Discuss one main strength and one main weakness of Herodotus as a historian providing appropriate examples
Herodotus was deemed the ‘father of history’ by Cicero[footnoteRef:1], but also has a sordid relationship with history and even from antiquity has been named by Plutarch as the ‘father of lies’.[footnoteRef:2] As was the custom in antiquity, his Histories had no title;[footnoteRef:3] Herodotus refereed to it as his ‘enquiries’,[footnoteRef:4] into the exploits of both Greeks and non-Greeks.  As Herodotus was writing in the fifth century BC,[footnoteRef:5] it is problematic to judge Herodotus’ strengths and weaknesses on modern historiographical values.  However, an ancient idea was clearly set out by Lucian in his work How to Write History, where he emphasises the most important aspect of a history being ‘truth’[footnoteRef:6].  It could be argued that Herodotus’ main strength as a historian is his inclusion of multiple interpretations of stories.  However, his willingness to use sometimes unnamed and unreliable sources cause a sense of wariness when reading his Histories. [1:  Cic. Leg. 1.5.1]  [2:  Plut. Mor. 874b; Marozzi, 2008, p. 3]  [3:  Hartog, 1988, p. xviii]  [4:  Hdt. 1.0]  [5:  Marozzi, 2008, p. 1]  [6:  Lucian. Hist. conscr. 9; 39] 


Herodotus’ main strength as a historian is his inclusion of multiple narratives,[footnoteRef:7] showing his willingness to listen to both sides of an event, not favouring the Greeks.  The first account in The Histories describes how Io came to Egypt. Firstly told from the Persian view point.[footnoteRef:8] He then says, ‘the Phoenicians tell a rather different story’.[footnoteRef:9]  What is interesting though is how Herodotus leads with the Persian account, but not naming his source.  It has been argued that Herodotus may not have understood Persian, so may have either heard the stories from a Greek-speaking Persian or a Persian-speaking Greek.[footnoteRef:10]  However, although this first account has no source, elsewhere in the Herodotus’ Histories he mostly acknowledges his sources, for example the ‘priests’[footnoteRef:11] in Egypt who tell their own version of the story of Helen[footnoteRef:12] which is quite opposed to that of the Odyssey.[footnoteRef:13]  For this account, Herodotus passes his own judgement on the stories, believing the version given by the priests in Egypt and his own reasoning behind this choice.[footnoteRef:14] [7:  Lateiner, 1989, p. 77]  [8:  Hdt 1.1-2]  [9:  Hdt 1.5]  [10:  Holland, 2013, p. 641; Wells, 1907, pp. 38-39.  Most scholars are sceptical as to whether Herodotus could speak foreign languages, see: Abe, 2015; Mandell, 1990]  [11:  Hdt 2.99]  [12:  Hdt 2.113]  [13:  Hdt. 2.118-9]  [14:  Hdt. 2.156; Groten Jr, 1963, pp. 83-87.  Many commentaries on Herodotus disagree with the idea of Helen being in Egypt, claiming that there is no proof, see: How & Wells, 1989; Stein, 1969.  It has also been suggested that the passages relating to the Odyssey were inserted as an afterthought by Herodotus, after finding the connection to Egypt, see: Powell, 1935.] 


Sometimes, Herodotus uses sources for his story that would be deemed unreliable if used in a modern history book.  In his want and ‘obligation’[footnoteRef:15] to write down everything that he has heard from all types of people, Herodotus finds himself writing accounts possibly deemed fantastical.[footnoteRef:16]  He also claims to hear stories from two different places, both reaching the same conclusion.[footnoteRef:17]  This claim could mean that not only are some of Herodotus’ sources unreliable, but they could often be completely fictious.[footnoteRef:18]  Examples include the knowledge of Greek myth known by non-Greeks, seen in the account of the Arab’s obtaining cinnamon from an unknown land where Dionysus may have been from,[footnoteRef:19] and the natives near Mt Atlas calling it the Pillar of Heaven,[footnoteRef:20] a phrase also coming from the Odyssey.[footnoteRef:21]  Herodotus attempts to explain how non-Greeks could know such matters, but it has been argued that these are fabrications that he has created.[footnoteRef:22] [15:  Hdt. 7.152.3]  [16:  Wesselmann, n.d.]  [17:  Fehling, 1989, p. 1]  [18:  Fehling, 1989, p. 2.  There are claims that Herodotus invented stories to fit the contents, see: Sayce, 1883; Sayce, 1885; Panofsky, 1885.  For disagreement see: Heath, 1886; Croiset, 1888; Hauvette, 1894]  [19:  Hdt. 3.111]  [20:  Hdt. 4.184.3]  [21:  Fehling, 1989, p. 49]  [22:  Fehling, 1989, pp. 3, 49] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]
As Herodotus was not setting out to write a ‘history’, but was setting out to write about all that he has heard,[footnoteRef:23] it could be claimed that none of his sources are ‘unreliable’ as he has admitted that he is just writing what he heard.  By including the variety of stories, even those deemed unrealistic, Herodotus has allowed the stories of both the Greeks and non-Greeks to be heard and has not conformed himself to the idea of what is right or ‘true’.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Sometimes giving him the name ‘Father of Anthropology’, see: Redfield, 1985, p. 97]  [24:  Plutarch’s accusation of Herodotus as the ‘Father of Lies’ was based on the inclusion of the non-Greek stories.] 
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