Lycurgus (Plutarch; excerpts)
Published on Natural Law, Natural Rights, and American Constitutionalism (http://ninrac.org)

primarysourcedocument

Lycurgus (Plutarch; excerpts)

Lycurgus (Plutarch; excerpts)

Lycurgus
(Excerpts)
By Plutarch
c. 90

[Plutarch. Lycurgus. The Translation Called Dryden's. In the Public Domain. The full version is available
at MIT's Internet Classics Archive.]

To the end, therefore, that he might expel from the state arrogance and envy, luxury and crime, and
those yet more inveterate diseases of want and superfluity, Lycurgus obtained of them to renounce
their properties, and to consent to a new division of the land, and that they should live all together on
an equal footing; merit to be their only road to eminence, and the disgrace of evil, and credit of worthy
acts, their one measure of difference between man and man.

Upon their consent to these proposals, proceeding at once to put them into execution, he divided the
country of Laconia in general into thirty thousand equal shares, and the part attached to the city of
Sparta into nine thousand; these he distributed among the Spartans, as he did the others to the country
citizens. ... Alot was so much as to yield, one year with another, about seventy bushels of grain for
the master of the family, and twelve for his wife, with a suitable proportion of oil and wine. And this he
thought sufficient to keep their bodies in good health and strength; superfluities they were better
without. . . . Not contented with this, he resolved to make a division of their movables too, that there
might be no odious distinction or inequality left amongst them; but finding that it would be very
dangerous to go about it openly, he took another course, and defeated their avarice by the following
stratagem: he commanded that all gold and silver coin should be called in, and that only a sort of
money made of iron should be current, a great weight and quantity of which was but very little worth;
so that to lay up twenty or thirty pounds there was required a pretty large closet, and, to remove it,
nothing less than a yoke of oxen. With the diffusion of this money, at once a number of vices were
banished from Lacedaemon; for who would rob another of such a coin? Who would unjustly detain or
take by force, or accept as a bribe, a thing which it was not easy to hide, nor a credit to have, nor
indeed of any use to cut in pieces? . ..

In the next place, he declared an outlawry of all needless and superfluous arts; but here he might
almost have spared his proclamation; for ... there was now no more means of purchasing foreign
goods and small wares; merchants sent no shiploads into Laconian ports; no rhetoric-master, no
itinerant fortune-teller, no harlot-monger or gold or silversmith, engraver, or jeweler, set foot in a
country which had no money; so that luxury, deprived little by little of that which fed and fomented it,
wasted to nothing, and died away of itself. . ..

The third and most masterly stroke of this great lawgiver, by which he struck a yet more effectual
blow against luxury and the desire of riches, was the ordinance he made, that they should all eat in
common, of the same bread and same meat, and of kinds that were specified, and should not spend
their lives at home, laid on costly couches at splendid tables, delivering themselves up into the hands of
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their tradesmen and cooks, to fatten them in corners, like greedy brutes, and to ruin not their minds
only but their very bodies, which, enfeebled by indulgence and excess, would stand in need of long

sleep, warm bathing, freedom from work, and, in a word, of as much care and attendance as if they
were continually sick. . ..

They used to send their children to these tables as to schools of temperance; here they were
instructed in state affairs by listening to experienced statesmen; here they learnt to converse with
pleasantry, to make jests without scurrility, and take them without ill humor. . ..

In order to the good education of their youth (which, as | said before, he thought the most important
and noblest work of a lawgiver), he went so far back as to take into consideration their very conception
and birth, by regulating their marriages. . . . he ordered the maidens to exercise themselves with
wrestling, running, throwing the quoit, and casting the dart, to the end that the fruit they conceived
might, in strong and healthy bodies, take firmer root and find better growth, and withal that they, with
this greater vigor, might be the more able to undergo the pains of child- bearing. And to the end he
might take away their over-great tenderness and fear of exposure to the air, and all acquired
womanishness, he ordered that the young women should go naked in the processions, as well as the
young men, and dance, too, in that condition, at certain solemn feasts, singing certain songs, whilst the
young men stood around, seeing and hearing them. . ..

These public processions of the maidens, and their appearing naked in their exercises and dancings,
were incitements to marriage, operating upon the young with the rigor and certainty, as Plato says, of
love, if not of mathematics. But besides all this, to promote it yet more effectually, those who continued
bachelors were in a degree disfranchised by law; for they were excluded from the sight of those public
processions in which the young men and maidens danced naked, and, in wintertime, the officers
compelled them to march naked themselves round the market-place, singing as they went a certain
song to their own disgrace, that they justly suffered this punishment for disobeying the laws. Moreover,
they were denied that respect and observance which the younger men paid their elders; . . .

