Herodotus: An exploration into the strengths and weaknesses of Herodotus’ Histories
The purpose of this essay is to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of Herodotus, focusing on his portrayal of multiple viewpoints as a strength of the Histories and his inclusion of the intervention of the divine or the ‘supernatural’ as a weakness of his historical recordings. 
Firstly, the primary strength of Herodotus’s work is his inclusion of multiple viewpoints regarding the same event. By focusing on the Persian wars this essay will explore the events Herodotus records for both the Greek and the Persian sides, including councils Xerxes holds with the Persian nobility about his plans for the war, something a Greek historian is unlikely to have had access to personally[footnoteRef:1], . He includes what is presented as a quote from Xerxes on multiple occasions[footnoteRef:2] as well as detailed locations from Xerxes’ travels[footnoteRef:3]. Herodotus records multiple views on the same events on behalf of the people he heard the stories from not based on his own opinions of the event especially when discussing events that took place in distant lands that he had not visited himself[footnoteRef:4], Hart views Herodotus’ desire to record the multiple versions of events without ‘committing himself to one’[footnoteRef:5] in order to allow the classical audience to determine the sequence of events for themselves. This work is a useful source for a modern reader who wished to understand how the forces of the classical world maneuverer around each other during times of war but the modern reader must be aware of the effect of artistic licence and the way in which the information is presented in the stories suggest a large story telling element, which will be discussed further shortly. [1:  Hdt. 7.8]  [2:  Hdt. 7.8A, Hdt. 7.47, Hdt. 7.130]  [3:  Hdt. 7.109]  [4:  Hart, 1982. 176.]  [5:  Hart, 1982. 177.] 

Secondly, this essay will identify a weakness in Herodotus’ work that arises from his inclusion of themes of divine intervention and the supernatural. Inclusion of the divine adds an aspect of storytelling to the work, which for the classical audience would add to the imagery of the oral retelling but causes the modern audience to question how these events unfolded if you remove the idea of divine intervention.
It is due to this flaw in the historical recordings of Herodotus that the works of Thucydides, who is for all intents and purposes an atheist historian, focusses on the acts of men and heavily reliant on numerical figures to support his recordings[footnoteRef:6]. However, it can be argued that Herodotus is simply writing in the mind-set of an author in the fifth century BC, where belief in the divine and fear of divine retribution was a very real concept[footnoteRef:7]. [6:  Thuc. 3.91.1. Example of numerical data in Thucydides’ work.]  [7:  Aesch. Eum. 213. Example in plays of the classical fear of divine retribution. ] 

In addition, his inclusion of supernatural elements suggest an imagery device as it is highly unlikely phantoms really influenced the characters of the stories Herodotus records[footnoteRef:8]. Momigliano however discusses the idea that his inclusion of the divine and supernatural elements was an exploitation of Greek thought rather than from personal belief[footnoteRef:9]. Powell discusses a distinction between different categories of what is considered divine in the classical world, from the Gods to daemons and heroes[footnoteRef:10], with heroes being split into those who lived in the ‘heroic age’ such as the Argonauts[footnoteRef:11] and those who were worshipped after their death as divine such as Heracles[footnoteRef:12] for example. While I agree these distinctions are useful in modern understanding of the work, Rudhardt discusses the idea that the modern views of this categories do not mirror those seen by ancient historians[footnoteRef:13] suggesting that these distinctions are a modern idea and Herodotus would not categorise the aspects of his supernatural elements in the same way a modern historian would, the latter I would agree with. It is unlikely the historians of the classical period would foresee a time where their gods were not seen as absolute and the idea of divine intervention a novel concept. However, Harrison discusses how Herodotus draws distinction between mortals and the divine[footnoteRef:14], commenting on the Egyptians’ refusal to worship heroes in the same way as they would those considered divine[footnoteRef:15]. The inclusion of the divine means that there are areas of the events he records which are difficult to determine what actually happened if anything happened at all, begging the issue of artistic license in which Herodotus was able to write what he wished in his work including the so called intervention of the divine.  [8:  Hdt. 7.18]  [9:  Moligliano, 1978. 17/1, 1-8.]  [10:  Powell, J. 1977.]  [11:  Hdt.4.145.3]  [12:  Hdt.2.44.5]  [13:  Rudhardt, 1992.129-130.]  [14:  Harrison, 2000. 159.]  [15:  Hdt.2.50.3] 

This essay has discussed the work of Herodotus in the attempt to identify what is believed to be the key strength and prominent weakness of his recordings in the Histories. Focusing on the multiple viewpoints he records on the events discussed to provide a more well-rounded view of the event and the inclusion of the supernatural element as key evidence in supporting his tendency to be more of a story teller than a historian. 
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