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The government system of ancient Sparta remains one of the most intriguing and unique
among the city-states of Greece. Unlike Athens, which emphasized democracy and citizen
participation, Sparta developed a highly militarized and oligarchic government structure. A
particularly interesting aspect of Spartan governance is the role of religious figures and
priests, who played a significant part in shaping laws and policies. This article explores how
the government of Sparta functioned, with a special focus on the influence of priests and
religious practices in decision-making processes.

Introduction to Spartan Government Structure

Before delving into the role of priests and religious decision-making, it is essential to
understand the overall framework of Spartan governance. Sparta was characterized by a
mixed government system combining elements of monarchy, oligarchy, and elements of
democracy limited to a select group.

The Two Kings
Sparta was ruled by two hereditary kings from separate royal families, known as the Agiads
and Eurypontids. These kings had religious, military, and judicial duties but shared power
and often acted as military commanders.

The Gerousia (Council of Elders)
The Gerousia was a council of 28 elders over the age of 60, plus the two kings. They
prepared laws, advised the kings, and served as a supreme court.

The Ephors
A group of five ephors was elected annually and held significant power, overseeing
education, internal security, and the execution of laws. They could even challenge the
kings.



The Apella (Assembly)
The Spartan assembly was composed of male citizens over 30 who voted on proposals
made by the Gerousia and ephors. However, their power was limited compared to the
oligarchic councils.

The Role of Religious Figures and Priests in
Spartan Governance

While the political institutions of Sparta were primarily oligarchic and militaristic, religion
and religious figures held considerable sway, especially in the context of laws and public
policies.

Priests and Religious Officials in Sparta
Spartan priests and religious officials were responsible for maintaining the gods' favor and
interpreting divine will. Their authority extended into political matters, often influencing or
even deciding policies.

Religious Rituals and Decision-Making
In Sparta, religious rituals were integral to state affairs. Priests conducted ceremonies that
were believed to communicate the gods’ wishes. These rituals were often performed before
important decisions such as war, peace, or law enactment.

The Practice of Praying to the Gods for Laws
An established practice was for priests to pray and seek divine approval before the
enactment of new laws or policies. It was believed that divine sanction was essential for the
legitimacy of laws.

How Priests Influenced Laws and Policies in
Sparta

The influence of priests went beyond mere rituals; they actively contributed to the
legislative process.

Divine Consultation Before Lawmaking
Before new laws were passed, priests would perform auspicious rituals and interpret
omens. If the gods’ favor was not evident, lawmakers might delay or alter proposed laws.



Oracles and Prophecies
Sparta, like other Greek city-states, consulted oracles, such as the Oracle of Delphi, for
major decisions. Priests or priestesses would interpret these prophecies, guiding political
leaders.

Religious Approval as Legitimacy
Laws and decisions required religious blessing to be considered valid. Priests often played
the role of endorsers, ensuring laws aligned with divine will.

The Interplay Between Religious and Political
Power

The relationship between religious figures and political leaders was symbiotic, with each
reinforcing the authority of the other.

Priests Supporting the Authority of Kings and Councils
Priests lent divine legitimacy to the kings and councils, reinforcing their authority through
religious rituals and endorsements.

Political Leaders Consulting Priests
Kings, ephors, and elders frequently sought the counsel of priests before making major
decisions, especially those related to warfare, treaties, or laws.

Religion as a Tool for Maintaining Social Order
Religious observances and the authority of priests helped maintain social cohesion and
order, emphasizing the divine right of the ruling class.

Limitations of Religious Influence in Spartan
Governance

Despite their significant role, priests did not have unchecked power. Their influence was
subject to the broader political context.

Military and Oligarchic Control
Sparta’s military-oriented oligarchic system limited the scope of religious influence,



especially when political decisions conflicted with military interests.

Checks and Balances
The ephors and Gerousia could challenge or override religious counsel if necessary,
maintaining a balance between religious and political authority.

Public Acceptance
The general Spartan citizenry and warrior class valued discipline and practicality over
religious authority, limiting the scope of priests’ influence on everyday governance.

