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The Battle of Thermopylae produced unique circumstances that required King Leonidas of Sparta to make a series of controversial decisions. Scholars debate what purpose it served for him to cling to his position when it had apparently become untenable. Herodotus’s Histories says that:  
But I myself am inclined to think that Leonidas perceived the allies to be dispirited and unwilling to share in the danger with him and ordered them to depart. But for himself to depart would be dishonorable; if he remained, he would leave a name of great fame, and the prosperity of Sparta would not be blotted out.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Hdt. 7.220.2 All translation are my own unless otherwise noted. ταύτῃ καὶ μᾶλλον τὴν γνώμην πλεῖστος εἰμί,Λεωνίδην, ἐπείτε ᾔσθετο τοὺς συμμάχους ἐόντας ἀπροθύμους καὶ οὐκ ἐθέλοντας συνδιακινδυνεύειν, κελεῦσαι σφέας ἀπαλλάσσεσθαι, αὐτῷ δὲ ἀπιεναι οὐ καλῶς ἔχειν: μένοντι δὲ αὐτοῦ κλέος μέγα ἐλείπετο, καὶ ἡ Σπάρτης εὐδαιμονίη οὐκ ἐξηλείφετο.] 

One modern scholar, Grant, proposes that the refusal to withdraw was an act of defiance against the Spartan government by a stubborn old king with a predisposition against the government and resentment of childhood.[footnoteRef:2] Leonidas’s march for Thermopylae may have been an act of defiance, but the sacrifice of himself and his men would have been an extreme act. Evans theorizes that Leonidas safe-guarded the retreat of his allies and maintained Sparta’s prestige as leader of the Peloponnesian League and the Hellenic Alliance.[footnoteRef:3] “Grote accepts Herodotus' version, oracle and all, and certain other modern historians, while rejecting the oracle, follow Herodotus in thinking that Spartan sense of honor and military discipline are sufficient explanation of Leonidas' behavior.”[footnoteRef:4] These theories suggest that Leonidas was somewhat imbalanced and bitter, or motivated by political position, or some romantic sense of the Spartan code.  [2:  Grant, 1961: 26-27]  [3:  Evans, 1934: 237]  [4:  Grant writes (1961: 14), “Grote accepts Herodotus' version, oracle and all, and certain other modern historians, while rejecting the oracle, follow Herodotus in thinking that Spartan sense of honour and military discipline are sufficient explanation of Leonidas' behaviour.” Following George Grote, History of Greece (New York 1875) 5.90; and Georg Busolt, Griechische Geschichte (Gotha 1895) 2.2. 676n2 and 686n1.] 

 A more probable explanation lies in the strictly controlled militarized society and structured social system in which Leonidas was raised. He participated in the unique educational system of Sparta called the agōgē[footnoteRef:5] that had practices dedicated to the development of elite warriors. The unique practices of the agōgē were extremely successful in developing a belief system for the participants which they would maintain throughout life and which would affect all of their decisions. Sparta’s need for a militarized society and educational system was derived from its social structure, particularly the presence of the helot population.    [5:  Plu. Ages. 1.1] 

