How does the presentation of Persian women support Herodotus’s overall presentation of Persia?


	For the most part, it would seem as though Herodotus made genuine attempts to portray Persia as accurately as possible and he displays quite a bit of admiration in doing so. Stephanie Larson makes the argument that the purposeful omission of women’s names in Herodotus is a sign of respect[footnoteRef:1], in which follows the similar Athenian tradition. The overall positive depiction of Persian culture in Herodotus’ writing is evident, and his portrayal of Persian women often shows them with some level of independence. His respect of women is indicative of his respect of the Persians, whom he presents thoroughly and in great detail.  [1:  Larson 2006: 226] 

	Herodotus’s omission of detail is something he does consciously, and something that he makes a point of bringing to the reader’s attention. We see this practice quite often and it is not exclusive to any event or civilization. Particularly in his writing of the events at Thermopylae, he is sure to explain that he acquired the names of each and every brave Spartan soldier who stood with Leonidas.[footnoteRef:2] While it is not entirely known why he chose to omit their names from his work, I imagine the tedious nature of writing out 300 names has something to do with it. The common thought[footnoteRef:3], however, is that Herodotus choose to leave these names off the record as a sign of respect and as an acknowledgment that the deeds of the men as a group outweighed the need to dwell on individual identity. While I don’t necessarily agree with the method of which Herodotus chose to portray his respect, the notion that this was probably his genuine intention is evident. [2:  Hdt. 7.224.1.]  [3:  Lateiner 1989: 68; Larson 2006: 228; somewhat in Bigwood 1991: 70 who quite negatively reviewed Lateiner’s work.] 

	The tradition of omitting names of respected individuals in his work remained true as Herodotus referred to certain women merely as “wives” but kept their deeds and actions intact and written about in great detail. This is especially true in the cases of Kandaules’ and Masistes’ wives. A sense of judgement on Herodotus’ part can be determined in the act of naming women with questionable actions or morals. In similar respect, it must then be implied that the omission of a woman’s name can carry the same weight as the omission of the identity of a brave soldier who died during the Battle of Thermopylae as previously mentioned. That being said, the certain qualifications that Herodotus may have had for determining a respectable woman may bring to question what he believed to be commendable. The most notable tale of Masistes’s wife was that of her mutilation[footnoteRef:4] by Amastris, the clearly named wife of Xerxes. This event again raises the question of what qualifies someone for respectful omission in the writing of Herodotus. I struggle to believe that Masistes’s wife was able to earn the same level of respect as the 300 Spartan soldiers who fought alongside Leonidas, and yet they are placed in the same category of respect in Herodotus’s writing. Is it merely because she was a beloved innocent who was faced with abject cruelty? Or was this indicative of a kind of Persian respect and sympathy that Herodotus felt as a whole? [4:  Hdt. 9.112.] 

	According to Herodotus, Persians maintain the same sort of idea as the Greeks that whoever is closest to them geographically is to be the most respected and honoured.[footnoteRef:5] The closeness that Herodotus must have been able to achieve to the culture in order to gain a grasp on their genuine values speaks volumes of his efforts. Laurence Lockhart speaks extensively about Herodotus’s praise for Persian culture. According to him, Herodotus “faithfully made mention of the many good qualities of the Persians, while by no means glossing over their defects.”[footnoteRef:6] He is quick to note Herodotus’s complete and detail oriented account of Persian culture, an account that does not appear to be biased against the Persians, and in fact appears to admire them in some respects. Herodotus’s account of Persia portrays them as being remarkably accepting of foreign customs, as they borrow from cultures such as Media and Egypt.[footnoteRef:7] He admits that while the Persians were defeated in instances such as Marathon and Salamis, it was due to poor training and weapons, rather than simply being outsmarted.[footnoteRef:8] It is easy to believe that if a writer was truly biased, notes such as these would not have been made, or at least not readily admitted to.  [5:  Hdt. 1.134.2.]  [6:  Lockhart 1953: 321]  [7:  Lockhart 1953: 322]  [8:  Lockhart 1953: 322] 

	By Carolyn Dewald’s count, there are 375 passages in the Histories that involve women of all classes and calibers.[footnoteRef:9] She makes a similar interesting point questioning the kind of behaviour that Herodotus allows and his overall views on women, and also notes that they are dependent on another figure as a relative or wife. She relates this less to his respect of women, and more so accuses him of taking away their unique identity. In fact, Dewald notes that there are only three instances in which a woman acts against her husband’s interests.[footnoteRef:10] I consider this to be extremely significant. Personally, I prefer Dewald’s stance on the matter over Larson’s as I struggle to accept that omitting one’s name is a sign of respect of both their identity, and of their actions as an individual rather than acting on someone else’s behalf.  [9:  Dewald 1980: 12]  [10:  Dewald 1980: 14] 

	The two most notably omitted Persian women in his Histories are the wives of Kandaules and Masistes. What is interesting is that these women act incredibly differently yet they are both awarded the same nameless honour in Herodotus’s writing. Kandaules’ wife feels incredibly violated by her husband’s exhibitionist behaviour and believes that it is dishonourable to be seen naked by any man other than her husband. In order to seek revenge for this behaviour, Kandaules’ wife orders for her observer to kill her husband, or he will be killed himself. In this instance, Kandaules’ wife acts in her own interest against her husband.[footnoteRef:11] On the other hand, Masistes’ wife is an innocent party who is acted against.[footnoteRef:12] The overall respect of Herodotus for Persian culture must have consequently effected his view of average behaviour, as it is easy to believe that more high-class matters would have been brought more to his attention.  [11:  Hdt. 1.11.]  [12:  Hdt. 9.112.] 

	The equality in levels of respect evident in Herodotus’s writing is depicted by who he chooses to name. By omitting the names of Persian women along the same lines as he omits the names of Spartan men, he implies that he views them with the same respect. While I find it difficult to believe that he could respect Persian women without respecting Persian culture, his presentations of each reflect the other. He writes about Persia with great detail and reasonable respect, and this idea is supported by his views of Persian women. If he did not respect Persian culture at all, its women would have been placed on the back burner of his topics, which they were not. I believe that his portrayal of women and their importance in Persia stands as its own evidence that Herodotus at least in some ways was aiming to present Persia in a positive light.
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