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How Does Herodotus Explain the Causes of the Persian Wars? 

In this essay the causes for the Persian wars, both Darius’ and Xerxes’ invasions, as given by Herodotus, will be analysed and discussed to assess their reliability and overall usefulness. This will be done by firstly establishing Herodotus’ causes of the Persian wars from Croesus’ imperialism to the Ionian revolt and beyond and investigating his sources for these sections of his work. The issues faced not only in determining what his sources were but how he used them and by extension how that affects our modern view of the causes of the Persian wars will also be looked at. There is also the discourse about Herodotus’ background and the way in which Herodotus wrote his Histories, more as a narrative story rather than more scientific and facts driven historians that came later like Thucydides, and how that impacts the reliability of his work. How modern scholarship views the causes of the Persian wars and the affect that the Histories have on that will also be discussed alongside the other main points. To do all this a wide range of modern scholarship will be used as well as Herodotus’ The Histories, all of which will be scrutinised to attain the truest explanation possible for the causes of the Persian Wars.   
The first cause for the Persian wars that Herodotus gives in his histories is a Persian reason which supposedly goes back to the trojan war and the reaction of the Greeks to the kidnapping of one woman,[footnoteRef:1] the destruction of the empire of Priam. Now Priam was not Greek or Persian but due to his position in Asia minor may have been considered eastern/non-Greek by Greek standards which would mark this as the beginning of animosity between west and east. It does not appear though as Herodotus puts much faith in this explanation as it is given only roughly a page of notice before Herodotus changes subject suggesting that either he believes it is a fabrication or simply not a good enough reason for the Persian wars. Later in Herodotus he quotes Xerxes as saying, “On succeeding to the throne, I began to ponder how I might avoid failing to measure up to those who had preceded me in this seat of honour, and how I might add to the sway of the Persian on a scale that would, at the very least, match their achievement.”[footnoteRef:2]. Now while there is a very high chance that Herodotus is simply making this quote up, as it seems unlikely that there is anyway for him to know any of the conversations Xerxes had, the point he is trying to make is a valid on as far as a cause of the Persian invasion of Greece. Xerxes, like any king, wanted to at least equal his predecessors if not over shadow them, a way of doing that was to conquer Greece which his father had failed at. This also shows what appears to be one of the main reasons for the Persian wars Herodotus gives and himself agrees with, the reason of imperialistic Persian expansion and the almost inevitability that Greece would eventually become a viable target for Persian conquest. As Hart puts it “war is the proper business of a Persian king.”[footnoteRef:3]. On the whole, we have here two possible causes, so far, of the Persian wars, one dismissed very quickly by Herodotus and another that as the essay progresses may crop up again. These sections from the Histories are useful as even though one of the causes is not dwelled on for long it does show Herodotus’ wide view on the topic and willingness to acknowledge all causes he comes across even if he himself did not put much stock in them.       [1:  Hdt. Hist. 1.1-5]  [2:  Hdt. Hist. 7.8]  [3:  Hart. 1982: 77] 


The same motivation of empire expansion can also be applied to Darius, if not more so because Xerxes could also have been motivated by revenge, Darius was in a good solid position after putting down rebellions and was eager to expand in to Scythia and Thrace, furthering the reaches of the Persian Empire; he was however urged not to attack Scythia as they were supposedly impossible to approach but did so anyways.[footnoteRef:4] This, according to Herodotus, is due to a century’s old grudge over the Scythians invasion of Media, but as before Herodotus does not spend much time discussing this suggesting that yet again he doe not give much credence to that particular story he heard.[footnoteRef:5] Now to get to Scythia by land he first had to cross the Bosporus and take Thrace which is the first attack on mainland Greece by Persia which would have certainly angered the Greeks increasing the hostility between the Persian empire and the Greek states pushing them ever closer to war. There is an issue with the argument though as it only focuses on the personal motives of the Persian kings, the given ones and the real ones, not larger issues such as economic issues that may have driven both side to conflict in hopes of increasing their power. “Imperialist expansion has always been a wholly adequate motive for aggression; the Athenians did not launch the Sicilian expedition of 415 in quest of better trade facilities, nor did Alexander overthrow Persia in order to spread the blessings of Greek civilisation.”[footnoteRef:6] This amusing quote from Hart reiterates the main theme of expansion being the cause of the Persian wars, a view that again supports one of Herodotus’ explanations of the causes of the Persian wars.  [4:  Hdt. Hist. 4.83]  [5:  Hdt. Hist. 4.1]  [6:  Hart. 1982: 74] 