As Sparta developed, it expanded into Laconia in the east and Messenia in the west, enslaving many of the people in those territories. The helots vastly outnumbered the Spartans and were not individually owned by Spartans, but were considered state owned slaves.[footnoteRef:6] “The Helots provided the Spartans with the economic basis of their unique lifestyle.”[footnoteRef:7] The Spartan citizens were forbidden to engage in any trade, profession or business other than war and their only occupation was being a solider, which they considered honorable pursuits (τὰ καλά) what Rutherford translates as ‘The Noble Profession’.[footnoteRef:8] This left the job of cultivating the fields to the helots[footnoteRef:9] who were the backbone of Sparta’s agricultural economy. This allowed the Spartans to dedicate their time to developing military skills. Since the Spartans were outnumbered, and the helots did sometimes revolt[footnoteRef:10] and the Spartans had to keep themselves in continual military preparedness to maintain dominance. “To do this, however, required a powerful mode of socialization or training to ensure that these citizen warriors would exhibit the necessary behaviors vital to the ongoing maintenance of the social order.”[footnoteRef:11] The Spartans developed unusual institutions that were designed to impose conformity and obedience on the helots and make them accept their lot in life and their role in Spartan society. One of the institutions was called the krypteia meaning “secret service.”[footnoteRef:12] It was a group of young men who were sent out to the countryside at night and instructed to kill any helots that they encountered. “Often too they traversed the fields where helots were working and killed the strongest and best of the helots.”[footnoteRef:13] The state supported this institution by having the Ephors annually declare war on the helots so that the killing of helots was not considered a crime, but a valuable deed for the good of the state. These institutions were developed in order to control and impose conformity and acceptance on the helots. This persistent tension between the Spartans and helots caused Sparta to create a military based educational institution as a matter of necessity for self-preservation. [6:  Cartledge, 2003: 25]  [7:  Cartledge, 2003: 29]  [8:  Rutherford, 1934: 131]  [9:  Michell, 1952: 75]  [10:  Cartledge, 2003: 29]  [11:  Berry and Knottnerus, 2002:5]  [12:  Plutarch, Lycurgus, 28.1]  [13:  Plutarch, Lycurgus, 28.3] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]“A State struggling for survival cannot afford weaklings,”[footnoteRef:14] so Spartan law dictated that at birth each child was inspected. If any imperfections were found, the child would be discarded. Once this selection criterion was effected the surviving children’s education became the responsibility of the state. “The education system is part of political organization, and each role in it, including parent, teacher, and pupil is socially constructed.”[footnoteRef:15] One of the highest state officials was put in charge of the children’s education, a position referred to as paidonomos, roughly “supervisor of education.”[footnoteRef:16] “Only at Sparta did the state prescribe an educational system for both boys and girls beginning in childhood.”[footnoteRef:17] The primary goal of the boys’ education was to produce elite warriors, while the primary goal of the girls’ education was to produce mothers who could bear more elite warriors to a state that was continually in need of more warriors. Both males and females were raised in the same way until the age of seven, when the education splits into two separate tracks by gender. The males joined the ritualized agōgē, but the rearing of the girls was just as structured. The male education took place in public institutions because of the public roles of males, and the female education took place in the home under the girls’ mothers, preparing for their future role in running the oikos or home, including the economic functions of the kleroi or the allotted land.[footnoteRef:18] Both genders’ education included division into age groups and participation in significant physical activity. It was unlike that of any other Greek women, who didn’t partake in any form of physical activity. Thus, all Spartans, male and female, and all members of their household, are raised with a single goal of suppressing private family interests and creating and sustaining that state through the creation of a warrior elite.  [14:  Harley, 1934: 130.]  [15:  Pomeroy, 2002: 3.]  [16:  Harley, 1934: 131. ]  [17:  Pomeroy, 2002: 3.]  [18:  Pomeroy, 2002: 54.] 

The agōgē was comprised of a series of ritualized practices that occupied every aspect of the boys’ lives. At age seven, boys left their mothers and joined the agōgē. The boys were organized into groups and placed under the supervision of a leader called an εἴρην.[footnoteRef:19] The boys lived, trained, and ate together always under the supervision of other Spartan warriors. “Stress on individual emulation, however, was tempered by the feeling of collective enterprise and responsibility engendered by the age-class system and the public way of life.”[footnoteRef:20] The division of groups with designated leaders cultivated obedience, respect towards authority, and most importantly the development of leaders among the groups.  [19:  Billheimer, 1947: 101]  [20:  Cartledge, 1977: 16] 

