Herodotus 5.51


	Herodotus, born in approximately 485 BC[footnoteRef:1], is the only ancient source available which documents the events of the Ionian Revolt. His information comes from speaking with locals and listening to oral traditions of those with knowledge of the event.[footnoteRef:2] The text which is found in 5.51 of his Histories outlines the events which lead to Cleomenes rejecting the plea of Aristagoras to aid Ionians in their secession from Persian power. He discusses the lengths to which Aristagoras would go to ensure Spartan aid, and the apparent reason why Cleomenes refused. Consequently, Ionia was unsuccessful in their revolution and Sparta began to consider a drastic change in relations with her allies which lead to the founding of the Peloponnesian League.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Meister 2006]  [2:  Stein-Hölkeskamp 2006]  [3:  Larsen 1932: 140] 

	The issue of reliability when it comes to Herodotus’ account of the Ionian Revolt is something that is greatly commented on in scholarship. J. A. S. Evans outlines[footnoteRef:4] a huge amount of bias which leads to a narrow, disparaging, and unfair retelling of the events which took place around 499 BC.[footnoteRef:5] Whether or not that bias effected Herodotus’ report of the conversation between Cleomenes and Aristagoras is up for debate.  [4:  Evans 1976: 31]  [5:  Stein-Hölkeskamp 2006] 

	The passages shown in 5.51 read like a story rather than a historical document. It appears that the reason for Cleomenes’ refusal was fairly trivial, as he took the advice of his young daughter to influence a major decision. This retelling could be entirely fictional and fueled by a resentment for the Ionian Revolt altogether, or he could have genuinely believed that the conversation happened between the two leaders. According to Herodotus, the only reason that Cleomenes had for rejecting Aristagoras was his daughter’s insistence that the amount of money being offered would eventually lead to his corruption.[footnoteRef:6] He does not mention the legitimate reasons that Cleomenes could have had for not wanting to enter into foreign affairs. At this time, Sparta was still recovering from an earlier failed attempt to interfere in Athens. Being that reputation was so important to Spartans, it is understandable that the risk of repeat failure was too great.[footnoteRef:7] It is difficult to discern if Herodotus’ telling of this event was intentionally narrow-minded. Thus the issue of only having one ancient source arises. It is impossible to know whether this event transpired the way it is written, or if the biases of Herodotus played a part in twisting the truth.  [6:  Hdt. 5.51.2.]  [7:  Larsen 1932: 139] 

	In addition to the idea of corruption as a deterrent against sending aid to Ionia, distance from Sparta comes into play. Aristagoras was initially clever when discussing plans and prospective campaigns for Sparta. He brought a map[footnoteRef:8] with him and began to outline all of the different territories that Sparta could expect to gain control of if they successfully invaded Asia. However despite the promise of glory, Aristagoras made the mistake of informing Cleomenes that it had taken him 3 months to travel inland to Sparta.[footnoteRef:9] It is possible that the idea of traveling away from Sparta for such a long period of time was the true reason for the refusal, and that Cleomenes was simply humouring Aritagoras when listening to his plea.  [8:  Branscome 2010: 1]  [9:  Hdt. 5.50.2.] 

	Ultimately, the true intentions of Herodotus and the reality of the situation which he outlines cannot be discovered. The original sources used and the bias of Herodotus both cast doubt on the reliability of this as a source on the Ionian Revolt and the circumstances surrounding it. It is helpful that he was writing relatively close to these events, however reading around the subject and thinking critically is essential to try to uncover the reality as much as possible. 
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