the meals themselves, but also on the way to and from, and thus compel them to 

conform all behaviour and discussion to the required public standards.
409

 Requirements of 

orthodoxy in appearance and conduct, combined with emphasis on simple fare and 

prohibition from monetary spending in the syssitia, were a levelling mechanism, designed 

to foster feelings of equality and cohesion between rich and poor members of a 

syssition.
410

  

However, the syssitia also appeared, somewhat paradoxically, to operate on 

another level as they were deeply hierarchical in structure. There were a number of ways 

in which the syssitia fostered competition for honour between men and provided men 

with opportunities to increase their social position within the hierarchy of the mess.
411

 As 

well as the possibility of increasing his masculine prestige through food donations, as 

discussed earlier, a man could raise his position within the masculine hierarchy by being 

the subject of the praise for fine deeds. Fisher notes that small achievements would be 

more likely to be praised in one’s syssition than on a state level, so that even the man 

whose achievements did not meet the highest standards of masculine excellence would 

receive some modicum of acknowledgement (thus helping him to reconcile himself to his 

position within the larger societal hierarchy of men). Great accomplishments, on the other 

hand, would not only be lauded by one’s syssition, but would reflect on the collective 

aretē of the syssition as a whole,
412

 thus engendering both individual and collective 

masculine prestige.  

While the syssitia seemed designed to promote the attainment of masculine 

excellence through the performance of ideologically approved behaviours, the hierarchy 

in syssitia can also be seen as problematic to state-institutionalized masculine ideals. 

Xenophon attests that the syssitia was ideally a non-material institution by stressing that 
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gaining honour by spending material wealth on messmates was prohibited,
413

 but the 

acceptability of food contributions from the produce of one’s estate also served to give 

access to elevated positions within the masculine hierarchy of the syssitia for the wealthy 

by virtue of the simple fact that their estates would yield more and a greater variety of 

produce than those of their poorer messmates.
414

 Thus the structure of the syssitia could 

prove problematic for the state-promoted ideology of merit-based achievement by 

allowing the rich to buy a measure of hierarchical standing.
415

 This hierarchical 

competition, however, it must be remembered, took place among a small minority of 

citizen men.
416

 The overall picture, then, of the Spartan syssitia in the Lac. is of an 

institution which stresses αἰδώς, restraint and conformity to approved behavioral codes 

out of concern for appearance among one’s fellows, as well as competitive desire for 

honour and position among members.
417

 

3.5 Discourse 

Xenophon repeatedly emphasises three traits which Sparta sought to instil in her men, 

and which are the key focus of the state education system: endurance (ἐγκράτεια), respect 

(αἰδώς), and obedience (πειθώ).
418

 The description of the education of boys and 

adolescents in sections two and three are aimed primarily at the development of these 

qualities through measures such as accustoming boys to go without shoes and changes of 

clothing, and with little food.
419

 They do this in an atmosphere of constant supervision, 
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submitting to physical punishment for lapses in conduct at the hands of any youth or 

adult man placed over them, and are required to conform to especially strict behavioral 

codes concerning decorum at the time of adolescence (in order to promote πειθώ and 

αἰδώς).
420

 As noted earlier, main elements of Spartan education in the Lac. include the 

indoctrination and socialization by which the boys internalized the ideology of Spartan 

manhood.
421

 The aspect of communality in the upbringing of boys, serves the double 

purpose of instilling αἰδώς towards the collective citizenry, and in minimising the 

influence of the family in order to create men who direct their ultimate allegiance to the 

state.
422

 The qualities of αἰδώς and πειθώ also appear to be carried forward and retain 

primacy amongst cardinal virtues of Spartan men throughout life,
423

 Xenophon notes in 

Lac. that it was a badge of honour for men no less than boys to appear eager to obey 

authority and in the Agesilaus he highlights the king’s obedience to state authority as 

being amongst his most praiseworthy qualities.
424

  

Even if the primacy of these qualities in the Spartan system is clearly related by 

Xenophon, it is still necessary to discuss what about them is particularly Spartan and 

particularly masculine. Xenophon’s discussion of other ideological systems in 

comparison to Sparta’s shows that the particular combination of and emphasis on these 

three qualities was an area in which Spartan ideology differed from others. In the 

Memorabilia Xenophon expresses a marked difference between Athenian and Spartan 

attitudes towards physical endurance, respect, and obedience.
425

 In the Cyropaedia, 

where an account of education in a fictionalized Persia is structured in a parallel way to 

the account of Spartan education in the Lac., again there is a distinctly different emphasis 

in the qualities desirable in men, also suggesting that the emphasis of the Spartan system 

is characteristically its own.
426

 More difficult is trying to determine what makes these 

traits principally masculine. Admittedly, arguing that the above-mentioned traits were 
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important especially to the discourse of Spartan masculinity requires a bit of circular 

reasoning, as the main criterion for listing these as masculine traits is simply that these 

are the traits Xenophon tells us were cultivated in Spartan men. That Xenophon 

represents these traits as being viewed as important for Spartan men is clear, but it cannot 

be determined with certainty if these traits were important only for Spartiate men, as 

Xenophon does not discuss ideological traits considered important for women or non-

citizen men. The closest approximation of a comparison between male and female ideals 

in the Lac. Pol. is the discussion of efforts to instill αἰδώς in adolescent boys which had 

the side effect of causing them to also be more σώφρων than maidens.
427

 Here the 

association between women and σωφροσύνη suggests that Xenophon was presenting 

particularly the feminine form of σωφροσύνη, which occurred as a veritable side-effect in 

Spartan adolescent males, and implies, by its conspicuous absence from his discussion, 

that a masculine σωφροσύνη was not a virtue intended to be implanted in Spartan 

males.
428

  

  Xenophon’s discourse on the Spartan system stresses its operation primarily by 

means of compulsion towards displaying approved virtues, and fear of sanctions that 

accompanied failure to do so.
429

 Emphasis on compulsion and suppression over education 
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is especially prevalent in section three which discusses measures taken towards 

adolescents because of the desire for pleasure that can become rooted in boys of that age. 

The boys are not taught how to resist temptations. Instead, the problem is dealt with by 

keeping temptation away from them and imposing upon them additional toil, the result 

being that they were taught to deal with hardship but not pleasure.
430

 The emphasis on 

compulsion and fear in the enforcement of behavior, as well as the selection of ἐγκράτεια, 

πειθώ, and αἰδώς as the most desirable masculine traits seems to be connected to the 

public nature of Spartan society. Humble suggests that this idea can be seen especially 

when the Spartan system and ideology in the Lac. is compared with that of the Persians in 

the Cyropaedia; the instances in Xenophon’s Cyropaedia in which σωφροσύνη was 

shown as being an extremely important virtue cultivated in Persian boys
431

 served to 

illustrate the lack of similar feeling in the minds of the Spartans.
432

 As Xenophon 

presents it in the Cyropaedia, the process of education included an effort to instill in the 

boys a sense of σωφροσύνη seen as the capacity to behave according to principles of 

internalized justice.
433

 The Spartan masculine virtues relating to self-control contain 

elements of full σωφροσύνη in Xenophon’s understanding of the term,
434

 but are more 

limited in their scope and fall short of the full understanding of σωφροσύνη.
435

 The virtue 

of αἰδώς, on the other hand, is fundamentally appearance based, and requires the concept 

of an audience to function.
436

 Tuplin also notes the difference in emphasis in instruction 
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in the Persian and Spartan systems, arguing that the Persians provide a positive method to 

instill values by aiming to dispose people against doing wrong, while the Spartan system 

employs a punitive method in punishing those who are not publically seen to demonstrate 

approved standards of conduct.
437

 Therefore the Persian emphasis on σωφροσύνη, which 

has a broader scope than αἰδώς and results in Persian males acting justly in private or 

public;
438

 versus the Spartan emphasis on αἰδώς, based on concern for one’s status in 

relation to that of others, attained through appearance of conformity to culturally vaulted 

standards of behavior, results in Spartan males behaving publically so as to avoid 

punishment or diminishment of status; serves to reflect the different natures of the 

respective societies.
439

  

3.6 Representation and Performativity 

Because of the eminently public nature of Spartan life visuality became an intrinsic 

aspect to the presentation of ideologically correct masculinity: in a society which stresses 

external conformity without inner justification, appearance becomes reality. The primacy 

of visual expressions of manhood and the emphasis of appearing virtuous over actually 

being virtuous can be seen throughout the Lac. This goes beyond a matter of mere 

stylistic choices, to a point where visibly manifesting traits associated with manly 

excellence became important in every facet of Spartan life, at least in Xenophon's 

presentation of it. In line with these ideals, Harman asserts that seeing and being seen was 

the primary method by which Spartan men performed—and thus confirmed—their 

identity.
440

 

Beginning with the ideological significance of physical representation, regulations 

in matters of outward presentation stress the idea that visual spectacle was used to uphold 

Spartan masculine ideals. Xenophon relates at length that Lycurgus gave considerable 

attention to even the minutest matters of masculine self-presentation. The detail with 
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which personal appearance is regulated, such as the attention to armour, the wearing of 

the red cloaks, the possession and styling of long hair, etc.,
441

 became a masculine socio-

political tool by which the Spartans perpetuated a number of ideals.
442

 The characteristic 

dress and hair of an adult Spartiate male was a status symbol which provided emphatic 

visual distinction between himself and those who occupied subordinate societal positions, 

such as women, boys, the dishonoured, and helots.
443

 In particular, a citizen male's 

relegation to the position of the dishonoured is presented as having strong visual and 

performative elements which were likely socially, rather than legally enforced.
444

  

The difference between the regulations governing the outward appearance of boys 

and adult men in the homoioi class has been suggested as having the ideological purpose 

of highlighting boys’ liminal status, whereby milestones, such as reaching the age when 

he was allowed to grow his hair, were important visual markers of acceptance into the 

society of adult males.
445

 Further, by accentuating the relationship between many of 

Lycurgus’ mandates on outward presentation and the military, Xenophon reveals that 

much of the ideology attached to a Spartiate’s self-presentation revolved around his 

identity as a warrior.
446

 While the famous red-cloak may have only been worn during 

military action, rules concerning hair and fitness governed non-removable aspects of self-

presentation, making these bodily markers powerful visible reflections of the degree to 

which a Spartan male had successfully internalized societal ideals of warrior-masculine 

excellence.
447

  

Hodkinson has argued persuasively that Sparta was not as militarily driven as 

many believe. He asserts that the majority of institutions related by Xenophon are 

designed with aims of civic rather than military utility; that Spartan methods of war-

training do not differ greatly from those employed by aristocracy of other Greek states; 

that practical military considerations had a limited impact on Sparta’s internal politics 
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and society; and that the majority of a Spartan man’s time was engaged in various civic 

obligations rather than in ceaseless military training.
448

 If this is true, it is remarkable that 

Sparta nonetheless invested a great deal in warrior-masculine imagery, suggesting that 

