LYCURGUS
The Father of Sparta by Plutarch

Lycurgus established harmony, simplicity, and strength in Sparta.  This warrior society tamed its youth through systematic education aimed at developing leadership, courage, public spirit, and wisdom.
     After Lycurgus had been absent for a while, the Spartans wrote and begged Lycurgus to come back.  As they admitted, only Lycurgus was really a king in his heart, although the others wore a crown and claimed the title.   He had the true foundation of sovereignty: a nature born to rule, and a talent for inspiring obedience.  Even the Spartan kings wanted Lycurgus to return because they saw him as one who could protect them from the people. 

    Lycurgus had already decided that some fundamental changes would have to be made in Sparta.  When he returned, he did not merely tinker with the laws, but instead followed the example of a wise doctor treating a patient with many diseases, who changes the patient’s diet, compels him to exercise, and puts him in a whole new frame of mind. 

    The first reform instituted by Lycurgus was a senate of twenty-eight men, who would have a power equal to the two royal houses of Sparta.   The people had the right to vote on important questions, but the senate decided when a vote would be taken.  As Plato puts it, a senate “allays and qualifies the fiery genius of the royal office” and gives some stability and safety to the commonwealth, like the ballast in a ship.  Before, Sparta had oscillated between the extremes of democracy and tyranny: anarchy and dictatorship.  With the addition of the senate, which resisted both extremes, the government became stable and the people and their rulers respected each other.

    Some further refinements of the Spartan constitution came after Lycurgus.  It turned out that sometimes the public speakers would pervert the sense of propositions and thus cause the people to vote foolishly, so the senate reserved the right to dissolve the assembly if they saw this happening. 

    A hundred and thirty years after the death of Lycurgus, a council of five ephors took executive power from the kings.  When King Theopompus, in whose reign the ephors were established, was scolded by his wife for leaving his son less royal power than he had inherited, he replied: “No, it is greater, because it will last longer.”  With their decision-making power reduced, the Spartan kings were freed of the jealousy of the people.  They never went through what happened in nearby Messene and Argos, where the kings held on so tight to every last bit of power that in the end they wound up losing it all.
* * *
    After creating the senate, Lycurgus addressed the question of land ownership.  At this time there was an extreme inequality among the Spartans, with most of the wealth and land in the control of only a few.  Most of the people felt poor and unhappy.  Arrogance and envy, luxury and crime, resulted from this unequal distribution of property.  Lycurgus divided the land equally, so that merit -- not money -- became the only measure of a man's worth. 

    Lycurgus intended to remove any inequalities in ownership of personal property as well as real property, but he realized that it would be too difficult to proceed openly.  Therefore, he took an indirect approach.  His solution was to ban ownership of any gold or silver, and to allow only money made of iron.  The iron coins of Sparta were dipped in vinegar to make the metal brittle and worthless.  Merchants laughed at this money because it had no intrinsic value, so imports of luxuries stopped.  Robbery and bribery vanished from Sparta instantly. 

    All useless occupations were banned in Sparta.  This law was hardly necessary, because along with gold and silver, all of the evil creatures that accompany them went away too.  Who would come to practice fraud, fortune-telling, prostitution, jewelry, or the other trades of luxury and larceny, in a country where there was no gold and silver money?  So luxury, deprived little by little of the fuel that fed it, gradually died out.  The rich had no advantage over the poor because wealth was useless.

    The most effective measure against the love of money was Lycurgus’ law that all meals had to be eaten together at public mess-halls.   Everyone ate the same thing, so money could not buy dainty food.  And since the rich could not eat at home, there was no way for them to show off their fancy things.  The rich could no longer spend their lives at home, lying on their couches and stuffing themselves with unwholesome delicacies, like pigs being fattened for slaughter.  No longer could they ruin not only their minds but also their bodies, becoming so weak by lazy overindulgence that they needed long sleep, warm baths, and about as much care as if they were constantly sick.

    This law was more than the rich could stand, so one day they got together and complained.  Angry words were followed by rocks, and Lycurgus had to run for his life.  He managed to outrun all of his assailants except one young man named Alcander.   When Lycurgus turned to see who was behind him, Alcander hit him in the face with a stick, blinding one eye.  The others caught up and saw Lycurgus with his bloody face and ruined eye.  They were ashamed at what Alcander had done, and they gave him to Lycurgus for punishment.  Lycurgus thanked them for saving him, then he took Alcander into his house as his servant. 

    In this position, Alcander had a chance to see how gentle and hard-working Lycurgus was, and from being an enemy he became an admirer and a friend.  Alcander told his friends and relatives that Lycurgus was not as bad as they thought he was, but rather the most gentle man in the world.  Thus did Lycurgus make this wild and violent young man one of the best citizens of Sparta. 
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1. What are the two characteristics Spartans wanted in their leader? Why would they see these as important? (paragraph 1)

2. What is the significance of the word “compel” and the analogy to a doctor? (paragraph 2)

3. What is the main function of a senate? How did Sparta solve the problem extremism? (paragraph 3)

4. How could “foolish” voting be prevented? (paragraph 4)

5. What did King Theopompus mean by saying, “No, it is greater, because it will last longer”? (paragraph 5)

6. How did Lycurgus make “…merit -- not money -- … the only measure of a man's worth...”? (paragraph 6)
7. Why did Plutarch see Lycurgus’ banning of gold and silver a positive development in Spartan society? (paragraph 7)

8. How did Spartans view luxury after Lycurgus instituted his reforms? (paragraph 9)
9. What is the significance of eating in “public mess-halls”? (paragraph 10)

10. What is the significance of the story of Lycurgus and Alcander? How is this story used as a parable? (paragraphs 10-11)