Unique conditions were established for the boys in order to develop their resistance to all forms of deprivation that they would likely encounter in times of war. Xenophon reports that the specific laws and conditions of the agōgē were set by the legendary Lycurgus.[footnoteRef:21] The boys were not allowed to wear shoes, in order to toughen their feet and make them agile. Lycurgus “introduced the custom of wearing one garment throughout the year, believing that they would thus be better prepared to face the challenges of the heat and cold.”[footnoteRef:22] They were restricted to a minimal diet in order to train them to work without food if necessary. They could steal food, but if caught they were severely flogged, not for stealing but for getting caught. The thought behind this was the skills required for stealing are good skills for a soldier to have. “There can be no doubt then, that all this education was planned by him in order to make the boys more resourceful in getting supplies, and better fighting men.”[footnoteRef:23] It is evident that within these conditions simplicity and austerity were dominant values in the training process. [21:  Xen. Lac.1.2: Translated by Marchant and Bowersock]  [22:  Ibid 2.4]  [23:  ibid. 2.7] 

 The training of the agōgē consisted of vigorous military drill, weapons training, athletics, hunting, and endurance. Ritualized brawls and competitive games were important events since most were group activities that demanded loyalty to and sacrifice for the group.[footnoteRef:24] The agōgē also included tests of courage and competitiveness. One test was to beat the record for stealing the cheese at the Temple of Artemis, in which a group of men gathered in the temple and whipped the boys as they tried to get the cheese. The boys “wished to prove that brief pain may be followed by the pleasure of lasting glory.”[footnoteRef:25] The final test was the ritual flagellation at the Temple of Artemis Orthia. The boys were severely lashed with whips during the entire day at the altar, frequently to the point of death. Cheerfully and proudly the boys competed to see who could endure it for the longest and who received the most lashes. “The ritualized practices such as assignment to age-classes, …participation in team sports and varying contests… underscored at the same time the importance of social harmony, unity, homogeneity, and the need for commitment and conformity to the group.”[footnoteRef:26] [24:  Berry and Knottnerus, 2002: 14]  [25:  Harley,1934: 133]  [26:  Berry and Knottnerus, 2002: 16] 

The ultimate purpose of the agōgē was to produce elite soldiers who would put the interests and preservation of Sparta above any of their own desires and even their own lives. The agōgē trained the Spartan soldiers to believe that it was the ultimate dishonor to retreat or surrender and that the greatest glory a Spartan soldier could earn was to die on the battlefield in service to Sparta. “The education has become to Spartans an ideal in itself: it is τὰ καλά, ‘The Noble Profession’….”[footnoteRef:27] Berry and Knottnerus explain the impact of the agōgē on the beliefs of the warriors it produced: [27:  Harley, 1934: 131] 

Ritualized practices focusing on social unity/priority of the group and militarism/ aggression could have spawned various legitimating beliefs dealing with, for example, the strength and valor of Spartans, their superior character and moral worth, the special honor and distinction that accompanied their willingness to sacrifice for Sparta, the importance of commitment to one’s fellows, and so on. [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Berry and Knottnerus, 2002: 18] 

Because Leonidas was third in line for the kingship and not exempt from agōgē, his presence in the Spartan educational system produced another elite warrior. He was raised with the mindset of a soldier and not that of king. 
Leonidas’s participation in the agōgē resulted from his unique family situation. Anaxandridas, Leonidas’s father, had a first wife that bore him no children. Her barren condition caused concern to the ruling elite. The Ephors were the disciplining power of Sparta and the conduct of the kings was subject to the oversight of the Ephors. They had a certain amount of authority over the kings including the ability to fine, impeach, or even arrest a king if he failed in his military obligations. The Ephors were worried about the succession and used their political powers to instruct Anaxandridas to divorce and remarry.[footnoteRef:29] Anaxandridas refused, but after consultation with the other branch of government called the Gerousia, the Ephors came up with an alternative plan in which he would marry a second wife and have separate homes with each, which Herodotus describes as “not customary in Sparta.”[footnoteRef:30] The second wife bore Cleomenes, while the first wife, who was previously barren, bore Dorieus. Then the first wife also bore Leonidas and Cleombrotus, while the second wife had no more children. Cleomenes was the first born son of Anaxandridas and the rightful heir to the Spartan throne.[footnoteRef:31][image: ] [29:  Griffith-Williams, 2011: 49]  [30:  Hdt. 5.40.2 οὐδαμῶς Σπαρτιητικά. ]  [31:  Griffith- Williams, 2011: 49] 