“playing the part of the soldier” had also a social role of ideological importance,
449

 and 

consequently a strong impact on the creation of masculine identity. This is not to say that 

there were not practical applications to the imagery associated with Spartan masculine 

ideology. Xenophon notes the effect of hair on creating an intimidating appearance;
450

 

and the visual spectacle created by the hair and dress of the Lacedaemonian army was a 

useful propagandistic tool for inspiring intimidation in the enemy.
451

  

In addition, the adoption of uniform military dress for the entire Lacedaemonian 

army and the extension of Spartiate mandate for physical exercise to all Lacedaemonians, 

while on campaign, would be valuable ideological tools.
452

 Both of these factors likely 

had significance for the ideology of masculinity as well, as they would serve to create a 

feeling of shared national identity and purpose promoting masculine solidarity between 

the army’s Spartiate and non-Spartiate members,
453

 as well as engendering a shared 

feeling of masculine superiority over non-Lacedaemonian soldiers, if the enemy was 

intimidated by them.
454

 On the other hand, within the army Spartan regulations 

concerning masculine self-representation and performativity would have established a 

Spartiate’s hierarchy over a non-Spartiate: to the enemy, measures such as identical dress 

and exercise might have made all members of Lacedaemonian army look the same but 

internally these same features would have established differences. Spartiates, well drilled 

in exercises which were imposed on non-Spartiate members of the army only while on 

campaign, would undoubtedly have made a superior showing, serving to mark them out, 

as would the distinctive Spartan hair style. Masculine representation and performativity 

can thus be seen to operate on two levels within the Lacedaemonian army: on one level, 
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to create cohesion between Spartiate and non-Spartiate members and to establish the 

Lacedaemonians as men superior to their enemies; on another level to establish masculine 

hierarchy within the army, of which the Spartiate members stood out as the ideal. 

The public and performative nature of Spartan manhood is also represented by 

Xenophon in his descriptions of the repeated contests of manly virtue, such as the 

competition for the hippeis and for the gerousia,
455

 which demanded that men prove and 

reprove their virtue at every stage of life, as well as his assertion that the public practice 

of virtue in general was an official mandate to which the laws of Lycurgus compelled all 

Spartan men to adhere.
456

 Knottnerus and Berry suggest that the ritualistic nature of many 

Spartan competitions—both political and athletic—made them useful performative 

ideological tools as, “ritualized practices provide the symbolic meanings that could easily 

develop into belief systems that serve to validate or legitimate a group and its 

activities”.
457

 Thus, mandates towards competition among males can be seen as tools of 

social-control towards the public practice of a set of ideals of masculine excellence, to 

which the failure to adhere carried the threat of disenfranchisement, the social aspect of 

which, itself, was largely expressed via visual spectacle.458 The primary objective of the 

ethos of manhood in these instances appears to be the maintained appearance of 

conformity and obedience to state-imposed values, as genuine virtue would not need to 

be compelled.
459

 

3.7 Relations Between Men and Hegemonic Masculinity 

Xenophon’s discussions of interaction between males in the Lac. focus primarily on the 

citizen class. References of interaction between Spartiates and non-Spartiates is limited to 

                                                           
455

 X. Lac. 2.10-11, 4.1-6, 10.1-3. See Humble (1997), 206-10 for discussion of the extensively competitive 

nature of the lives of adult Spartan men. 
456

 X. Lac. 10. 4-7. 
457

 Knottnerus and Berry (2002), 14, 18. Knottnerus and Berry also saw ritualistic practice as being 

pervasive in many elements of Spartiate life and designed to impart primarily the qualities of: “(1) extreme 

simplicity, austerity, and frugality in behavior and living conditions; (2) social unity, harmony, and 

homogeneity ("equality") of group members; (3) hierarchical distinctions and disciplined obedience to 

authorities and the state; (4) aggressiveness, competitiveness, courageousness, and a militaristic bearing; 

and (5) deceptiveness, secretiveness, and a opportunistic orientation (especially in regard to militaristic 

activities, techniques of domination, and propaganda)”. (Knottnerus and Berry [2002], 11-2).  
458

 For elaboration on the conditions of disenfranchisement see pp. 85-6. 
459

 Higgins (1977), 69; Humble (1999), 226.  



82 

discussions of military matters,
460

 and while Xenophon does contrast the Spartans with 

‘others’ in the Lac., the contrast is only in reference to the various institutions and 

practices of other states in opposition with those of Sparta, and remains on the level of 

impersonal comparison rather than relational. Thus the male interaction in the Lac. serves 

predominantly to illustrate the ways in which all-male relations between members of the 

citizen class affected their concepts and performances of masculinity.  

 Male relations occurring on a daily basis seems to be one of strongest contributing 

factors in the maintenance of standards of masculine conduct, enforced by the communal 

and public nature of Spartan society. From an early age the effect of the family is 

minimised, and in its place males of the community from every age group become the 

primary means by which societal values are encouraged and enforced. Xenophon tells us 

that not only is the paidononos placed over the boys as the ultimate authority in matters 

of their upbringing, eirens, erastai, and the fathers of other boys (as well as male citizens 

at large) are also charged with keeping watch over boys and punishing lapses in 

acceptable conduct.
461

 The high value placed on respect for structures of hierarchy and 

authority within the homoioi class can be seen in descriptions of attitudes towards the 

gerousia and towards the near-tyrannical powers of the ephors.
462

 Part of the emphasis on 

hierarchy and authority within a class of supposed ‘similars’ is tied to the philosophy that 

masculine ideals could best be encouraged from the top-down. To this end, Xenophon 

relates the care Lycurgus took to ensure the support of the most powerful men for his 

laws before attempting to impose them upon the general population, and to ensure that 

αἰδώς and πειθώ were deeply rooted in those men who occupy the highest societal 

positions, so that it was a point of honour for those considered best to appear most 

obedient and respectful to the authority of the state.
463

 The aim of these measures was 

exemplary: men positioned lower in hierarchies within the citizen class, desiring both to 

achieve the status of their betters and their approval, will seek to emulate their behaviour.  

 Male antagonism proved no less useful a tool for the enforcement of masculine 

ideology. Xenophon gives special attention to the institutionalized rivalry between young 
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men and to the contest to be admitted to the council of elders, undertaken in old age.
464

 

This shows that the influence of competition and desire for honour between men was 

seen as a useful tool to ensure men’s ongoing investment to exhibiting qualities deemed 

excellent, at times of life in which men were more likely to exhibit propensity towards 

deviation from societal ideals. These rivalries and contests also played a significant role 

in the creation of a framework of hegemonic masculinity within the Spartiate class. For 

example, in section four of the Lac. Xenophon details the process in which the ephors 

select three of the “very best” young men to be designated hippagretai. These then each 

choose one hundred men from among their age class to make up the three units of the 

elite hippeis.
465

 Xenophon highlights that, as part of the process, the hippagretai detail 

why they select or reject the candidates, resulting in a feeling of intense rivalry between 

those chosen and those not, with the rejected being especially on guard in case any of 

those being preferred above them should lapse in any way from upholding the ideals for 

which they were chosen (ἐάν τι παρὰ τὰ καλὰ νομιζόμενα ῥᾳδιουργῶσι).
466

 This section 

shows an apparatus of hegemonic masculinity in full effect. Xenophon says that this is 

the contest which sets the standard of what is needed to be considered a good man (ἐν ᾗ 

ἀποδέδεικται μὲν ἃ δεῖ ποιεῖν τὸν ἀγαθόν), and particularly that it was through this sort of 

strife that Lycurgus believed young men reached the highest level of manly excellence 

(ἐνόμιζεν, εἰ καὶ τοὺς ἡβῶντας συμβάλλοι εἰς ἔριν περὶ ἀρετῆς, οὕτως ἂν καὶ τούτους ἐπὶ 

πλεῖστον ἀφικνεῖσθαι ἀνδραγαθίας).
467

 This is indicative of concerted efforts in Spartan 

society to cultivate an ideal masculinity and desire for manly glory, which was used to 

further political goals of the state. These goals are overtly stated by Xenophon in his 

description of the contest as being “in the highest sense political” (πολιτικωτάτη),
468

 and 

in his disclosure here, and in section three, that Lycurgus was aware that adolescents and 

young men in particular required close attention, and that— when properly harnessed— 

the spiritedness which is associated with males of this age could be used for the benefit of 
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the state.
469

 Thus, at the time of life when men were most likely to rebel against the 

authority and ideology of their society, their rebelliousness would be channelled instead 

to benefit it.
470

 The competition was thus, “a means for encoding…and representing a 

particular ethos of masculinity”.
471

 The public nature of the display serves to strengthen 

the significance both of the competition itself, and the values it seeks to venerate.
472

 

Thus, by making contests of manly excellence between youths public political displays, 

the system turned discontent inward, using it to uphold the system’s values.
473

  

 Those who succeed in the competition are presented as occupying the highest 

rung of the hegemonic ladder, and would therefore have a concerted interest in upholding 

the ideology of masculinity which served their interests. Those failing to receive this 

honour, consequently, become those who possess complicit masculinity which, as noted 

in chapter one, is the most necessary group in hegemonic gender construction. Because 

only an extremely limited number of individuals can be seen to occupy the ideal, or 

hegemonic, position on the societal ladder of masculinity, proper functioning of the 

ideological gender framework is reliant on a large base of men who emulate the 

masculine ideals as much as possible, while falling short of the necessary requirements of 

ideal masculinity. This group is seen to reinforce the system of hegemonic masculinity 

through their commitment to upholding the performative aspects their society’s ideology, 

because doing so positions them in close relation to the ideal, and grants them a favorable 

position in comparison to individuals who possess subaltern masculinities. Therefore this 

group serves to uphold the ideal of which they themselves fall short.
474

 This is clearly 
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present in the selection of the hippeis. The position of those who attain the hegemonic 

ideal in their selection to the hippeis is presented as tenuous, secure only as long as they 

continue to display the masculine excellence for which they were chosen.
475

 The idea that 

they could come to replace the chosen would ensure that the unchosen would maintain an 

orthodox presentation of masculinity and conform to the ideals of the state. Their 

discontent with those who succeeded where they failed also results in their upholding of 

the masculine ethos, as they become concerned with strict policing of their fellows for 

any failure to live up to the societal ideals, by which they may vault themselves into the 

coveted position of the “truly manly”.
476

 Xenophon’s assertion that this kind of 

competition ensures that both parties constantly strive to be as good as possible and 

support the state
477

 clearly demonstrates that the result of the competition is that both 

chosen and un-chosen turn their discontent towards one another and their interests 

towards upholding the state ideals, and that the instrument used to bring about this result 

is an ideal of masculinity. This is a true example of propagation of an ideology of gender 

in order to further political aims.  