The most obvious choice of a main cause of the Persian wars is the Ionian revolt, as such, many modern scholars agree with this assertion.[footnoteRef:7] The revolt marked the first direct conflict between the Persians and the non-Ionian Greeks, the Athenians and the Eritreans which marked them as the targets of the first invasion under Darius.[footnoteRef:8] Now while Herodotus does not explicitly state a reason for the Ionian revolt, an investigation in to the first few books in the Histories reveals possible causes for the revolt such as the regions history with Lydian conquerors leading in to the Persians conquerors and a general lack of independence for a long time due to eastern, and therefore ‘Persian’, invaders. This is another example of potential larger issues that are overlooked by Herodotus in favour of characters with personal motives that caused the Persian wars. Athens, and to a lesser extent Eritrea’s, involvement in the Ionian revolt was not drastic, it was far from a large-scale invasion, they were there in more of a support capacity for Miletus as they were an Athenian colony.[footnoteRef:9]  The only events that they took part in was the capturing and subsequent burning of Sardis and then they were defeated by the Persians in retaliation.[footnoteRef:10] The most damaging part of the revolt was not the burning of Sardis or the loss of life but that it encouraged other revolts throughout the Persian empire, other conquered people saw the Ionians revolt with support from an outside power which created a domino effect of rebellions all started by Athens. This was far more damaging than the loss of one city, and while the Persians managed to deal with the rebellions Darius never forgot Athens involvement, Herodotus claims that Darius had his servants say to him at every meal “Master, remember the Athenians” giving a reason for Persia’s initial invasion of Greece.[footnoteRef:11] This argument presented by Herodotus seems very plausible as a cause of the Persian wars, despite the convenience of introducing the Persian to Athens with a pretext to war readily supplied. This is another example of Herodotus making a valid point about the cause of the Persian wars via a scene that is very unlikely to have actually happened but one the fits the narrative structure of the Histories. Xerxes also uses revenge against Athens (for the events of the first failed invasion) as well as the Ionian revolt as a pretext to war but as argued above, this is likely to be just a cover for his own imperial ambition. [footnoteRef:12] Throughout the investigation in to the reasons Herodotus gives for the Persian wars the theme of imperial ambition keeps appearing with regards to Persian, and Lydian, motives for attacking the Greeks. This theory does seem to be supported by modern scholarship too, even those who strongly question how much of Herodotus’ work is factual like Fehling seem to agree that imperialistic expansion is a very valid argument for the Persian wars.   [7:  Cartledge. 2002: 100-101]  [8:  Hdt. Hist. 4.6.43-44]  [9:  Hdt. Hist. 5.97-98]  [10:  Hdt. Hist. 5. 100-103]  [11:  Hdt. Hist. 5.104-106]  [12:  Hart. 1982: 79] 