According to Plutarch, “the law acquits the heir-apparent from the necessity of being brought up in the agōgē,”[footnoteRef:32] which was imposed on all other Spartan boys who wanted to receive citizenship. Plutarch makes reference to the idea of obedience, which was imparted by the agōgē and its effects on King Agesilaos’s command, since he was not heir-apparent and consequently went through the agōgē. Plutarch explains “he was educated to obey before he came into command, for this reason he also was by far the most harmonious of the kings with his subjects.”[footnoteRef:33] “Plutarch establishes the Spartan link of leadership, ἄρχειν, with obedience (ἄρχεσθαι). Both qualities were developed at Sparta in the ἀγωγή: obedience by the presence of supervisors at every stage, leadership by the competitive and hierarchic organization of boys, youths, and young men.”[footnoteRef:34]  Plutarch attests the notion that the practices of the agōgē created a mentality that supplemented the king’s command as both a military and religious leader of Sparta. [32:  Plu. Ages. 1.2  ]  [33:  Plu. Ages. 1.3]  [34:  Shipley, 1997: 62] 

The kings of Sparta had a central role in the organization of religious life in the city. It was Spartan belief that the kings were descendants of Heracles son of Zeus, and therefore were considered semi-divine. According to Xenophon, Lycurgus prescribed that the king “should make all the public sacrifices on behalf of the city, as being descended from a god,” and should act as “priest towards the gods.”[footnoteRef:35] The central ceremonial role of the kings was presiding over all sacrifices, which led them to be closely involved with public divination. Their most sacred duty was to determine the will of the gods. There was a distinctive connection between religion and the military of Sparta which caused continual tension between the two roles of the king. Due to the fact that the kings were considered the high priests of Zeus as well as the primary military leaders, military divination had a vital role in the Spartan army and was even more important than public divination.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Parker, 1989: 143; cf.  Xen. Lac. 13]  [36:  Parker, 1989: 155] 

If the Spartans wanted to engage in war, the oracles had to be consulted. All Greek cities consulted the Delphic oracle, but the Spartans were the ones who sacrificed their own interests in order to maintain their religious duty. The Spartans were known to alter or abandon a campaign at the beginning or even in the middle due to bad omens or prophecies.[footnoteRef:37] For the most part, Spartan kings tended to be fundamentalists since their education primarily focused on their future religious roles in society, but there were instances in which there was manipulation of religion by kings for their own purposes.[footnoteRef:38] The religious festivals such as the Carneia and the Olympian games were by law times of peace and it was illegal for the Spartan army to be dispatched anywhere.[footnoteRef:39] Spartans were genuinely devout and preferred to observe religious scruple even if moderately inconvenient, if for no other reason than it was good politics both among their devout people, and in cultivating the impression among other city-states that they were on the side of the gods and vice versa. But by the same token, when circumstances demanded it, Spartan kings were prepared to trust their own judgement before that of the Delphic Oracle or their own Ephors even on matters of religion, rather than be led into folly, failure or ruin. [37:  Xen. Hell. 3.4.15; Xen. Hell. 4.7.7; Xen. Hell. 3.1.17-19.]  [38:  Hdt. 6.65-66. Cleomenes bribes Delphic oracle to say what he wants to hear. ]  [39:  Hdt. 6.106.3.] 