 Another good example of the enforcement of hegemonic masculinity, this time 

operating from the other end of the spectrum, is the placement of sanctions upon the 

cowardly. In book nine of the Lac. Xenophon lists a number of ways in which those who 

violate the ideal of martial manly excellence are made to endure dishonor due to their 

failures.
478

 While Xenophon alludes elsewhere to the fact that there were other reasons 

for which a Spartiate man could become disenfranchised,
479

 he limits his discussion in the 

Lac. to those who have lost their standing due to cowardice. The sanctions placed on 

those deemed deficient had a number of features which were useful in promoting the 

prominent state-serving ideology of manhood. Harman suggests that in the visual self-
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presentation required from the dishonoured, that he not emulate the good,
480

 is meant to 

be a visible reminder of one whose identity is not only a moral, but also a political 

failure. Xenophon asserts that Lycurgus believed that such individuals would be most 

damaging to the state, were they allowed to mingle without censure among their 

betters.
481

 Furthermore, Harman believes that the ideological usefulness of the visibly 

dishonoured is twofold. For their part, the dishonoured present a highly visible example 

of the cost of failing to live up to societal ideals, and when those who are not dishonoured 

participate in the corporal punishment of those who are (Xenophon mentions that the 

dishonoured man who fails to visually represent himself in a manner appropriate to his 

standing is subject to beatings from his betters),
482

 they also reinforce their approval of 

the ideological standards and their own identity in relation to them (i.e. their position on 

the hegemonic ladder) through performance.
483

 Other features of the punishment of the 

dishonoured also point to its function as a political tool. Xenophon provides information, 

such as the fact that the dishonoured were fined for not marrying and that they retained 

some aspect of citizen status (not unlike boys who did not complete the educational 

system in an entirely sufficient manner), which suggests they would then be granted a 

form of ‘inferior’ citizenship.
484

 Ducat argues that the dishonour described by Xenophon 

is the most extreme form of the sanction, which could suggest that there are varying 

levels of honour or dishonour at which one could be placed in relation to one’s 

performance of masculine ideals.
485

 There are also instances in which dishonour for 

cowardice was not imposed,
486

 or employed temporarily.
487

 Revocable dishonour would 
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certainly be a more valuable tool because it would provide the same counter-ideal as 

would be achieved by the imposition of irrevocable dishonour. But the possibility of 

redemption would create incentive for the one on whom sanctions were imposed to 

maintain adherence to promoting the ideology of manhood which resulted in his 

abjection, as it also held the key to his restoration. This, in turn, would minimize the 

possibility for sedition, likely to arise amongst men who considered their dishonoured 

situation hopeless. 

Finally, the most compelling evidence for the idea that the status of dishonoured 

Spartans such as the ‘tremblers’ was part of a deliberate system to enforce hegemonic 

masculinity is its apparent rarity of implementation. Ducat points out that, logistically it 

would have been nearly impossible to enforce the measures described in the Lac. on any 

but the smallest groups of people at one time, and “the severity of the sanction, while it 

existed, was not proportional to the gravity of the offence, but inversely proportional to 

the number of those guilty”.
488

 Therefore, despite factual scarcity of cases of Spartan 

dishonour such as that described by Xenophon,
489

 the fact that the idea of severe 

punishment for failures with respect to manhood was especially prevalent— so much so 

that Xenophon, a foreigner, was able to discuss the hypothetical sanctions at great 

length— appears to point to a deliberate propagation of these ideas. This suggests that 

Spartan power regimes employed fear over the consequences of failing to live up to 

societal ideals of manhood as a sort of ideological boogeyman for the purpose of 

behavioral control and to ensure that individual action would conform to state-approved 

ideology. 
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Chapter 4: Xenophon History 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The chapter will examine depictions of Spartan masculinity in Xenophon’s historical 

writing, focussing primarily on the Hellenica, with examples being drawn from Anabasis 

and Agesilaus where appropriate.
490

 The nature of the Hellenica, like that of Thucydides' 

Histories, requires us to examine the masculine subject in interaction with other 

subjectivities in those areas established as being of particular import to conceptions of 

masculinity. The three categories of import to masculine construction which are given the 

most attention in Xenophon’s historical writing are sexual attitudes, discourse, and 

relations between men and hegemony. 

4.2 Attitudes Towards Sex 

Not much is made of sexual relations between Spartan men and women in Xenophon’s 

historical works—indeed Spartan women are given very little mention in these works 

overall. Homosexual relationships involving Spartans, however, do receive treatment. 

There is evidence to show that Spartan homosexual relationships did not always, in 

practice, live up to the chaste Lycurgan pederastic ideal which is outlined by Xenophon 

in his Lac.; though it is not entirely clear to what extent Xenophon presented the negative 

consequences of certain relationships between males as correlating to the sexual nature of 

those relationships. As discussed earlier,
491

 Xenophon was not as severe in his views of 

pederasty as was the Socrates (and for that matter the Lycurgus) which he presented in 

his works, and there may also be evidence to suggest that the ideologically approved 

forms of Spartan pederasty were not as rigorous in practice either.  

 In his descriptions of pederastic relationships conducted by Spartans in the 

Hellenica, Xenophon does provide the reader with positive examples of such 

associations. The relationship between Archidamus and Cleonymus is represented as 

being honourable in nature. The public nature of the association, the aristocracy of its 

                                                           
490

 Admittedly the Agesilaus, as an encomiastic work, presents an undeniably slanted portrayal of historical 

events. However it nonetheless contains historical subject matter, some of which— especially when 

Xenophon frames an episode in such a way to convey a moral principle— is useful to the present 

discussion.  
491

 See pp. 65-6. 



89 

participants, the longevity of the relationship, and the positive qualities imparted by the 

association, suggest that this relationship was an example of the ideologically approved 

form of institutional Spartan pederasty.
492

 As such, the relationship is shown to be 

motivated by mutual regard and respect and able to foster the noblest qualities in its 

participants, such as a gallant philia that found its culmination in Cleonymus’ heroic 

death.
493

 An example of pederastic relationships resulting in the impartation of manly 

courage and self-sacrificing philia can also be seen in the death of Anaxibius’ paidika, 

which has a distinctly heroic flavour: the youth remains steadfast, fighting with his 

erastes in a hopeless battle while many others attempted to flee.
494

 These relationships 

seem to confirm ideas presented elsewhere of the influence pederastic relationships could 

have in inspiring admirable comportment in military situations, providing examples of 

the results which Spartan educational pederasty aimed to produce.
495

  

 Evidence in Xenophon’s historical writings suggests that Spartan attitudes 

towards the sexual element in pederastic relationships were not as severe as that 

expressed in Xenophon’s Lac.. Xenophon’s treatment of Agesilaus, both in the Hellenica 

and the Agesilaus, shows that he had a fondness for comely boys, and enjoyed love 

stories about boys (παιδικῶν λόγων).
496

 His efforts on behalf of the handsome son of 

Pharnabazos to aid the boy with whom he was enamoured,
497

 could indicate that, in 

addition to appreciation of the theoretical, Agesilaus took no issue against pederastic 

relationships in practice. Hindley suggests that the most prominent story which has been 

held up in support of the idea that Agesilaus advocated complete chastity when it came to 

boys— the account in the Agesilaus of the great self-control exhibited by Agesilaus in his 

refusal of advances from Megabates—
498

 has more to do with the political implications of 

Agesilaus’ taking the Persian boy on as an official paidika than any issue with the 
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morality of physical pederasty.
499

 If this is correct, the commendable self-control then lies 

in Agesilaus’ willingness to place state interests above his own, even when he found 

doing so extremely difficult,
500

 and the very difficulty with which Agesilaus refused 

Megabates can be seen as indicative of his attitudes towards physical relationships with 

boys. Hindley reminds readers of evidence which points to a disparity between the view 

of Socrates, which disallows any physical expression in pederastic relationships, and 

Xenophon’s own view.
501

 Hindley argues that Xenophon’s view of pederastic 

relationships places emphasis on self-control as the guiding principle which rendered the 

pederastic relationship acceptable, but that pederastic relationships characterized by self-

control need not exclude some physical expression.
502

 The overall pattern of behaviour 

and expression of opinion evident in Xenophon’s’ portrayal of Agesilaus, the most 

prominent Spartan of his day, perhaps suggests that acceptable pederastic conduct could, 

in the Spartan view, contain a certain level of appreciation for the physical charms of 

boys, as long as this was not the predominant motivating factor of the relationship. 

However, despite these favorable examples, homosexual relationships in the 

Hellenica are portrayed in a rather ambiguous light overall. Most notably, there are a 

number of Spartan commanders whose various calamities Xenophon presents juxtaposed 

with the description of their participation in deviant or excessive homosexual 

behaviour.
503

 In highlighting the homosexual activities of various individuals whom he 

represents as having rather ignominious military careers, Xenophon seems to be drawing 

a correlation between dishonourable sexual behaviour and lack of military competency—
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one of the paramount masculine virtues.
504

 The most obvious examples are the cases of 

Thibron and Alcetas in which both men were literally caught with their pants down, and 

their sexual activity was thus directly involved in military disaster.
505

 While Thibron is 

presented as a disreputable and careless individual throughout his campaigning, and was 

culpable, according to Xenophon, for a great deal of his soldiers’ delinquency,
506

 his final 

martial failure and resultant demise are presented as being directly related to his sexual 

impropriety. In the episode of the raid on Thibron’s force which resulted in his death, 

Xenophon makes a point of emphasizing that when the raid occurred, “Thibron happened 

to be retiring in his tent after breakfast with Thersander the flute player” (ὁ δὲ Θίβρων 

ἐτύγχανεν ἐξ ἀρίστου διασκηνῶν μετὰ Θερσάνδρου τοῦ αὐλητοῦ). Caught unawares, 

Thibron and Thersander were the first to fall, resulting in the flight of the rest of the 

Spartans, many of whom were killed. Xenophon had already stressed the haphazard 

manner in which Thibron had been conducting his expeditions against Strouthas, so 

relating Thibron’s extracurricular activities at the time of the raid was not strictly 

necessary in order to account for Spartan disorder during the attack. This suggests that 

Xenophon wished to establish Thibron’s excessive sexual indulgence as a key factor in 

this disastrous episode. Moreover, in his annotations on the text, Strassler suggests that 

Xenophon’s description of Thersander as one who “claimed to be very strong, since he 

was a great imitator of Spartan ways” (ἀλλὰ καὶ ἀλκῆς ἰσχύος, ἅτε λακωνίζων, 

ἀντεποιεῖτο) is a double entendre implying that not only was Thibron well versed in 

homosexual practices, but that he was likely the active partner in a sexual relationship 

with Thibron.
507

 If this is the case, Thibron’s sexual activity is not only represented as 

excessive but also deviant. This serves to reinforce the idea that Thibron’s sexual 

behaviour was being brought to light in the context of a military disaster in order to draw 
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a correlation between the man’s character and attitudes towards sex and his general 

competency.  

