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Life in Athens or Life in Sparta? 

The country of Greece is currently divided into five city-states. The 

apparent rivalry between the two main states – Athens and Sparta – 

has become fierce and, to bring this to an end, one of the cities will 

need a new, strong leader to guide and direct them. Whilst both cities 

share many of the same beliefs, they live completely different lifestyles 

and have both engaged in many brutal wars, as Athens have tried 

to invade new lands. One question that has remained for centuries: 

which is the best-city state? This text will attempt to answer this 

question by providing a balanced view of current life in both Athens 

and Sparta. 

 

Location 

The city of Sparta (also known as Lacedaemon) is one of the key 

city-states of the country. Located on the banks of the Eurotas River 

in the Laconia region in south-eastern Peloponnese; the city is 

protected to the north, east and west by mountains and has a view 
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of the sea to the south. This location provides a great source of 

water and protection but also means it is isolated from other 

civilisations.  In contrast, Athens - located 150 miles away from 

Sparta – is located near the sea, in the region of Attica. The city’s 

closeness to the sea has allowed Athens to become a strong entry 

point for trade as well as allowing for the building of a strong 

naval fleet. 

 

Government 

One of the key differences between the cities is the rule of law. Some 

people believe that Athens democratic government (the first of its kind) 

is the most appropriate and fair way for a city to be ruled, as power 

lies amongst the people. However, others think the dual kingship of 

Sparta has greater power as the laws enforced provide all Spartans 

with a guide to proper behaviour on all matters large and small; 

through generations these rules are highly respected and passed on.  

In both cities, the people elect the government.  

 

Growing Up 

It could be argued that life in Sparta for children is unfair; boys do 

not have to work or be educated and girls are developed to become 

mothers of warriors. Spartans are deeply focused on obedience and 

war (they have no luxuries). Boys are therefore trained to be warriors 

from an early age and join the army whilst girls, despite not being 

allowed to fight, engage in a range of physical training: wrestling 

and athletics; it is believed strong women produce strong babies.  

Girls meanwhile are seen as unimportant to Athenians and do not 

have consent to partake in war, business or education. Boys on the 

other hand can be educated and are required to engage in two years 

of military training upon turning 18 and have the right to choose 

whether they join the army or navy.  
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Education 

Athens is a highly creative state (the centre of art and learning) and 

good education is strongly believed in – for boys. Their education 

begins at age 6 and finishes at 20, when their military training is 

complete. There is no doubt that the Athenians believe education serves 

to produce citizens trained in the arts, ensuring they are prepared for 

both war and peace. Education for girls is restricted to those with 

rich parents who can afford to have them taught at home. Conversely, 

both boys and girls begin education at age 6 in Sparta; boys receive 

their brutal warrior training in harsh conditions, whilst girls develop 

their physical and combat skills. 

 

Lifestyle 

No one can deny the vast differences between the ways both cities 

live their lives. 

In Sparta, whilst their sons and husbands are out “playing soldier,” 

economic affairs of the household fall to the management of the 

women. Spartan women, known for being outspoken and lacking in 

respect, will not hesitate to taunt their male family members if they 

see them as weak or cowardly. Despite this, their main duty remains 

to be the production of as many strong (preferably male) babies as 

possible. The access to education and attitudes shown by Spartan 

women continues to horrify most other Greeks, including Athenians. 

The power of voice in Athens not only excludes women, but also 

foreigners and slaves – this restricts the majority of the adult Athens 

population from having political rights. 

 

The Army 

Battles often erupt between Greece’s city-states and often states unite 

to fight other groups in large wars. The army of Sparta however, is 

widely believed to be the strongest army, boasting the best soldiers 

in all of Greece. The great power of their military force was witnessed 

when 300 Spartans led 1000 other soldiers in a war against the 
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entire Persian army, with spears as their main weapons, alongside 

King Leonidas. The many years of training is widely recognised as 

the reason behind their success.  

There is no doubt that Athens policy of boys being able to choose 

whether they join the army or not, contributes to their weaker land 

army, who often head to battle with javelins, spears, slings and 

bows. Their battle strength however lies in their navy, which consists 

of 80,000 men.  

 

To conclude, the differences between the two cities are as clear as the 

hate they have held for each other for decades; it is worth considering 

that, with either Athens or Sparta under new leadership, the cities 

could come together, creating a powerful force. There are imbalances 

of society in both locations: men have all the power in Athens 

whereas women share some of the load in Sparta; but which do you 

feel will be the best choice for you and your people? Which city – 

Athens or Sparta – will you choose? 

 

 