The final reason given in Herodotus is that of Croesus, King of Lydia. As Wardman puts it, “Herodotus chooses Croesus as the man who first committed acts of aggression against the Greeks”[footnoteRef:13]; this is the start of the chain reaction of events that leads ultimately to the Persian wars. Similarly, to the later Persian causes, Croesus is driven by imperialistic ambition and a desire to expand and conquer which eventually caused his downfall at the hands of the Persians. The acts of aggression that Croesus committed were his campaigns against the Ionians and the conquest of a large part of Asia Minor. Now despite not being Persian, Croesus and the Lydians were not Greek, so in the eyes of the Greeks in Ionia and the rest of Greece they were an eastern Kingdom attacking the western people in Asia minor. As well as this, the Persian conquest of Lydia and the downfall of Croesus left Ionia in the hands of the Persians who controlled the region from Sardis, the old Lydian Capital, it all feeds in to the argument of west meets east and the conflict between them; the Persians may not have started it but the animosity the west had for the east was there as the Persian were still founding their empire and cementing themselves as the dominant power in the region. Herodotus also presents the Persian view of these events, though the reliability of his information is questionable at best, as after Croesus was finished with the Ionians he decided to see if he should try to curb the rise of the new Persian empire forming to his east.[footnoteRef:14] The following sections in Herodotus chronicle Croesus sending messengers to various oracles throughout the Greek world to firstly ascertain which one gives the most accurate predictions and then to ask them if he should go to war with Persia where he is given the message that if he attacks the Persians he will destroy a great empire, which turns out to be his own, and he should seek allies in Greece.[footnoteRef:15] This is all relevant because while earlier Croesus was seen as an eastern king attacking the Greeks, now he was a western king attacking the Persians with support, both moral and military, from Greece. After Croesus was defeated and captured he supposedly told as much to Cyrus.[footnoteRef:16] Again, it is most likely that this is yet another fabricated narrative scene written by Herodotus to get across his idea of what caused the Persian wars, he spends a great deal of time focusing on this part of history showing that he considers this to be one of the most important causes as the reign of Croesus lit the fuse that eventual led to war between Greece and Persia. For this reason the story of Croesus must be seen as one of the most important catalysts that caused the Persian wars, Croesus feature very heavily in the paper written by Wardman showing that modern scholarship generally agrees with Herodotus on this matter increasing the level of usefulness of the Histories when trying to find the cause of the Persian wars.                           [13:  Wardman 1961: 135]  [14:  Hdt. Hist. 1.46]  [15:  Hdt. Hist. 1.4646-71]  [16:  Hdt. Hist. 1.89-91] 

This section is on Herodotus’ sources and the issues we face concerning them. First and foremost, Herodotus can be very vague when identifying his sources for certain things, saying things such as “the version of events promoted by the Persians”[footnoteRef:17] which is frustratingly unclear; the reader cannot trust that they are being truthfully informed of anything referenced like this, for all we know he made it up and is trying to thinly veil his fabrication. Fehling points out the convenience of many of his stories as he can have heard things in wildly different places yet they neatly ‘dovetail’ together, these two completely unconnected (and unnamed) people from both side of the conflict have stories that helpfully compliment each other strengthening the point Herodotus is trying to make.[footnoteRef:18] As we have already seen that does not necessarily mean his argument is wrong it just means he had to make up a scene to get the message across more clearly for the audience. Unfortunately for modern scholars reading his work now, all this does is cast doubt on all Herodotus says making him an untrustworthy source. On the other hand, Lateiner points out that there are plenty of points in the Histories, especially in books 2 and 4, where Herodotus holds his hands up and admits that he cannot find a source for something.[footnoteRef:19] When discussing what lies north of Europe he says, “there is no one from whom I have been able to obtain information who has any claim to accurate knowledge.”[footnoteRef:20] After this he goes on to say how such hearsay can only take you so far, this suggests that he may not, after all, have made things up when he could not find a source as here he tells us of untrustworthy sources giving information that he could not confirm. If he would do this for this instance (there are others[footnoteRef:21]) then why not for all fallible information? It cast doubt on the arguments of people like Fehling who see him as a liar who when he does not have an answer just makes thing up, whereas it supports scholars like Lateiner who argue that “Herodotus declines to offer information without some basis in evidence or report”.[footnoteRef:22]  Overall, with regard to his sources, or lack of them, it seems that Herodotus’ usefulness is very much a lively debate as it indeed matters on what aspect of Herodotus you want to analyse and any personal biases you may have. It would be easy to blindly dismiss ether argument as ignorance to the issues within the Histories or as taking some parts to literally and dismissing the narrative devices Herodotus uses. For the sake of this essay, Herodotus is useful for an understanding of the Persian wars as long as one takes note of his supposed sources and is aware that what your reading may be a fabrication written to make a point.                     [17:  Hdt. Hist. 1.5]  [18:  Fehling. 1989: 1]  [19:  Lateiner. 1989: 61]  [20:  Hdt. Hist. 4.16]  [21:  Hdt. Hist. 4.45 (openly admits ignorance to things), Hdt. Hist. 2.45 (accuses Greeks of making claims without fully researching them, suggesting he himself would never do such a thing)]  [22:  Lateiner. 1989: 62] 