In the case of Alcetas, the relation between improper sexual indulgence and 

martial incompetence is even more notable due to the subject’s prior successes. Unlike 

Thibron, Alcetas is presented as enterprising and successful in capturing ships carrying 

essential Theban supplies. However, we are told that Alcetas lost not only the prisoners 

and supplies he recently acquired, but also the city he was guarding to the very prisoners 

whom he brought into it, because he neglected his duties in order to dally with a comely 

boy.
508

 The ability of sexual misconduct to render one inept is emphasised here by the 

fact that lack of sexual self-control was the sole factor turning what should have been a 

brilliant victory into an embarrassing failure.
509

 

 Even pederastic relationships among Spartans which are presented as being of a 

respectable nature are surrounded by an air of ambiguity in the Hellenica. There is 

nothing to suggest that relationship between Anaxibius and his paidika was dishonorable, 

and their death fighting side by side has heroic overtones,
510

 but Tuplin argues that 

Xenophon presents Anaxibius as “a case-study in bad generalship”.
511

 Thus it is possible 

that the mention of Anaxibius’ paidika in the narration of the commander’s death is 

meant to be reminiscent of the homosexual activities of others who made poor military 

decisions, denoting recurring association in the Hellenica between certain types of 

homosexual activity and military ineffectiveness.
512

  

 The most prominent example of a Spartan pederastic relationship in the Hellenica, 

and indeed the one that arguably had the greatest military and political ramifications, was 

the relationship between Archidamus and Cleonymus. As mentioned, the relationship 

itself is represented as being reputable in nature. However, Hodkinson aptly pointed out 

the ambiguous position in which Cleonymus’ use of his pederastic connection placed 

him. In order to take advantage of his connection with Agesilaus’ son, for the sake of his 

father, Cleonymus had to violate the behavioural codes of the acceptable conduct for 

males of his age, acting in a far more outspoken manner than Xenophon indicates would 
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have been acceptable for a youth of his age, and that he did so in the syssition, a setting 

which could have placed his future acceptance into the world of adult male Spartans in 

jeopardy.
513

 Further casting a shadow over the positive elements of the relationship is its 

role in what Xenophon describes as “the most unjust judgement ever determined at 

Sparta” (ἀδικώτατα ἐν Λακεδαίμονι ἡ δίκη κριθῆναι),
514

 i.e. the acquittal of Cleonymus' 

father Sphrodrias after he had unsuccessfully carried out an attack on Attica while Sparta 

was in the process of negotiating with the Athenians. His conviction seemed assured until 

Cleonymus pleaded with Archidamus to intercede with his father, Agesilaus, on behalf of 

Cleonymus’ father. Xenophon presents the pederastic relationship as one of the 

determinative element in Sphodrias’ acquittal.
515

  

 It must be said, of course, that other considerations were also at work in this 

episode. Xenophon stressed that Agesilaus was almost solely responsible for the outcome 

of this trial.
516

 This, combined with Archidamus’ mention of certain individuals who 

could accomplish things for him in the state,
517

 was no doubt meant to emphasize the 

system of patronage in Sparta as well as Agesilaus’ personal political agenda.
518

 

Sphodrias was a partisan of Agesilaus’ rival king Cleombrotus,
519

 and the acquittal would 

have put Cleombrotus, who had previously proven himself ambivalent in the 

implementation of Agesilaus’ policy of aggression towards Thebes, in Agesilaus' debt.
520

 

Cartledge even suggests that the relationship between Archidamus and Cleonymous was 

set-up by Agesilaus to begin with as a means of opening lines of communication with 

Cleombrotus’ faction, in the hopes of providing such political opportunities as the 

advantage gained by Agesilaus in the outcome of this episode.
521

 Thus, it is unlikely that 

the appeal of his son was the only significant factor in Agesilaus’ decision to promote the 
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acquittal of Sphodrias, nonetheless, in terms of content, the episode is to a large extent 

dominated by the pederastic relationship. That Xenophon alludes to the idea that 

Agesilaus intended to convict before discussing the matter with his son does suggest that 

Xenophon wished to portray Archidamus’ and Cleonymus’ relationship as playing a role 

in the ultimate decision. Tuplin asserts that Xenophon’s relation of the affiliation between 

Archidamus and Cleonymous specifically within the context of the Sphodrias episode 

was done in a deliberate attempt to portray the content of the entire incident as tinged 

with undertones of the homosexual element, and thus heighten the reader’s understanding 

of its outrage by pandering to Athenians’ distaste towards their perceived notions of 

Spartan homosexual relationships.
522

 In this light, although the relationship between 

Archidamus and Cleonymus may have been honourable in terms of Spartan ideology, 

Xenophon presents it as being negative in a different way: the overall respectability of the 

relationship is eclipsed by the disastrous events for which it was presented as being (at 

least partially) responsible.  

 In short, therefore, there appears to be a correlation drawn between the 

homosexual activities of Spartan men and their character, especially with regard to 

military and political competence, which suggests that one measure of a man worthy of 

commanding positions lies in not allowing himself to be mastered by excess (sexual or 

otherwise) in his same-sex relationships. The difficulty, however, is to know whether this 

idea is particularly reflective of Spartan attitudes, or if it is more characteristic of 

Xenophon’s own opinions on the matter and is considered to be a more universal 

standard of morality.
523

 Hindley, for example, suggests that the notion that sexual self-

control was a necessary attribute is one stressed by Xenophon throughout his historical 
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and philosophical works, not just for Spartans but for all those in positions of military 

command.
524

  

 One final point of interest on the matter is worth noting. In those instances in 

which Spartan sexual conduct was strongly suggested to be an element in the episode, the 

sexual activity was conducted with non-Spartans.
525

 Contrariwise, in the cases of 

Anaxibius and his paidika, and Archidamus and Cleonymus, there is nothing explicitly 

sexual about their relationships, as related by Xenophon, which could suggest that these 

pederastic relationships between Spartiates did conform to Lycurgan ideals.
526

 These 

relationships are still expressed in an ambiguous way as far as their implications, for their 

members and for society at large, are concerned. But the fact that possible sexual aspects 

are alluded to more forcefully in relationships in which one member was non-Spartan, 

could suggest that Xenophon is revealing differing attitudes in Spartan pederastic 

ideology with regards to what sexual behaviour was seen as acceptable for men of citizen 

status to engage in with one another, versus what a Spartiate could do with non-citizen 

males.  
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4.3 Discourse 

 As with many aspects of Spartan life, the ideology of Spartan manhood stressed 

appearance and failed to instil any virtues which were more than surface-deep.
527

 

Therefore, when the Spartan sphere of influence moved beyond the Peloponnese and the 

level of supervision previously maintained was no longer possible, the system contained 

no provision to prevent the corruption of its subjects.
528

 In fact, the effect of corruption 

was ironically magnified by the very system that sought to supress it by the psychological 

effect that a regimen of excessive repression of a thing causes the desire for that very 

thing to become all the stronger.
529

 Problems with the type of man produced by the 

Lycurgan system are present throughout the Hellenica and the Anabasis. In the Lac. 

Xenophon alleges that it is the immoderate Spartan preoccupation with wealth and glory 

over honourable conduct which led them to much of their current corruption, such as 

their tyrannical behavior as harmosts,
530

 and the record in Xenophon’s historical writings 

attests allegations of the dangers present in the character of the Spartan man when abroad 

as these individuals. Separated from the supervision integral to the Spartan system, they 

were given the freedom to be corrupt, which they embraced wholeheartedly.
531

 

Xenophon’s depictions of harmosts in the Hellenica and Anabasis were far from 

flattering,
532

 and even the Agesilaus records disreputable practices of Spartan 

harmosts.
533

And the behavior of Spartan harmosts was a major point which aided in 

stirring those under Spartan hegemony to rebel against it.
534

 The problems that exist 

within the Spartan character abroad are particularly typified in the figures of Phoibidas 
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and Sphodrias. When left to their own devices, Xenophon shows these individuals to be 

not particularly clever thinkers, weak-willed, susceptible to flattery and bribery, and 

willing to subvert state interests and even the laws of piety if to do so would afford them 

personal gain or glory.
535

 This characterization is represented as the end result of a 

system which seeks to promote obedience over free-thinking, superficial performative 

displays of virtue over internalization of virtue, and an prodigious sense of antagonistic 

competition with one’s countrymen (at the expense of every other virtue) as the method 

by which to attain the highest masculine glory. 

 That the issues these individuals have abroad can be tied to a character which is 

archetypal of Spartan males is especially stressed in the case of Sphodrias. Regardless of 

the real reasons for his acquittal, the official line given by Agesilaus in his endorsement 

for Sphodrias’ exoneration was that because “as a boy, an adolescent and a youth he did 

and accomplished every fine thing, it is difficult to execute such a man, because Sparta 

has need for such soldiers”.
536

 And while Tuplin remarks that a cynic might comment 

that if Sparta “really needed such corrupt incompetents as Sphodrias, she must be in a 

very bad way indeed”,
537

 Cartledge's view is probably more to the point that the newly 

indebted, and therefore malleable, Sphodrias was the type of man that Agesilaus 

personally (rather than Sparta) needed.
538

 The point, however, is that, in order to cover 

what were undoubtedly his real reasons for desiring Sphodrias’ acquittal, Agesilaus chose 

the ideology of masculinity as the party-line for the difficulty in executing Sphodrias.
539

 

Agesilaus based his disinclination to execute Sphodrias on the accused’s demonstration 

of superior performance throughout his formative education— a time of life in which 

internalizing and performing societal ideals of Spartan manhood was a particular focus. 

Hodkinson argues that Agesilaus’ comments about Sphodrias’ upbringing suggest that 

performance during this stage of life was of considerable import to a man’s later 

reputation and influence.
540

 Agesilaus’ line of reasoning suggests that Sphodrias’ 
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demonstration of commitment to ideals of masculine excellence internal to Sparta should 

be viewed as sufficient to mitigate those qualities which caused him to act in an 

externally detrimental way. But even if Agesilaus’ appeal to masculine ideology was 

merely empty rhetoric, this is telling in and of itself. Rhetoric is useful in politics to cover 

true motives only if it has a considerable level of mass appeal. While the faction of 

Cleombrotus may have been already inclined to acquit, and Agesilaus’ supporters may 

have been expected to align their votes in accordance to Agesilaus’ opinion, regardless of 

its motivation,
541

 Xenophon relates the existence of a sizable unaligned group, who 

would be very much in need of convincing if they were to vote against the execution of 

one who had so obviously harmed Spartan national interests.
542

 That Agesilaus chose to 

use particularly the ideology of masculinity to make his desire for the acquittal of 

Sphodrias palatable, suggests the importance of such ideology in the hierarchy of Spartan 

values, thus making rhetoric of masculinity a useful political tool.  