The Spartans placed particularly high value on oracles, more than any other Greek city. Most important matters of Sparta were directed to the oracles, especially the Delphic Oracle, and their responses had unusual prominence in Spartan political debate.[footnoteRef:40] The tension between a king’s role and responsibilities as both a religious and military leader incited situations in which the juxtaposition of some duties forced the king to make controversial decisions. The interplay between religious leadership and warrior culture adds complexity and intrigue into the life of a new king.  [40:  Hdt. 6.66.1 The quetion of Demaratus paternity and therefor right to the Spartan throne was brought to the Delphic oracle; Hdt. 6.52.4 The Pythia at Delphi sanctioned the dual kingship.] 

It is essential to make a comparison between a king who did participate in the agōgē and one who didn’t in order to analyze the influence of the agōgē on a king’s decisions and role as both a political and military leader. Leonidas’s eldest brother, Cleomenes, was heir-apparent to the throne and therefore did not participate in the agōgē. They found themselves in similar situations, but the influence of the agōgē on Leonidas and the lack of influence from the agōgē on Cleomenes caused them to make different decisions. At the battle of Marathon in 490, Athens asked Sparta for assistance in repelling the first attempt to subjugate Greece, by the Persians under King Darius.[footnoteRef:41] The battle was occurring at the same time as the most sacred festival in Sparta, called the Carneia. Cleomenes and Leonidas were in similar situations which required a decision either to uphold the religious laws of Sparta or to defend the preservation of Sparta and the idea of Greek freedom. Cleomenes decided to uphold the religious laws and send help after the Carneia was over.[footnoteRef:42] Cleomenes, as heir apparent, was raised outside of the agōgē system and therefore may have prioritized his religious duties as king. This situation appears to exemplify the extent to which the mindset, specifically the idea of the preservation of Sparta, engrained by the agōgē, may have manifested itself in Leonidas’s life and decisions. [41:  Hdt. 6.106.2]  [42:  Hdt. 6.106.3] 

With the death of King Cleomenes, Leonidas’s life as a regular Spartan warrior participating in the agōgē drastically changed, and he was thrust from his world as a warrior into that of a highly religious leader. In Sparta, “if a king died leaving no legitimate son, the next in line of succession was his surviving brother,”[footnoteRef:43] which was the case in Leonidas’s family. When King Cleomenes died without begetting a son, he was succeeded by Leonidas, the older of his two surviving half-brothers. The oldest, Dorieus, had already died. With Leonidas’s accession to the kingship, he added to his role as a warrior the religious duties of a king and war leader. Although as king he became the leader of the Spartan army, his primary role was being a high priest of Zeus and his most sacred duty was to interpret the will of the gods. It is when Leonidas assumes the alien position of king up until his death at Thermopylae that provides the period, in which an analysis of Leonidas’s decisions demonstrates the immense influence that the agōgē had on his life and controversial decisions concerning the Battle of Thermopylae.    [43:  Griffith-Williams, 2011: 51] 

Xerxes was expanding the Persian Empire with the intent to conquer all of Greece. In 481 B.C. a Greek alliance was put together, and according to Herodotus, Leonidas, “he that was most highly regarded,”[footnoteRef:44] became leader of the entire pan- Hellenic resistance effort against the Persians. In the summer of 480 B.C. Xerxes was advancing farther into Greece. “Complete control of the whole of Greece and access to the rest of Europe was Xerxes’ ultimate objective.”[footnoteRef:45] A stand had to be made against the Persians, and Thermopylae was chosen as the land point for battle. The “hot gates” would funnel the Persians into a narrow pass where the Spartans could use their superior fighting skills and make the Persian numbers count for nothing. [44:  Hdt. 7.204.1 ό δέ θωμαζόμενος μάλιστα]  [45:  Kleist, 2008: 75] 

