Socratic Seminar:  Should we be Proud to be Spartans?

Spartan Envoy Speaks to the Argives on the Eve of the War

This fictional speech is written from the perspective of a Spartan who is trying to convince members of the city-state of Argos to side with Sparta in a war against Athens.  It gives an excellent picture of what life in his city-state is like.

Things you MUST do before participating:

1. Circling and then looking up any vocabulary words that you do not know.

2. Underlining key phrases.

3. Keeping track of the events as they unfold.

4. Noting anything that strikes you as confusing or important.

5. Writing down questions that you can use to in our dialogue.





We Spartans are the best warriors in all Hellas.  The other poleis (plural for polis) build walls to protect themselves from their enemies, but in Sparta, the fighting men are enough to protect us.  Our mothers and wives are proud that they have given birth to the best soldiers in all the lands of the Greeks.





Sparta does not need the luxuries that are traded in the agora of Athens.  We have no need for foreigners in our polis.  We will not allow our Spartan men to do anything but train for war.  When we conquered the Messenians we made them helots, and they do all the chores and labor.  We allow free people to live with us and work at their crafts.  But our 10,000 citizens, our Spartan men, have one purpose, and that is to train for war.  For this reason, we leave unhealthy, deformed, or unwanted infants to die in the night or to be eaten by wolves.  We must have only those who are able, fit and strong enough to be great warriors.  Our young men must reach the age of 30 before they become citizens, but they value citizenship because they have had to wait.  





Other Greeks make fun of Spartans, calling us ‘dull,’ ‘lacking in intelligence,’ ‘witless,’ and ‘slow moving.’  But our young people learn to read and to write like other Greeks, but boys know they will be soldiers and girls know they will be wives and mothers.  It is true that our young boys are taken from their parents at the age of seven.  They are sent to live in the barracks with the other men, and they will begin to train to be strong warriors and citizens.  The Spartan man serves the polis as a warrior until he is 60 years old.  The boys must practice physical exercise, mostly running, wrestling, throwing the javelin and the discus; and the girls are also expected to exercise and build their strength.  Married men continue to live in the barracks most of their adult lives, away from their wives.  We lead simple lives, training in the arts of war.  





We practice using the javelin, the sling, the bow, the sword, and fighting together as a phalanx.  Many people in other Greek states don’t like the way we teach our soldiers to tell lies and to steal if they have to in order to survive.  We allow the young men to go out once a year to hunt down helots who are dangerous to Sparta, but we should not be criticized for this.  The slaves must be controlled, and we also have a secret police to help us control them.