 Moreover, the entire episode was framed in such a way to downplay the 

actualities of the political situation, and to stress masculine ideals. After relating the 

opinion held by many (of which Xenophon was undoubtedly one)
543

 of the injustice of 

Sphodrias’ acquittal, Xenophon relates the manner in which it came to be,
544

 stressing 

ideological considerations over those of politics or justice. In addition to the masculine 

excellence of Sphodrias himself, the episode serves to highlight filial bonds, and 

honorable conduct in personal relationships.
545

 As mentioned, the relationship between 

Archidamus and Cleonymus framed the discussion of Sphodrias acquittal.
546

 Cleonymus’ 

request was represented as being made out of filial devotion to his father;
547

 the 

interaction between Archidamus and Cleonymus, likewise indicates their intimate bond, 
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as well as Archidamus’ high-minded concern for his eromenos.
548

 Despite what Athenian 

readers may have thought of such associations, Xenophon expressed this kind of 

relationship in Sparta as being integral to the formation of Spartiate men. Thus, 

Archidamus’ efforts with his father are shown as being enacted out of concern for a type 

of relationship which Xenophon asserted was highly valued in Sparta.
549

 The result of 

Archidamus’ intervention on his beloved’s behalf, which is expressed immediately 

following the relation of Sphodrias acquittal, is also framed in relation to masculine 

excellence, as Cleonymus is depicted as bringing masculine honour to himself and 

Archidamus by his heroic performance at Leuctra.
550

 This framing of the episode, along 

with Agesilaus’ use of ideology in his consideration of Sphodrias, can therefore be seen 

to show the utility of the ethos of Spartan masculinity, both on a personal and a national 

level, as an ideological tool employed to influence real-world politics.  

 Another episode in which the ideology associated with Spartan manhood can be 

seen to be in play is in the struggle between the incoming and outgoing Spartan admirals, 

Callicratidas and Lysander. Xenophon clearly meant for readers to view Lysander and 

Callicratidas as foils for one another,
551

 but there is considerable disagreement about who 

Xenophon favours.
552

 The prevalent conclusion is that Callicratidas is to be viewed as 

more traditionally Spartan in his character, whereas Lysander is portrayed as atypical,
553

 

so much so that some argue that Lysander is of the same sort as Brasidas.
554

 I would 

argue that one of the determining factors in this opinion is Callicratidas’ discursive 
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utilization of concepts related to the ethos of Spartan masculinity.
555

 When Callicratidas 

replaced Lysander as nauarch, the latter did not make the transition easy.
556

 Lysander 

handed over the command with an insulting boast aimed at asserting his own superiority 

and goading his opponent.
557

 His supporters were insubordinate and uncooperative, and 

slandered Callicratidas to the allies, calling into question his competence.
558

 Lysander 

returned the funds Cyrus had given him,
559

 and likely made arrangements for 

Callicratidas to have difficulty in securing additional Persian funds,
560

 hampering his 

ability to secure resources essential to the war effort.
561

 Facing this, Callicratidas (unlike 

Lysander, who stressed his perceived personal superiority) is presented as shoring up his 

command through discursive ideological appeals in his speeches.  

 In his first recorded speech Callicratidas calls together the Lacedaemonians 

present and delivered an insurrection-quelling message firmly rooted within the Spartan 

masculine ethos.
562

 Callicratidas begins saying that he would be just as glad to remain at 

home, and is willing to hand over command to anyone who thought himself more 

capable. He then reminds those assembled that it was not by his own personal choice, but 

by the will of Sparta that he held his position, and it was thus his duty to Sparta to 

command the force as best he was able. He finishes by asking the Lacedaemonians 
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whether they would have him remain in command or return to Sparta and report the state 

of affairs.
563

 In this speech Callicratidas establishes himself as a “stay-at-home” Spartan 

man.
564

 This self-presentation serves to align Callicratidas with officially propagated 

ideology which demanded respect and emulation. In his appeal to the authority of the 

state Callicratidas displays his own obedience to Sparta, and presents himself as the 

embodiment of state authority,
565

 necessitating an obedient response on the part of the 

Spartans present, as such obedience was a prime precept the Spartan upbringing sought to 

instill as a condition of honorable Spartan manhood.
566

 Finally, in putting the question to 

those gathered as to whether he should stay (with the understanding that this would be the 

end to any insubordination), or go home and inform the authorities why he left, 

Callicratidas appeals to ideological cues on two ways. First he holds forth a veiled threat: 

intimidation would likely have been particularly effective in quelling insubordination of 

the Spartiates among the Lacedaemonian troops, as the Lycurgan system employed fear 

of punishment to keep citizens in line and promoted the creation of men who would 

respond constructively to these tactics.
567

 Secondly, he does not limit his use of ideology 

to his own discourse alone, but requires his audience to perform their commitment to the 

Spartan ideals, in their active agreement to submit to his command as representative of 

state authority. Callicratidas’ personal expression in this episode is so much in 

accordance with established Spartan ideology that Prioetti states that, “it would be hard to 

conceive of a more classic portrait of a Spartan than the one Xenophon provides of 

Callicratidas in this chapter.”
568

 

 After Callicratidas' unsuccessful attempt to attain funds from Cyrus, he does 

successfully secured funds from the Milesians. The speech, by which Callicratidas 

secured funds, once again hinges heavily on ideology, particularly of a pan-Hellenic and 

anti-barbarian nature.
569

 I would argue that, in addition to the ideology of pan-Hellenism, 

hegemonic masculine ideology is explicit in Callicratidas’ speech to the Milesians. In the 

beginning of the speech Callicratidas again stresses his obedience to Spartan home 
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authority.
570

 Callicratidas’ reference to Spartan authority sets Sparta’s desires, personified 

in himself, in the prosecution of the war effort as an ideal of masculine conduct to be 

emulated. Callicratidas’ mention of barbarians in his justification for why the Milesians 

should zealously throw their support behind Sparta’s efforts introduces the barbarians as 

an anti-ideal. Thus, Callicratidas invites the Milesians, through their support, to identify 

themselves with Sparta, the ideal; he implies that failure to do so will relegate them to 

identification with the barbarians, presented as an inferior category of men. This polarity 

of identification is also expressed in Callicratidas’ contrast of Lysander, whom he 

presents as willing to pander to Cyrus and harm the war effort for the sake of a barbarian, 

with himself, who he presents as traditionally Greek in his extreme unwillingness to court 

favor with Cyrus in order to achieve financial gains.
571

 To ensure the full effect of his 

rhetoric, Xenophon suggests that Callicratidas’ once again made use of a certain level of 

intimidation in his dealings with the Milesians, evidenced by their fearful response.
572

 

Callicratidas’ discursive use of ideological precepts is effective, and he gains the desired 

funds. 

 The strength of the hegemonic masculine ideal as a reference point for collective 

self-identification is illustrated by the continued discursive efficacy of the ideology in 

spite of instances which revealed it to be nothing more than blatant rhetoric.
573

 It has been 

suggested that Xenophon admired Callicratidas’ pan-Hellenic ideals,
574

 but there is 

reason to doubt the authenticity of his anti-barbarian sentiments.
575

 Xenophon’s 

description of the origin of Callicratidas’ anti-barbarian attitudes: demanding pay from 

Cyrus for the sailors, and storming off, uttering threats when he did not immediately 
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receive it, is not particularly flattering.
576

 His treatment of Athenian prisoners, selling 

them into slavery a mere day after declaring that no Greek would be enslaved if he was 

able to prevent it, likewise gives a false ring to his rhetoric.
577

 But in spite of all of this, 

Callicratidas’ discourse continued to be effective.    

 Finally, the utility of the ideology is further highlighted if one considers it to be 

the primary vehicle by which Callicratidas retained his command in spite of his 

comparative inferiority as nauarch. A number of scholars note that, despite ambiguity 

associated with Lysander’s character and policy, Xenophon, treats him fairly favorably, 

arguably more so than Callicratidas.
578

 In asking for an increase of pay for the sailors in 

lieu of a personal favor when offered one by Cyrus Lysander shows himself as willing to 

put the needs of his men above his own, whereas Callicratidas’ impatience and 

subsequent pique, which gave rise to his anti-Barbarian sentiment, show him to be 

volatile and self-serving.
579

 And while Callicratidas’ noble (if vainglorious) proclivity 

towards fighting to the death at Arginusae fits nicely within the Spartan ethos,
580

 it was 

the practicality shown by Lysander, in such episodes as his refusal to engage a superior 

force after Notium,
581

 that seemed to meet with Xenophon’s approval, as Callicratidas’ 

attitude is shown to lead to his ignominious death.
582

 Thus, in many ways, Lysander is 
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 X. Hell. 1.6.6-7. Laforse (1997), 196, argues that the circumstances of this episode are a mark against 

the idea that Callicratidas’ anti-barbarian statements should be taken as sober policy. 
577

 Xen, Hell. 1.6.14-5; Higgins (1977), 10-2; Roisman (1987b), 32-3; Krentz (1989), 148 on 1.6.14. 