 Now as was Spartan custom, the king consulted the Delphic Oracle before leaving on military campaign.  Herodotus reports the oracle’s response, “ Either your city must fall, that now is mighty and famous, wasted by Persian men, or the border of fair Lacedaemon mourn for a king that is dead, from Heracles’ line descended.”[footnoteRef:46] This prophecy threatened the preservation of Sparta. Also during this time the religious festival of the Carneia, the holiest of all religious festivals among the Peloponnesians, and the Olympian games which both posed a religious obstacle to combat operations. This posed a major problem for Leonidas since religious festivals were by law times of peace and it was illegal for the Spartan army to march anywhere. The council of elders insisted that Leonidas stay in Sparta with his force and honor the Carneia. Leonidas had to decide between his role as religious leader and that of a military leader. If he marched he would break the religious laws that he himself, as king, swore to uphold. On the other hand, if he didn’t march Sparta would fall to the Persians.  [46:  Hdt. 7.220.4 : Translated by A.D. Godley
 ὑμῖν δ᾽, ὦ Σπάρτης οἰκήτορες εὐρυχόροιο,
ἢ μέγα ἄστυ ἐρικυδὲς ὑπ᾽ ἀνδράσι Περσεΐδῃσι
πέρθεται, ἢ τὸ μὲν οὐχί, ἀφ᾽ Ἡρακλέους δὲ γενέθλης
πενθήσει βασιλῆ φθίμενον Λακεδαίμονος οὖρος. ] 

Recollection of his early life and upbringing may help us to understand why he made the decisions he made at this crucial moment. The ritualized practices of the agōgē demanded loyalty to and sacrifice for the group, which ingrained a deep conviction idea that the individual is subordinate to the interest of the collective. It was the ritualized practices that focused on military discipline and priority to the group that engendered a commitment to the belief of strength, valor, commitment, and willingness to sacrifice for Sparta. All of the years of training, all of the teachings, all of the instilled disciplines caused Leonidas to react as a warrior who was taught to put the interests and preservation of Sparta above all else. It would have been a different decision if Leonidas had followed the precepts of his kingship. There were reasons not to march to Thermopylae and reasons not to stand against Xerxes. In the end, he decided to lead a portion of his royal bodyguard, only those with living sons, to Thermopylae in order to defend Sparta. “Leonidas’ loyalty to the law was steadfast enough, yet his concern with the Persians threatening the freedom of his countrymen forced him to proceed.”[footnoteRef:47]It seems that it was his decision to break the religious laws of Sparta or else there would be no Spartan culture or Spartan laws in the future. Knowing that he was about to engage in battle with a vastly superior enemy, Leonidas could have easily decided to remain in Sparta, honoring the religious laws of his society, and thus saving his own life. The agōgē succeeded in developing Leonidas as an elite warrior who abided and honored the primary ideal of absolute patriotism as devotion to the State carried to the supreme limit of death.   [47:  Kleist, 2008: 78] 