Conclusion: The Unique Blend of Religion and
Governance in Sparta

The government of Sparta was a complex system where religious figures and priests played
a crucial role in shaping laws and policies. Their practice of praying to the gods and seeking
divine approval before passing laws was deeply embedded in Spartan political culture. This
religious influence helped legitimize authority, maintain social order, and ensure that laws
aligned with divine will. However, this religious power was balanced by the oligarchic
institutions and military control, creating a unique governance model that prioritized
stability, discipline, and divine favor.

In summary, the government of Sparta was not merely a political system but a religiously
infused framework where priests and religious rituals were integral to decision-making
processes. Their role in praying to the gods and interpreting divine signs was essential in
shaping the laws and policies that governed one of Greece’s most formidable city-states.
This blend of religion and governance exemplifies how ancient societies intertwined
spiritual beliefs with political authority to sustain social order and uphold their values.

Frequently Asked Questions

How was the government structured in the city-state of
Sparta?
Sparta's government was a mixed system that included two kings, a council of elders called
the Gerousia, and an assembly known as the Apella, which together maintained political
stability and military dominance.

What role did the two kings play in Sparta's
government?
The two kings served as military leaders and religious figures, leading Sparta in war and



religious ceremonies, while also holding some judicial authority.

Did priests decide laws in Sparta after praying to the
gods?
No, while religious figures and priests played a role in interpreting divine will, the laws in
Sparta were primarily decided by the Gerousia and the assembly, not solely by priests after
prayer.

How did the Spartan assembly (Apella) influence
government decisions?
The Apella, composed of male Spartan citizens, approved or rejected proposals made by
the Gerousia, giving them a role in approving laws and policies.

What was the role of the Gerousia in Spartan
governance?
The Gerousia was a council of 28 elders over the age of 60 plus the two kings, and it
proposed laws, advised the kings, and served as a court for serious crimes.

Was the government in Sparta democratic?
No, Sparta's government was an oligarchy with a ruling council and kings, and political
participation was limited to a small segment of male citizens, unlike a democratic system.

How did religious beliefs influence Spartan laws and
governance?
Religious beliefs and rituals were important in Sparta, and while priests played a role in
religious life, laws were mainly crafted by the ruling councils, with religion reinforcing the
state's authority rather than directly deciding laws.
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The ancient city-state of Sparta has long fascinated historians and enthusiasts alike, largely
because of its unique social structure, military focus, and government system. Unlike
Athens, which is renowned for its democratic practices, Sparta’s political organization was
deeply rooted in its militaristic and oligarchic traditions. One intriguing aspect of Spartan
governance, often discussed by scholars, involves the role of religious figures—specifically
priests—and their influence over lawmaking and political decisions. How did the
government in Sparta truly operate, and what role did priests play in shaping laws after
their spiritual consultations? To unravel this, we need to explore the complex political



institutions of Sparta, the religious practices, and how these elements intertwined to
influence governance.

---

The Unique Political Structure of Sparta

Before delving into the religious influence on lawmaking, it’s essential to understand the
core institutions that constituted Spartan government.

The Dual Kingship

At the heart of Sparta’s political system were two kings from separate royal families—the
Agiads and the Eurypontids. These kings shared power but also had distinct responsibilities,
especially in military campaigns and religious ceremonies. Their role was both political and
religious, serving as commanders of the military and high priests.

The Gerousia (Council of Elders)

The Gerousia was a council of 28 elders, all men over the age of 60, plus the two kings. This
body was central to Spartan governance, responsible for proposing laws, debating policies,
and acting as a supreme court for criminal cases. The elders were considered the wisest
and most experienced citizens, and their decisions carried significant weight.

The Apella (Assembly)

The Apella was the assembly of Spartan male citizens over 30. While it had the power to
approve or reject proposals made by the Gerousia, its role was more limited, functioning
primarily as a confirming body rather than an initiator of policy. The assembly met regularly
to uphold the decisions of the elders and kings.

The Ephors

One of the most distinctive features of Spartan government was the ephors—five elected
officials who held considerable power. They oversaw education, religion, and the conduct of
the kings, and could even arrest or prosecute them if necessary. The ephors acted as a
check on monarchical power and played a crucial role in daily governance.