Laforse (1997), 212, points out that the premise of Callicratidas’ pan-Hellenic rhetoric, proving the 
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578

 Prentice (1934), 37; Higgins (1977), 10-1; Krentz (1989), 145 on 1.6.1-15, 147 on 1.6.6; Moles (1994) 

83; Humble (1997) 111. Contra Moles (1994), 83; and Laforse (1997), 198-9, 201-2, 206-7,who argues that 
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 Krentz (1989), 136 on 1.5.6. 
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 Humble (1997), 112. 
581

 X. Hell. 1.5.15.  
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 Krentz (1989), 156 on 1.6.32-3; Moles (1994), 81-2; Humble (1997). Strassler (ed.) (2009), 31, note 

1.6.32c  also suggests that Callicratidas’ response to the sound counsel that retreat would be advisable as 

the Spartan fleet was greatly outnumbered with “Sparta would conduct herself no worse if he died, but 

flight is shameful” (ἡ Σπάρτη †οὐδὲν μὴ κάκιον οἰκεῖται† αὐτοῦ ἀποθανόντος, φεύγειν δὲ αἰσχρὸν ἔφη 

εἶναι.) (X. Hell. 1.6.32) should be contrasted with Th. 8.27.2 where an Athenian commander said that he 

would never allow fear of disgrace to drive him to unreasonable risk, as flight is not shameful, rather it is 

shameful to be defeated and expose city to danger. Such comparison makes Callicratidas’ priority of 

honour over practicality appear foolhardy, especially since his sentiments are followed immediately by his 

unimpressive death (X. Hell. 1.6.33). 
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portrayed by Xenophon as an excellent commander,
583

 regardless of other possibly 

negative character traits he may possess.
584

 Yet, despite Callicratidas’ evident failings as 

a leader, Callicratidas maintained his authority, and the primary vehicle through which he 

is shown to do so is his discursive use of ideology in his speeches.
585

 

4.4 Relations Between Men and Hegemonic Masculinity 

Perhaps the best information Xenophon provides concerning hegemony within the 

Spartan system in his Hellenica is contained within the account of the conspiracy of 

Cinadon. In this episode, Xenophon reveals the ideology of masculine hegemony 

between the Spartiate class and the various sub-classes in the Spartan political system, 

and provides a number of valuable insights into the operation of hierarchy within the 

system. Firstly, if Xenophon relates competition between members of the homoioi for 

masculine hegemony within that class in the Lac., in the conspiracy of Cinadon, he 

demonstrated that the homoioi represented a small minority who, as a class, occupied the 

hegemonic ideal within Sparta’s larger societal structure. The unnamed informer in the 

episode relates that Cinadon bid him to count how many Spartiates versus “allies”, that is 

non-Spartiates, there happened to be in the Spartan agora on a given day. The resultant 

tally of “around forty” to “over four thousand”, respectively, implies that even in the 

heart of Sparta herself, those who were members of the Spartiate class made up only 

about one percent.
586

 Despite the existence of disparities in wealth and status amongst 

members of the homoioi and the fierce competition within the homoioi class for ultimate 

hegemonic positions, this episode places emphasis on the importance for the homoioi of 

maintaining a unified front within the wider Spartan societal structure to preserve their 

hegemony over the majority below them.
587

 

Secondly, Xenophon reports that Cinadon was not one of the Spartan homoioi, but 

at the same time he notes that Cinadon is not deficient in terms of physical ability or the 
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 Krentz (1989), 175. See also Humble (1997), 111-3, 115-8, who does not go as far as claiming Lysander 

was an ideal commander in Xenophon’s view, but asserts that Xenophon viewed him as at least a capable 

one.  
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 Moles (1994), 83. See also Laforse (1997), 212, who asserts that it is not possible to positively spin 

Lysander’s willingness to put personal glory ahead of the war effort by returning money to Cyrus.  
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 Laforse (1997), 210. 
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 X. Hell. 3.3.5, though the number is likely exaggerated for effect. 
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 Understanding, as Powell (2001), 102-3, puts it that elite members of the homoioi class constituted “an 

oligarchy within an oligarchy”. 
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approved manner of comportment.
588

 Therefore, Cinadon must have been excluded from 

the homoioi for some other failing, which unfortunately Xenophon does not relate.
589

 

What is suggested is that, were personal ability and conformity to approved codes of 

masculine conduct the sole necessities, Cinadon should have been guaranteed a 

hegemonic position within the Spartan system. This highlights the idea that, as with all 

hegemonic systems, orthodox self-presentation was not the sole determinant of position 

on the hegemonic ladder.
590

 Therefore, although Xenophon presents Cinadon as 

impressively exhibiting the qualities of the hegemonic ideal which were within his 

personal control, he evidently lacked some requirement which lay outside embodiment of 

societal ideals. Thus, he was relegated to the position of “inferior” Spartan despite his 

presentation of orthodox Spartan masculinity.  

The most common suggestion put forth by scholars for why Cinadon came to be 

in the position of an inferior is impoverishment.
591

 If this was the case, economic status 

would serve as a classic example of a quality required to attain hegemonic status that 

cannot be achieved through orthodox masculine performance. Gish, in particular, 

suggests that Xenophon deliberately juxtaposes Cinadon’s personal excellence with his 

non-homoioi status in order to highlight the injustice of his societal position.
592

 This 

injustice was apparently felt by Cinadon as well, and was strong enough for him to risk 

his not-insignificant position, and significantly more, in an attempt to better his 

standing.
593
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elevated beyond “inferior” status. However a number of scholars (see Cawkwell [1983], 246; Flower 

[1991], 94-5; Tuplin [1993], 52) have seen an eminently Spartan ambition as Cinadon’s prime motivating 
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Hegemonic systems seek to incorporate those possessing orthodox masculinities 

within the hierarchy in such a way that become complicit in maintaining the status quo. 

In light of this, the extreme disaffection felt by Cinadon could point to a break-down in 

the proper functioning of the system. If Cinadon was demoted due to impoverishment, 

could be indicative of economic standing taking on a role in the ideology of hegemonic 

Spartan masculinity which disrupted the functioning of that system.
594

 The economically 

disenfranchised constituted a group which potentially posed a greater threat to the 

Spartan system than other subordinated groups such as the perioikoi or helots, as 

disgruntled former Spartiates could give leadership to the various disaffected segments of 

the population.
595

 Examining the case of Cinadon as a failure in the hegemonic 

subordination of orthodox masculinities gives weight to these ideas. As discussed earlier, 

the Spartan system had measures to ensure that those it subordinated felt their position to 

be deserved.
596

 In the case of Cinadon there is no indication of measures in place to make 

him feel his demotion was right. Conversely, the behaviour of Cinadon himself is 

indicative that, unlike those cowed for personal failings, Spartan masculinity ideology 

actually served to strengthen feelings that his subordinated status was undeserved. And, 

whereas in other cases of demotion there may have been hope of restoration to coveted 

hierarchical positions through excellent personal conduct,
597

 demotion due to poverty 

could have contributed to insurrectionist leanings by engendering feelings of 

hopelessness. The episode suggests that the system imbued Cinadon with ideology that 
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bitterness displayed by Spartan “inferiors”, and the potential that they could employ the various 

underclasses in a large scale solution to personal vendettas, however Talbert sees Spartan apathy in terms 

of doing anything to reduce this bitterness as proof of their lack of concern that revolt on the part of 

underclasses could pose any real threat.  
596

 See pp.85-7. 
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caused him to deeply desire a societal position which he could never attain, but that the 

ideology had no measures in place to reconcile him to this.
598

  

In addition to Cinadon’s personal societal position, the episode names a number 

of sub-classes within the Spartan system including: helots, neodamodeis, hypomeiones, 

and perioikoi,
599

 all of whom occupied differing positions in the Spartan hierarchy and 

who likewise derived ideological significance from their position relative to the ideal of 

the Spartiate or homoioi class.
600

 We are, admittedly, disadvantaged in trying to discover 

exactly how ideological social stratification may have functioned because of lack of 

information about the underclasses in our sources. Thus any attempt to examine the 

intricacies of the operation of hegemonic masculinity between the Spartiates and 

underclasses is nearly impossible, and my resultant examination is unfortunately both 

broad and somewhat speculative. The only fairly safe assumptions to take from the 

evidence are: a) that there seem to have been measures to create a hegemony which 

assigned various Spartan sub-classes differing levels of social status; b) that the Spartiate 

class embodied the hegemonic ideal in a structure designed to ensure the investment of 

subaltern men in the ideology of the hegemonic group; and c) that, judging from the 

actions of the underclasses, the hegemony seemed to be fairly effective and stable for 

some time.  

While the episode itself tells us little about the precise systems in place to 

effectively subordinate subaltern men, there has been considerable scholarly discussion 

about the methods which may have been employed on the part of the Spartans in order to 

maintain the hegemonic structure of their societal system, and the resultant attitudes they 

may have fostered in the various sub-classes. Much of this discussion has focussed on the 

relationship between Spartans and helots. A prevalent idea has been that the relationship 

between Spartans and helots was one of unadulterated animosity, with the former 
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(1997), 200, 336-403; Shipley (2004), 569-70.  
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supressing the latter primarily through violence and terror.
601

 However, as Cartledge 

argued, in light of how greatly outnumbered the Spartiates were by the helots, it is 

unlikely that they accomplished their prolonged subordination over this segment of 

society by force alone, and ideological methods must have also been in place to ensure 

the subordination of the helots.
602

 A number of negative measures have been suggested to 

account for the helots’ relative submission to the system which enslaved them. It has 

been suggested that helot acceptance of their lot was the result of systematic conditioning 

on the part of the Spartans inducing them to buy into the notion of their innate 

inferiority.
603

 Their reluctance to join with those external and internal opponents to 

Spartan authority that arose from time to time has been seen as being, in part, due to the 

state of ignorance in which they were kept by their masters.
604

  

There is merit to these ideas, and negative methods of ideological subordination 

were undoubtedly used to reconcile helots to their subordinate position, especially since 

such methods were even used within the Spartiate class, as in the case of the penalties 

imposed upon cowards. However, while proponents of the view that Spartiate-helot 

relations were exclusively negative take at face value Cinadon’s inclusion of the helots in 

the group of those who wished the Spartiate class nothing but harm, investment in the 

established hegemonic system by even the helots, who constituted those most oppressed 

by the Spartiates, can also be seen in many instances. One example being the large 

number of helots willing to fight with their Spartiate masters in exchange for freedom at 
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 Ste Croix (1972b), 191-3; Oliva (1971), 44-8. 
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 Cartledge (1991), 381. 
603

As mentioned earlier (see p. 50), David (1989), 8-9, (1992), 15, 18 and Vernant (1991), 232, describe the 
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own minds and those of their masters, the inferiority of helots and the divide in status which existed 

between themselves and their Spartiate masters. Hodkinson (1997), 52, also suggests negative ideological 
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 Talbert (1989), 29-30, 32. Additionally, Luraghi (2008), 202-3, argues that “the conditions of Helotic 

dependency” were not conducive to the formation of the Messenian ethnic identity which served as one of 

the most prominent ideological tools in the resistance of Spartan rule, and attributed the emergence of this 

vehicle for opposition to the perioikoi. 
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Mantinea, when they could have easily defected to the side of the invaders.
605

 Loyalty 

such as this cannot be attained by the use of negative methods of subordination alone; 

willingness of subaltern groups within the Spartan system to step up to Sparta’s defense 

in this time of need displays the considerable appeal of Spartan ideology, as the loyalty of 

helots in extreme circumstances could suggest that they viewed advancement within the 

Spartan system to offer something that Sparta’s opponents could not.
606

  

The very existence of the next sub-class mentioned as allegedly involved in the 

conspiracy implies that there was some possibility for improvement in position within the 

Spartan sub-classes, and reveals evidence of a deliberate effort on the part of the Spartan 

system to provide a positive cause for helot investment in the system.
607

 While a helot 

would never become a Spartiate, he could potentially gain freedom as well as additional 

status and privilege, by becoming a neodamodeis (literally “new member of the 

people”).
608

 Talbert points out that, despite concern on the part of Spartan officials from 
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 There is some discussion concerning the precise status of the neodamodeis. And while, it may not be 
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with full citizen status; see Willets (1954); Oliva (1971), 167-70; David (1979), 249-50; MacDowell 
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time to time, the track-record for loyalty on the part of the neodamodeis was 

exemplary,
609

 and it can be seen that at least some helots and neodamodeis who fought 

for Sparta seem to have internalized traditional Spartiate ideals.
610

 If true, this suggests 

that Spartan ideological methods of subordination proved fairly successful in assimilation 

of the helots and the neodamodeis to the hegemonic framework.
611

  