Once they arrived at the pass of Thermopylae and saw the Persian army, there was a debate whether or not to remain at their post. A council was held in which everyone wanted to leave, except for Leonidas who voted to stay and send messengers asking for help.[footnoteRef:48] He believed that the Spartan skill and the location of the battle could allow for more time for help to arrive. Xerxes wrote to Leonidas saying that if the Spartans didn’t fight against Persia then he would make Leonidas sole ruler of Greece. Leonidas’s devotion to Greece and the ideal of Greek freedom is evident in his response, “If you had any knowledge of the noble things in life, you would refrain from coveting others’ possessions; but for me to die for Greece is better than to be the sole ruler over the people of my race.”[footnoteRef:49] The tyrannical policy advocated by Xerxes juxtaposed Sparta’s policy which was almost libertarian in spirit even as it was nearly communist in implementation. “Contributing to the eunomia, i.e., “good order” or, more generally speaking, “way of life”, of Sparta was the condition of homoioi which referred to the equal (peer) status of citizen warriors, especially their common way of life.”[footnoteRef:50]  The underlying principles of homoioi are uniformity, the priority of collective interest, and conformity.[footnoteRef:51] The equal Spartan life style was expressed in a variety of ways. “For instance, adult Spartans met in the assembly, the political institution in which they possessed the greatest equality.”[footnoteRef:52]The Spartans loyalty to the city was based on a concept of absolutely free equal men which was derived from the idea of social unity implemented in the Spartan constitution and particularly the agōgē. “The institution of syssitia or common meals, the rearing of children under the supervision of the State, and the numerous other regulations of the Spartan discipline had the effect of subordinating the lives of the individuals to the welfare of the community.”[footnoteRef:53] The defining characteristics of the ideal of Greek freedom were “the enjoyment of eleutheria (independence) and autonomia (sovereignty). Autonomia, as its etymology suggests, was the freedom of a polis to make its own laws and so, according to Greek ideas of laws, organize its political life as it chose.”[footnoteRef:54] This freedom allowed Sparta to create laws and institutions that placed value on social unity and obedience which constructed their militarized society. They established, through their unique institutions like the agōgē and their constitution, a society in which the citizens were absolutely free equal men. Their supreme loyalty to Sparta and the need to preserve their society was derived from the concept of free equal men.  [48:  Hdt. 7.207]  [49:  Plutarch, Moralia 225.10. εἰ τὰ καλὰ τοῦ βίου γινώσκοις, ἀπέστης ἂν τῆς τῶν ἀλλοτρίων ἐπιθυμίας: ἐμοὶ δὲ κρείσσων ὁ ὑπὲρ τῆς Ἑλλάδος θάνατος τοῦ μοναρχεῖν τῶν ὁμοφύλων ]  [50:  Berry and Knottnerus, 2002: 4]  [51:  Berry and Knottnerus, 2002:22]  [52:  O’Neil, 1995:13]  [53:  Hadas, 1932:65]  [54:  Cartledge, 1980: 92] 

When the Greeks were informed that the Persians had found the mountain path, another council was held in which opinions were divided between some wanting to retreat and some wanting to remain. It is said that Leonidas himself sent away the allies because he desired to save their lives, but “for himself it is not honorable to depart; if he remained, he would leave a name of great renown, and the prosperity of Sparta would not be blotted out.”[footnoteRef:55] It was not only the ritualized practices but the situational analysis that the agōgē ingrained in the warriors that enabled Leonidas to make the decisions he did. The demonstration of the hero’s excellence or aristeia lies behind the unusual display of valor. The decision to remain, in effect, affords the Spartans an opportunity to display the greatest “virtue” of mankind in the sense of “greatest excellence” or demonstration of what the Spartan society might do. The immense desire for glory and honor combined with the primary ideal of the preservation of Sparta influenced Leonidas’s decision to remain at Thermopylae. On the last day of battle, Leonidas eventually fell “having been the best”[footnoteRef:56] and the Greeks and Persians fought fiercely over Leonidas’s body until the Persians rained down arrows killing all the Greeks. Xerxes was so angry about Leonidas’s resistance that he cut off the head of Leonidas and crucified his body. Forty years after the battle, Leonidas’ body was returned to Sparta where he was buried again with full honors and funeral games were held every year in his memory. There now lies an epitaph at Thermopylae that says, “Foreigner, go tell the Spartans that here we lie, obedient to their laws.”[footnoteRef:57] [55:  Hdt. 7.220.2]  [56:  Hdt. 7.224.1]  [57:  Hdt. 7.228.2 ὦ ξεῖν᾽, ἀγγέλλειν Λακεδαιμονίοις ὅτι τῇδε
κείμεθα τοῖς κείνων ῥήμασι πειθόμενοι
] 