The master used to stay a little with the youths after supper, and one of them he bade to sing a song,
to another he put a question which required an advised and deliberate answer; for example, Who was
the best man in the city? What he thought of such an action of such a man? They used them thus early
to pass a right judgment upon persons and things, and to inform themselves of the abilities or defects of
their countrymen. If they had not an answer ready to the question Who was a good or who an ill-reputed
citizen, they were looked upon as of a dull and careless disposition, and to have little or no sense of
virtue and honor; besides this, they were to give a good reason for what they said, and in as few words
and as comprehensive as might be; he that failed of this, or answered not to the purpose, had his thumb
bit by his master. Sometimes the Iren did this in the presence of the old men and magistrates, that they
might see whether he punished them justly and in due measure or not; and when he did amiss, they
would not reprove him before the boys, but, when they were gone, he was called to an account and
underwent correction, if he had run far into either of the extremes of indulgence or severity. . ..

Nor was their instruction in music and verse less carefully attended to than their habits of grace and
good breeding in conversation. And their very songs had a life and spirit in them that inflamed and
possessed men's minds with an enthusiasm and ardor for action; the style of them was plain and
without affectation; the subject always serious and moral; most usually, it was in praise of such men as
had died in defense of their country, or in derision of those that had been cowards; the former they
declared happy and glorified; the life of the latter they described as most miserable and abject. . ..

Their education continued still after they were full-grown men. No one was allowed to live after his
own fancy; but the city was a sort of camp, in which every man had his share of provisions and business
set out, and looked upon himself not so much born to serve his own ends as the interest of his country.
Therefore, if they were commanded nothing else, they went to see the boys perform their exercises, to
teach them something useful, or to learn it themselves of those who knew better. And, indeed, one of
the greatest and highest blessings Lycurgus procured his people was the abundance of leisure, which
proceeded from his forbidding to them the exercise of any mean and mechanical trade. Of the
money-making that depends on troublesome going about and seeing people and doing business, they
had no need at all in a state where wealth obtained no honor or respect. The Helots tilled their ground
for them, and paid them yearly in kind the appointed quantity, without any trouble of theirs. . . .

All their time, except when they were in the field, was taken up by the choral dances and the festivals,
in hunting, and in attendance on the exercise-grounds and the places of public conversation. Those who
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were under thirty years of age were not allowed to go into the marketplace, but had the necessaries of
their family supplied by the care of their relations and lovers; nor was it for the credit of elderly men to
be seen too often in the marketplace; it was esteemed more suitable for them to frequent the
exercise-grounds and places of conversation, where they spent their leisure rationally in conversation,
not on money-making and market-prices, but for the most part in passing judgment on some action
worth considering; extolling the good, and censuring those who were otherwise, and that in a light and
sportive manner, conveying, without too much gravity, lessons of advice and improvement. Nor was
Lycurgus himself unduly austere; it was he who dedicated, says Sosibius, the little statue of Laughter.
Mirth, introduced seasonably at their suppers and places of common entertainment, was to serve as a
sort of sweetmeat to accompany their strict and hard life. To conclude, he bred up his citizens in such a
way that they neither would nor could live by themselves; they were to make themselves one with the
public good, and, clustering like bees around their commander, be by their zeal and public spirit carried
all but out of themselves, and devoted wholly to their country. . ..

However, it was not the design of Lycurgus that his city should govern a great many others; he thought
rather that the happiness of a state, as of a private man, consisted chiefly in the exercise of virtue, and
in the concord of the inhabitants; his aim, therefore, in all his arrangements, was to make and keep
them free-minded, self-dependent, and temperate. And therefore all those who have written well on
politics, as Plato, Diogenes, and Zeno, have taken Lycurgus for their model, leaving behind them,
however, mere projects and words; whereas Lycurgus was the author, not in writing but in reality, of a
government which none else could so much as copy; and while men in general have treated the
individual philosophic character as unattainable, he, by the example of a complete philosophic state,
raised himself high above all other lawgivers of Greece. And so Aristotle says they did him less honor at
Lacedaemon after his death than he deserved, although he has a temple there, and they offer sacrifices
yearly to him as to a god.
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