There are number of reasons that the next group mentioned, the perioikoi, may 

have had for accepting their position in the Spartan hegemony. Shipley, for instance, 

persuasively argues that to consider the perioikoi as oppressed subjects of the Spartans is 

fundamentally flawed,
612

 because of the shared nationalistic identity of Spartans and 

perioikoi as members of the larger group of Lacedaemonians.
613

 Under this view, the 

perioikoi would have considerable ideological stake in the success and prestige of the 

Lacedaemonian state. This would go far towards ensuring their continued investment in 

upholding the hegemonic Spartiate-headed societal structure. Moreover, it has been noted 

that the high perioikic contribution of hoplites to the Lacedaemonian army, as well as 

mention of the καλοὶ κἀγαθοὶ (“fine and noble men”) among the perioikoi,
614

 are 

evidence of class differences within the perioikoi.
615

 Hodkinson suggests a concerted 

effort to assimilate perioikoi to Spartan ideology could be seen in the likely inclusion of 

members of this class among the trophimoi (“foster brothers” of the Spartans), as the 

Spartan fostering system served to integrate fostered perioikoi into the xenia system 

which solidified close association with the Spartan central authority and shaped the 
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 Shipley (1997), 200-5, (2004), 569, (2006), 52, 67-71. See also Cartledge (1987), 177-8. Shipley (1992), 

188, argued that if there was any truth to Cinadon’s allegations concerning the perioikoi it would be 
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614

 X. Hell. 5.3.9. 
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 Oliva (1971), 59-60; Shipley (1992), 187; Shipley (1997), 202. Indeed, certain perioikic men held places 
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Shipley (1997), 202, and (2006), 70; Hodkinson (2000), 352-3.   
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positions they would come to hold within their own local power regimes.
616

 In terms of 

masculinity ideology, therefore, members of elite perioikoi could thus be seen as the 

possessors of complicit masculinities— they would not be able to attain all the benefits 

that would come with full Spartiate citizen status, but their placement in relation to those 

who did possess the hegemonic status would favorably position them in the hierarchies of 

their own communities and ensure their continued propagation of orthodox ideologies.
617

  

Finally, Cinadon’s own standing in the Spartan socio-political order also suggests 

that the position of being one of the “inferiors” (hypomeiones) did not automatically 

exclude one from significant positions and responsibilities within the societal framework. 

The ephors’ trick to capture Cinadon without inciting rebellion (by sending him out with 

soldiers under the false pretense that he himself was to arrest certain fictitious others in 

Aulon) demonstrates that Cinadon was familiar with being employed in official state 

business such as the transport of prisoners.
618

 There has been some debate concerning 

how Cinadon’s duties reflect his status,
619

 but Gish has argued persuasively that the 

details of Cinadon’s capture suggest that he was able to attain high status even as an 

“inferior”. Gish highlights that Cinadon being sent out on sensitive missions, and also 

being given command over members of the hippeis—Sparta’s most elite force— had to 

have been common occurrence in order not to arouse the suspicion of pretence. Gish 

believes that this implies that not only did Cinadon’s duties encompasses those which 

would not be given to lower segments of the population, such as perioikoi, but that he 

was trusted with matters that would likely not be given to lower-level Spartiates as 
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 Hodkinson (1997), 64-5 and (2000), 353. 
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 Hodkinson (1997), 64-5. Although, if true, the assertion of Luraghi (2008), 197-208, that major 
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619
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apparently held in the eyes of the ephors, but also in its reflection of his personal qualities.  
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well.
620

 This perhaps indicates differing status levels even among the Spartan “inferiors”. 

That the position of Cinadon, before his attempted coup, is far from the demoted Spartan 

man who is disgraced and left out of citizen affairs, described in the Lac., also suggests 

some attempt on the part of the Spartan system to acknowledge and reward Spartan 

“inferiors” who displayed orthodox presentation of Spartan ideals.  

Obviously, as discussed, in the case of Cinadon the system failed in the sense that 

acknowledgement of Cinadon’s excellence apparently served only to reinforce his sense 

of injustice at being excluded from the ideal, but this is not to say that the system did not 

prove effective with other “inferiors”. For example, in a later passage Xenophon 

mentions other groups such as the nothoi ("bastards") of the Spartans, who may have 

represented some of those who constituted what Xenophon terms Spartan “inferiors” in 

this instance.
621

 Xenophon describes these men as “exceedingly fine and not 

unacquainted with the fine things in the city” (μάλα εὐειδεῖς τε καὶ τῶν ἐν τῇ πόλει 

καλῶν οὐκ ἄπειροι), and, perhaps as a result of this treatment, they are depicted as being 

valuable and loyal members of Sparta’s military.
622

 Thus, the possibility of advancement 

in status to favorable positions within Sparta’s internal hegemonic system would suggest 

that desire for advancement within the hegemony would be a strong motivating factor at 

all levels of society. Shipley astutely remarked that any “power system maintained in this 

way depends partly on the subordinates internalizing the values of the hegemonic 

power”;
623

 therefore the Spartan system would ideally seek to instil some level of 

investment in the proper functioning of the hegemonic framework among all sub-classes. 

The operation of internal Spartan hegemonic ideology between classes can even 

be seen in the description of the would-be revolt itself. Of course, on one level the very 

fact that the conspiracy existed reveals a failure in the operation of the system as, ideally, 

hegemonic ideology would seek to provide sufficient investment in the proper operation 

of the system to prevent instances of conspiracy and revolt from occurring in the first 

place. Indeed, the situation presented in the conspiracy of Cinadon has been seen as proof 

                                                           
620

 Gish (2009), 353-4. 
621

 X. Hell. 5.3.9. For detailed discussion on the possible status of the nothoi, see especially Hodkinson 

(1997). 
622

 Additionally, if the Spartan system’s measures of incentives and sanctions for Spartan “inferiors” in 

other cases proved effective, it would serve to strengthen the idea that perhaps those disenfranchised by 

poverty represented a particular bugbear for Spartan hegemonic ideology. 
623

 Shipley (1997), 213. 



113 

of the many problems within the Spartan system. The lack of surprise on the part of the 

ephors when they learned of its existence, and assertions on the part of the conspirators of 

the great number of those within the Spartan political system who were ravenous for 

Spartan blood, are taken to indicate that the Spartiate class was a minority in power 

surrounded on all sides by those who bore them unadulterated ill-will.
624

 However, the 

level to which one can view this episode as indicative of breakdown in the Spartan 

system is dependent on how serious a threat it realistically posed. Cinadon claims that 

everywhere one looked legions of allies for the conspiracy can be seen, because every 

sub-class would be happy to “eat the Spartiates raw”. However, it is admitted, in the same 

breath, that the number of people who were actually party to the organization of the 

revolt was small.
625

 This indicates that the level of animosity towards Spartiates may 

have been somewhat exaggerated to provide useful rhetoric for the recruitment of a 

rebellion—
626

 indeed the sentiment is even framed within the context of a recruitment 

pitch. If the level of anti-Spartiate feeling had actually been at such crisis-level for an 

extended period of time it is unlikely that rebellion could have been prevented as tidily as 

it was. This itself has been seen as evidence of an impressive counter-insurgency 

mechanism in place, designed to deal with minor breakdowns such as conspiracy.
627

  

While some have seen the conspiracy of Cinadon as one of the most significant episodes 

for Spartan society of that period,
628

 others have been struck by the large amount of 

attention given by Xenophon to the episode in light of the fact that it seems to have had 

very little effect.
629

 Perhaps the significant point that should be taken from the conspiracy 
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is not the allegations on the part of its leaders about the animosity towards the hegemonic 

class in Spartan society, but the fact that their hopes for large-scale revolt on the part of 

the Spartan underclasses were not realized; and the fact that the Spartan hegemonic 

system held up under the pressure. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Agesilaus’ right to the Spartan throne, as it was his sacrificing on behalf of the city which first revealed the 

threat—thus displaying divine favor for his reign.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

The preceding examination has sought to investigate the depictions of Spartan 

masculinity as they are portrayed in the works of Thucydides and Xenophon. To do so, 

this study has employed ideas taken from social constructionist methodological 

frameworks to analyse the source material. Within this framework the categories which 

have been investigated are: 1) the relation of men and women; 2) attitudes towards sex; 

3) institutions; 4) discourse; 5) representation and performativity; and 6) relations 

between men and hegemonic masculinity, as these are considered to have particular 

import to the construction of masculinities. 

In Thucydides the categories of “discourse”, “representation and performativity”, 

and “relations between men and hegemonic masculinity” were the most fruitful areas of 

investigation. Several interesting findings emerged. First is the observation that 

Thucydides, through discourse, highlights the idea of the “Spartan man” as the 

embodiment of a national type. One of the most interesting things that emerged from the 

analysis of Thucydides’ “Spartan type” is the awareness of the creation of a number of 

competing conceptions of Spartan national masculinities, which Thucydides represents as 

being constructed discursively by both the Spartans and outsiders. This is highlighted in 

the differences between the Spartan character as it is expressed by Archidamus, 

Sthenelaidas, Pericles, and the Corinthian envoys. Also illuminative is the suggestion that 

the prevailing characterization of Spartan men in the History (seen as being that which 

was conveyed by the Corinthians) was a politically charged outsider construct, deeply 

rooted in the historical and political context in which it was articulated. This is of 

particular import as it is this characterization of Spartan national character upon which 

many subsequent understandings of the nature of the Spartan man have been based. 

Another prominent point, brought to light by examining Thucydides, is the relationship 

between discourse and performativity. In Thucydides’ depiction of the masculine 

discourse employed by Sparta for the purposes of self-identification, the text indicates 

that discursive constructions of the Spartan masculine ideal required confirming 

performative representation to maintain its ideological efficacy. This can be seen both in 
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the damage suffered to Spartan morale and reputation when Spartan performance at Pylos 

failed to meet the standards created by Spartan discursive identity, as well as the success 

of the rhetoric of Brasidas due to his concern to reinforce words with actions. 