---

The Role of Religion and Priests in Spartan Society

Religion was deeply woven into Spartan life, influencing everything from daily routines to
major political decisions. The city had a pantheon of gods and a class of priests who
performed sacred rites and maintained religious traditions.

Religious Institutions and Priests

Sparta’s religious hierarchy included various priests serving temples dedicated to gods like
Apollo, Artemis, and Zeus. These priests were responsible for conducting rituals, sacrifices,
and divination practices—methods believed to predict the will of the gods.



Divination and Oracular Consultations

One of the key ways priests influenced decision-making was through
divination—interpreting signs from the gods. This could involve examining the entrails of
sacrificed animals, reading omens, or consulting oracles such as the famous Oracle of
Delphi. The messages received were often considered divine directives guiding political and
military actions.

---

Did Priests Decide On Laws? Myth and Reality

A common question arises: Did priests decide on laws after praying to the gods? The
answer lies in understanding the nuanced relationship between religion and politics in
Sparta.

The Influence of Religious Rituals on Lawmaking

While priests did not typically have the authority to unilaterally create laws, their role in
interpreting the will of the gods was highly influential. The process might look like this:

- Religious ceremonies: Before critical decisions, leaders and the council would conduct
sacrifices and rituals to seek divine approval.
- Divination practices: Priests would interpret omens or signs, providing guidance or
warnings based on divine messages.
- Public declarations: Based on religious consultations, leaders might declare new laws or
policies that aligned with divine will.

In this sense, religious input served as a divine endorsement rather than a legislative
authority. The laws themselves were crafted and enacted by the political bodies—primarily
the Gerousia and the ephors—while the priests provided spiritual legitimacy.

The Role of the Oracle and Sacred Laws

Certain laws in Sparta, especially those related to military discipline or social order, were
believed to be inspired directly by divine commands. For example:

- The Great Rhetra: A foundational constitution believed to have been established by the
legendary lawgiver Lycurgus, which combined divine approval with political authority.
- Sacred Laws: Some laws were inscribed as sacred and could only be altered or repealed
with divine sanction, often confirmed through priestly rituals.

---

The Interplay of Power: Priests, Kings, and Councils

Understanding how laws were made in Sparta requires examining the interaction among
religious figures, kings, elders, and ephors.

The Process of Lawmaking



1. Religious Consultation: Priests conducted rituals and divination to determine the will of
the gods regarding specific issues.
2. Royal and Council Input: The kings and Gerousia considered these divine signs alongside
practical concerns.
3. Ephor Oversight: Ephors ensured that proposed laws or policies aligned with divine
indications and social stability.
4. Assembly Approval: The Apella would then approve or reject proposals, often influenced
by the religious legitimacy established beforehand.

Religious Legitimacy as Political Authority

In Sparta, religious authority was intertwined with political legitimacy. Laws that had divine
backing were more likely to be accepted and enforced. Priests, therefore, wielded
considerable indirect influence—shaping laws through their role as interpreters of divine
will, rather than through legislative power.

---

Conclusion: A Society Where Religion and Governance Were Closely Linked

The government of Sparta was a complex, multifaceted system where political authority
was shared among kings, councils, and assemblies. Religious figures and priests played a
vital role—not as lawmakers in the modern sense—but as spiritual mediators whose
interpretations of divine signs provided legitimacy and guidance for political decisions.

In essence, priests in Sparta did not decide laws in isolation but contributed to the process
by praying to the gods, conducting rituals, and interpreting omens. Their role helped ensure
that laws and policies aligned with divine will, reinforcing social cohesion and divine
authority’s central place in Spartan governance.

By understanding this delicate balance—where religion served as both a spiritual and
political compass—we gain a deeper appreciation of how the ancient city-state of Sparta
managed to maintain its distinctive social order for centuries. The divine legitimacy
bestowed through priestly consultation helped Spartan leaders uphold laws that
emphasized discipline, militarism, and societal stability, shaping one of history’s most
enduring and unique civilizations.
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