One of the many issues with Herodotus as a historian is his supposed travels throughout the Greek world and beyond. Now while we can safely assume some of his travels to be true such as his journeys round mainland Greece his further flung adventures in to Egypt and Persia seem more farfetched. Fehling claims that any time Herodotus claims to have travelled outside of Greece that his evidence should be considered false as he argues that all of Herodotus’ inaccuracies and mistakes about places he supposedly visited should not be considered isolated errors and that they are part of a large fabrication by Herodotus. Fehling goes as far as say that a reader of Herodotus could work on the assumption that anything that is found to be inaccurate in the text should be considered pure fabrication.[footnoteRef:23] This outlook on the Histories severely diminishes the usefulness of the work if you consider that he supposedly gained a lot of his information while on major journeys, especially the above sections about the reasons behind the Persian invasion of Greece. Myers also discusses Herodotus’ travels in Egypt and argues that there is no reason to suppose that Herodotus had not read Hecataeus or just copied him.[footnoteRef:24] He goes on to dismiss all the inaccuracies in Herodotus’ observations for various reasons, the exact opposite of what Fehling does. It does however appear that Fehling may have the stronger argument as Myers does appear to be more trying to vindicate Herodotus rather than find the truth, Myers clearly sees Herodotus as the ‘Father of History’ while Fehling views him as the ‘Father of Lies’. While they both take the extreme sides of the argument as the Herodotus’ usefulness as a historian, Fehling is more well argued and critical of the Histories rather than just taking them at face value while still recognising that, despite all the inaccuracies and expositional scenes put in for the reader, his work still has value as his messages and themes, such as the ones of imperial expansion, seem accurate and make sense.  [23:  Fehling. 1989: 241 ]  [24:  Myers. 1953: 7] 

Herodotus was from Halicarnassus which was located in Asia minor and it would be logical to argue that while he likely was not from any nobility, he did come from money, how else would he have been able to travel so freely, if we assume he did, and have the level of education to write the Histories. This idea is furthered by Fehling who mentions how Herodotus does not seem ‘important’ enough to have personally interacted with any of the great figures of his time and that his view of these great figures is one of distance, like a commoner looking upon them in awe.[footnoteRef:25] This argument is supported further by Herodotus not having any clear political biases as he is not involved in politics to any relevant extent unlike Thucydides who very clearly does have biases against Cleon in his work; in fact Herodotus states at the start of the Histories,  [25:  Fehling. 1989: 244] 

“Herodotus, from Halicarnassus, here displays his enquiries, that human achievement may be spared the ravages of time, and the everything great and astounding, and all the glory of these exploits which served to display Greeks and Barbarians alike to such effect, be kept alive- and additionally, and most importantly, to give the reason they went to war.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Hdt. Hist. 1.1] 