In Xenophon’s Spartan Constitution all six categories pertaining to masculine 

construction were able to be examined. The Spartan system, detailed by Xenophon, 

reflects a regard for the display of masculine ideals in every area, and at every stage of 

Spartan life. The Lac. suggests that the officially sanctioned Spartan education and 

institutions had elements designed to impart and maintain ideology associated with 

manhood. To this end, the Spartan system was shown to be especially concerned with 

producing citizen men who exhibited a high degree of restraint and performed their 

adherence to the ideals of ἐγκράτεια, αἰδώς, and πειθώ. Additionally, inter-Spartan 

relations (be it between males and females or exclusively between males) are shown to be 

intended, in part, to reinforce the Spartan masculine ethos, while descriptions of 

interaction between Spartans and other Lacedaemonians revealed efforts both to create 

cohesion and hierarchy through the use of masculine ideal. Ideals of masculinity are seen 

to be present in mandates governing both appearance and behaviour. However, the focus 

was primarily on the performative display of masculine principles rather than 

internalization of virtues. To this end, constructions of Spartan masculinity were 

described by Xenophon as being maintained predominantly by means of constant 

supervision and scrutiny, as well as the imposition of punishments for failure to perform 

as required and intense competition for venerated positions within frameworks of 

hegemonic masculinity. 

In the Hellenica, as in Thucydides' historical work, it was not possible to explore 

all the categories which are seen to have a bearing on the construction of masculinities; 

the three which were most relevant in this work were “attitudes towards sex”, 

“discourse”, and “relations between men and hegemonic masculinity”. It is clear, 

however, that there is a considerable correspondence in ideas across Xenophon's works. 

The behaviour of Spartan men abroad reflects the influence of the highly competitive 

Spartan system which emphasised only superficial displays of virtue. Competitive desire 

to attain masculine glory remains a strong guiding principle of Spartan behaviour, while 
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concern for such virtues as obedience and restraint lessened when individual men were 

freed from the supervision and compulsion of the Spartan home authority. Spartan 

masculine ideology outlined by the Lac. can also be seen to have an influence on official 

political and military discourse. This has been illustrated in the rhetoric of Callicratidas, 

as well as on the hegemonic stratification of society between Spartan citizens and their 

underclasses shown in the episode of Cinadon. One significant point of departure from 

the Lac. is Xenophon’s depictions of Spartan same-sexual relations in the Hellenica, 

which could suggest that Spartan practice did not always conform to the Lycurgan ideals 

expressed in the Lac.. Although Xenophon’s ambiguous treatment of these relationships, 

and the men who conducted them, could indicate that what he expressed in the Lac. was 

still the ideal against which the conduct of these men were being measured.  

What has emerged in examination of the works of Thucydides and Xenophon is 

far from a singular, cohesive picture of Spartan masculine expression. But this does not 

necessarily imply that the “Spartan man” that was known to Thucydides and Xenophon 

respectively were fundamentally different ideological constructs. Major differences stem 

primarily from the fact that the categories of analysis were different for both authors. To 

illustrate a few examples: the discursive use of masculinity in Thucydides was shown to 

be used primarily for the purposes of painting a national portrait of Spartan nature to 

influence readers’ understandings of Spartan decisions throughout the course of the war. 

In Xenophon’s Lac. discussions of discourse focus on concepts key to Spartan masculine 

self-identification, while in the Hellenica discourse comes to light mainly in the context 

of the discursive utility of these key ideological concepts in military and political matters. 

Thucydides emphasises a relationship between discourse and performativity that is not 

reflected by Xenophon, as Xenophon’s work suggests discursive ideology had 

considerable weight in and of itself. This is illustrated particularly in cases, such as the 

Sphodrias episode, in which discourse was successfully used to attain particular results, 

when real-world events would lead one to believe that such results were unlikely. Sexual 

attitudes and behaviours were noted by Xenophon and undiscussed by Thucydides. 

Differences also stem from the different manner in which both authors approached their 

Spartan subjects. For example, in Thucydides we see primarily the idea of a “national” 

Spartan type, against which individuals were measured as typical or atypical. In the 
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Hellenica we see more of a propensity for the description of behaviours and attitudes of 

Spartan men as individuals which, in turn, are represented as the products of the Spartan 

system outlined in the Lac., and correspond to that work by showing real-world results of 

Spartan ideology and practice. Ultimately, it is not possible to do a point by point 

comparison of the differences in the construction of Spartan masculinity represented by 

Thucydides and Xenophon. This is because neither author set out to write an account of 

Spartan masculinity. Thus depictions of the “Spartan man” in each work are suited to the 

purpose of the works in which they are presented, and discrepancies accounts can be seen 

to have more to do with their individual style and purpose than with any changes in 

Spartan societal ideology throughout the course of the Classical period. In fact, in the 

matter of ideology, both authors express belief of concerted efforts on the part of the 

Spartan system to create and promulgate official conceptions of Spartan manhood and 

instill them in Spartan men. This can be seen in the funeral speech of Pericles, as well as 

in the influence of official ideology throughout the Lac. In both of these accounts we can 

see the influence of outsider (if not Athenian) bias, as both accounts serve to “other” the 

Spartans in their descriptions of Spartan practices.  

Whereas the picture of Spartan masculinity was presented differently by each 

author, there emerges, within the respective areas discussed by each author, evidence to 

suggest that hegemonic masculinity was used extensively as an ideological tool by the 

Spartan state. Both authors describe inter-Spartan relations and relations between 

Spartiates and “others” (sub-classes within the Spartan system, other states within the 

Peloponnesian League, etc.) in such a way as to suggest that the employment of officially 

propagated images of Spartan masculinity played a significant role in Spartan dealings. 

Among the Spartiate class, polarized positive and negative archetypes of masculinity 

were created, along with their associated rewards and penalties, and employed by the 

Spartan system as a measure to create competitive investment in state ideology which, in 

turn, provided a mechanism of behavioural control for the Spartan state. This is evident in 

the ideal and counter-ideal of the hippeis and the cowards in the Lac.. The Spartiate class 

as a whole was used as a hegemonic ideal to promote cohesion within the Spartan system, 

both to stratify the various subclasses, and to motivate them to remain invested in Spartan 

rule. This was accomplished through benefits gained by advantageous positioning in 
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relation to the hegemonic ideal, the possibility of societal advancement gained through 

upholding the ideology of Spartan masculinity ideology, etc. This process has been 

displayed in Thucydides, for example, by the motivations provided to the helots and 

neodamodeis by Brasidas and others, and in Xenophon in the episode of Cinadon. 

Finally, the collective masculinity of the Spartan state can even be seen to have an impact 

on inter-state policy and systems of alliance. This has been shown in the role hegemonic 

masculinity was seen to play in the ideological cohesion of the Peloponnesian League, 

and the way this was exploited by the Corinthians in Thucydides. In the Hellenica inter-

state usage of masculine ideology is seen in the role of Sparta as ideal played in 

Callicratidas’ discourse with the allies. Accounts of Spartan employment of masculine 

ideology in the works of Thucydides and Xenophon thus correspond significantly to 

hegemonic frameworks discussed in social constructionist theories of masculinity, 

supporting both the veracity of these aspects in accounts of Spartan society, as well as the 

applicability of constructionist frameworks to the historical study of Spartan masculinity. 

Thus the analysis of Spartan masculinity in the works of Thucydides and Xenophon 

suggests, if nothing else, Spartan masculinity was a purposefully propagated ideology. 

While the accounts of individual Spartiates, may serve to show that they had internalized 

tenants of the Spartan masculine ethos to the extent that they viewed them as essential, 

the larger picture reveals that Spartan masculinity was a deliberate ideological 

construction of the Spartan system, employed—quite successfully— both internally and 

externally by the Spartan state, with a number of ideological, political, and militaristic 

applications. 

Spartan masculinity is a concept for which much future examination is possible. 

My treatment has been episodic, focusing on incidents in the works which have been seen 

to reveal the construction and operation of Spartan masculine ethos. Therefore, not every 

instance which has bearing on Spartan masculinity has been covered. For example, in the 

treatment of hegemonic masculine frameworks in the Lac. I chose to highlight the hippeis 

and the sanctions placed on cowards as they are two areas which received extensive 

treatment in the Lac.. Also, as inverses, these provide excellent case studies for the ways 

in which the ideology of hegemonic masculinity could be employed both positively and 

negatively within the Spartan system. Of course, these are not the only cases of masculine 
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hegemonic structuring in Spartan society. Elevated positions (such as those eirens chosen 

to be leaders, the ephors, and the gerousia); the countless honours and appointments for 

which Spartan men were in constant competition; as well as non-military causes of 

demotions (such as bachelorhood, poverty, etc.) all bore relation to a man’s position in 

the framework of Spartan hegemonic masculinity. A more extensive examination of 

structures of hegemonic masculinity within the Lac. could, therefore, serve as the subject 

of future inquiry. Similarly, the categories under which the sources were analyzed were 

chosen due to their importance to contemporary sociological ideas regarding the 

construction of gender, and thus do not necessarily constitute the sole areas (or perhaps 

even the primary areas) of Spartiate life which had bearing on the construction of Spartan 

masculinity. Analysis of Thucydides’ and Xenophon’s descriptions of Spartan men have 

revealed aspects of Spartan life, beyond the scope of this examination, which likely had a 

great impact on the ways in which Spartans perceived themselves as men.  For example, 

though I was able to discuss the subject of competition within the methodological 

framework I chose, it was not discussed in its own right but in light of how it pertained to 

“relations between men” or “performativity”. However I believe that a deeper inquiry 

into the correlation between competition and Spartan masculine identification is a project 

which should be undertaken in the future. 

 Finally, it must be stressed that this study focused primarily on analysis of 

Thucydides’ and Xenophon’s depictions of Spartan masculinity. Therefore more 

investigation needs to be done on the relationship between their constructions and actual 

Spartan constructions. I have made some effort to contextualize the material (such as 

discussion of how the political atmosphere of the period may have coloured the 

depictions of Spartan men which Thucydides ascribes to the Athenians and Corinthians; 

or that analysis of Athenian and Socratic attitudes towards pederastic activity, with an eye 

on the purpose of the Lac.Pol., could suggest that Xenophon presented us with a genuine 

Spartan view on the matter). However much of my analysis, admittedly, has been to some 

extent dependant on taking the authors’ depictions and interpretations at face value, due 

to the style of analysis undertaken. Therefore a main area for future inquiry is the 

examination particularly of how these authors’ Athenian conceptions of masculinity may 

have influenced their depictions of Spartan men. For example, I have found that studies 
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of Athenian masculinity have expressed a high level of preoccupation with ideas of 

sexuality. While discussions of sexuality were largely absent in Thucydides, both 

Xenophon’s philosophical and historical treatment of Spartan men did include significant 

discussion of sexual (particularly pederastic) attitudes. It would be interesting to inquire 

to what extent this may reflect the view some hold of Xenophon as one of the “laconising 

elite”, as studies concerning Athenian masculinity suggest that pederastic practice was of 

greater concern to this segment of Athenian society, and had a greater bearing on their 

conceptions of masculinity, than it did for other element of the Athenian population. In 

short, Spartan masculinity is an interesting and complex topic for which much further 

inquiry is possible.  
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