The sacrifice at Thermopylae had two vital effects on the following situations between the Greeks and the Persians. The importance of unity which was taught in the agōgē, allowed Leonidas to understand that in order to defeat the Persians all of Greece must unite to defend the ideal of Greek freedom. The years of training at the agōgē produced not only an ideal leader who was able to understand the importance of a unified Greece, but the unique mindset of a Spartan warrior who understood the concept and importance of sacrifice for the group in order to preserve it. 
 According to the evidence, the circumstances of the Battle of Thermopylae thrust Leonidas into a situation in which his decisions would determine not only the preservation of Sparta, but possibly even all of Greece and the ideal of Greek freedom. The ritualized practices of the agōgē produced a moral code for Leonidas which influenced all of his decisions and actions. The assignment to age-class units and participation in group activities demanded loyalty to and sacrifices for the group. These practices promoted the principle that the individual was subordinate to the interests of the collective. This principle of the agōgē manifests itself in Leonidas’s decision to put aside his own interests in order to march for Thermopylae and again in his choice to remain at his station even in the face of inevitable defeat. The ritualized tests of the agōgē such as stealing the cheese from the Temple of Artemis and ritualized flagellation were used to stress the importance of courageousness and competiveness. The agōgē prompted situations in which pain was inevitable and death was a possibility, in order to train the participants to accept those terms and be courageous enough to overcome them, therefore gaining honor and glory. It is that ability which enabled Leonidas to accept the impending fate and make the choice to remain at his post. It is apparent that ritualized practices of the agōgē were successful in embedding a permanent moral code among its elite warriors that fosters unity, obedience, honor, courage, and above all devotion to the preservation of Sparta carried to the supreme limit of death. The moral code of the agōgē is evident in the decisions and actions of Leonidas who chose to act in the mindset of a warrior rather than that of king. 
Throughout the campaign of Thermopylae, Leonidas decided to implement a military strategy that focused on unifying all of Greece and demoralizing the Persians. Another reason why Leonidas decided to march to Thermopylae was that he wanted to motivate the rest of the allies to take up arms and discourage them from joining the Persians, which may have happened if the allies thought the Spartans were delaying. [footnoteRef:58] Leonidas understood that only a unified Greece would be able to defeat the advance of Xerxes’ innumerable host and that it would require a supreme act to inspire the Greeks. Therefore, implementing his military strategy he decided to remain at Thermopylae in order to strengthen Greek morale and the resolve for Greece to unite in defense of their motherland and freedom. The sacrifice also affected the Persians view of Greece and their willingness to continue their military campaign. Spartan soldiers were told either to return with their shield or on it,[footnoteRef:59] meaning that retreating from battle would be extremely dishonorable. The ritualized practices of the agōgē such as the organized brawls and the flagellation all instilled the relentless idea to never give up no matter what the circumstances may be.  Leonidas’s unwillingness to retreat even against the insurmountable odds at Thermopylae taught the Persians about Greek resilience. The sacrifice at Thermopylae intimidated and demoralized the Persians into realizing that the Greeks would never give them their allegiance by a symbolic offering of earth and water. It also prompted the Persian army to cease to believe in their own invulnerability since their elite warrior force called the Immortals were dying at a frightening rate. It forced the Persians to realize that even if they defeat the Greeks at Thermopylae, they would never fully win the war due to the commitment of the Greeks to never stop fighting. This caused Persia to come to the conclusion that even if they succeeded in conquering Greece, Sparta would never partner with them and this province would be ungovernable. The participants of the agōgē were instilled with a mindset that concentrated on the importance of demonstrating fortitude and vitality against any form of adversity. Leonidas’s participation in the agōgē provided him with the skills and mindset to develop an actual strategy of leadership concerning his decision to remain at Thermopylae. Therefore, this act of sacrifice should be seen as a leader’s military strategy and not just a romantic act for glory or a rebellious act of a cantankerous old king as previous scholars seem to imply. It is the culmination of training, honor, and leadership in which the manifestation of the ritualized practices of the agōgē are palpable and influence Leonidas’s decisions.  [58:  Hdt. 7.206.1]  [59:  Plutarch, Moralia 241.16] 
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