This suggests that he intended to give all sides a fair hearing without biases, it was not up to him to pick a side, he just told the stories and the reader could make their own mind up. He offers opinions on what he has learned but keeps his own personal feeling out of it. this could be because he spent a lot of time in Athens and Greece, but his home was, in this period, part of the Persian empire so he had grown up and lived under Persian rule, so he had a unique view of them that was not majorly affected by the events of the Persian wars.[footnoteRef:27] As Herodotus himself says, he is recording what he has observed and been told by various peoples during his travels, Myers says Herodotus claims to have spoken to people from across over forty Greek cities and districts from Cyprus to Syracuse, from Persia the Carthage.[footnoteRef:28] The issues with his supposed travels have already been discussed but it is not impossible for this to be at least partially true as he spent a large amount of time in Athens during his life, during the ‘Golden Age of Athens’ which meant he could have met people from all over the known world without extensive traveling as they came to Athens. We also know that he was not a military man like later historians (Thucydides, Xenophon, etc.) which does mean that his military knowledge would purely rely on what others have told him and make any conclusions he drew from that knowledge would be fallible.  [27:  Hdt. Hist. P. xvi (The introduction to the Translation by Tom Holland offers an expansive look at Herodotus the man and his background)   ]  [28:  Myers. 1953: 9] 

The usefulness of Herodotus in understanding the causes of the Persian wars is impacted by his writing style as well as the content, the Histories is written more like the prose of Homer and other authors that came before him rather than the scientific, more narrow focused historical writing that followed him with people like Thucydides. Because of this, the entire text is more open to interpretation than others with bits of legend and folk lore intertwined with reality and narrative excursions that can go on for dozens of pages.[footnoteRef:29] Because of this the work is both useful and not useful. As a study in the development of historiography and the change in methodology in the 5th century BC it is very useful as it is a transitionary piece. As a historical text it usefulness comes in to question as without supporting evidence from other sources it is hard to accept most of what he states as one hundred percent true and factual. Fehling argues that Herodotus was not trying to research the Persian wars but recount them as Homer did the Trojan War[footnoteRef:30]; while this does appear to be true an extent it causes more problems than it solves for the purpose of this essay as Homer can be considered largely a fiction text written about the Trojan war. Herodotus comes across more like, as said before, a halfway point between the two distinct styles of writing employed by others of the period. Another important aspect of Herodotus style is the inclusion of speeches as an expositional device. Speeches in Herodotus, like in other works that followed, are there to deliver vital information to understand the historical context of the work, they act as exposition being given by vague sources such as “the Ionians” or “an envoy” so are not true accounts of any events but are still important in the grand scheme of things as they are necessary for the audiences understanding, at least as far as Herodotus is concerned. This phenomenon has already been touched upon in the earlier sections, the idea that the speeches and dialogue heavy scenes are not meant to be accurate depictions of what actually happened but a way for Herodotus to get across his own opinions and ideas for the causes of the Persian wars. This also helps the reader as it presents historical arguments through the mouth of a familiar character for narrative ease and to help the audience understand better. The argument is valid but is presented in a more familiar way to the reader who may not be very knowledgeable on the historical background for certain people and events a narrative device prevalent in the Histories.    [29:  Lateiner. 1989: 13]  [30:  Fehling. 1989: 250] 

In conclusion, Herodotus explains the causes of the Persian war in a way that, while not always accurate, is easy to understand for the reader with little prior knowledge of the subject matter. The multitude of reasons for the increase in animosity between the western and eastern powers have been looked at for their validity in the face of doubts over their accuracy and despite the narrative devices employed by Herodotus which do involve a certain amount of exaggeration and at points imagination, the arguments he tries to get across to the reader are legitimised and supported by modern scholarship. We have seen how due to his status in society he has been able to acquire a large number of outside sources to help his work and that for the same reason why he was able to keep political biases out of the Histories. His usefulness in the study of the evolution of historiography was also touched upon and determined that as a transitionary piece of work it can help us understand the change from oral to written tradition. Overall, despite numerous issues with his work, Herodotus is a very useful source when determining the causes of the Persian wars.         
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