Take-home Exam
What is the purpose of Herodotus’ ‘ethnographic’ presentations?
Throughout ‘The Histories’ of Herodotus we are given an array of ethnographic presentations through his descriptions of Greeks, Persians, Scythians, Libyans and Egyptians. To decipher what Herodotus’ purpose was in doing this we must first define what it means for something to be considered ‘ethnographic’; the dictionary definition states that ethnography is ‘a scientific description of the culture of a society by someone who has lived in it, or a book containing this.’[footnoteRef:1] However, Hammersley deduces that ‘the term ‘ethnography’ has acquired a range of meanings, and comes in many different versions.’[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, this broadens the ability to analyse Herodotus’ use of ethnography. This is essay is going to discuss the primary ethnographic presentation of the Greeks and Persians by Herodotus and why he felt it was necessary to include this in his ‘Histories’.					It is a clear purpose of Herodotus that he attempted to describe in detail the culture of the Persians and of the Greeks and their separate city-states, in order to portray his overall narrative of the Persian wars in a way which makes the Persians appear supercilious. Herodotus presents his Persian Ethnography in Books 1 and 3, giving his opinion on their customs as he records them[footnoteRef:3]; Herodotus writes about how Persian respect for other groups of people decreases as the distance between the two grows, meaning that the most remote nations are despised.[footnoteRef:4] This shows how the Persians see themselves as a superior race to anyone else and so we depict this as a negative connotation towards the Persians because proud and arrogant people are not the most favourable. However, in this passage, Herodotus fails to give his opinion on this Persian custom which we consider adverse, yet he gives his opinion further on when he mentions that Persians are willing to adopt the customs of foreigners if they believe it to be advantageous, Herodotus writes: ‘In my view, this is a sound practice.’ [footnoteRef:5] Furthermore, he includes: ‘I admire also the custom which forbids even the king himself to put a man to death for a single offence.’[footnoteRef:6] This conveys Herodotus’ intention of showing an appreciation for other cultures and that he finds it reasonable to do this despite his Greek background and the common tendency for Greeks to hold a bias against the Persians due to the Greco-Persian wars. Munson explains that this ‘is the most vocal and opinionated’ that Herodotus is throughout his works and further says: ‘Unlike the Egyptians of Herodotus’ Book 2, his Persians have changed with their history’ and ‘they acknowledge no independent history before Cyrus’ conquest of Lydia, which they take as a given.’[footnoteRef:7] This portrays the ignorance of the Persians in that they only consider themselves to have always been a vast and wealthy Empire superior to all nations despite them having a past ‘when they allegedly were poor’[footnoteRef:8] and Munson describes the Persians using the phrase “ideology of prosperity”.[footnoteRef:9] Whilst I agree with Munson’s points, he fails to point out Herodotus’ lack of criticism towards certain Persian customs where it would seem applicable for him to do so, which would convey the notion that Herodotus is pro-Persian. This point is supported by Plutarch in his ‘On the Malice of Herodotus’, [footnoteRef:10] as he did not believe Herodotus was critical enough of the Persians and failed to appreciate the magnitude of the Greek victories against Persia, although, it is evident that Plutarch has an unquestionable Greek bias, thus Herodotus could just be doing this as a way of getting a neutral point of view on the Greeks and Persians, especially when evaluating their cultures. 							The term ‘barbarians’ is often used by Herodotus when referring to the Persians, which can be taken as a way of insulting the Persians, especially from a modern approach where the word holds a derogatory meaning of someone that is perceived to be uncivilised and brutish, however we know that this was a common word used by Greeks to describe anyone that did not speak Greek, essentially, a foreigner. Whilst this word does not have the same meaning that it does today, it is reasonable to assume that this meant the Greeks, in parallel to the Persians, thought of themselves as better than anyone else and that their way of life was the proper way. Grethlein makes an argument about Herodotus’ inclusion of ethnography saying that ‘Xerxes not only parallels Herodotus in his investigations and in some passages even guides his narrative’[footnoteRef:11], which would suggest that Herodotus is admiring of Xerxes in trying to mimic his actions. Grethlein backs this up saying: ‘Similar to Herodotus, Xerxes listens to local stories at the places he visits. In another passage that illustrates Xerxes’ ethnographic interests, Arcadians inform him about the Olympic games (8.26).’[footnoteRef:12] This suggests that Herodotus is giving Xerxes, as a character in his narrative, too much credit for his actions and that Herodotus was merely following in the footsteps of Xerxes in order to guide the writing of his narrative giving Xerxes ‘authorial power’.[footnoteRef:13] I disagree with this strongly as it conveys Herodotus as being in favour of Xerxes when we see on countless occasions that this is not the case as Xerxes is often presented by Herodotus as childish, indecisive and insolent. Moreover, this argument is analysing Herodotus heavily from a literary perspective, less so than ethnographic and even less so than Historical which was never what Herodotus intended. Herodotus’ inclusion of ethnography was simply included through his general interest of other people and their cultures, giving us an understanding of the world in which he visited.						Throughout much of the conflict we occasionally see a strong sense of a collective identity and unity amongst the Greeks, which was a key factor of their success in defeating the Persians. Vasunia focusses on this idea of cultural pluralism and that Herodotus’ aim was to portray this sense of identity amongst the Greeks, whilst also maintaining an understanding for both cultures of Greece and Persia which was enabled through him being from Halicarnassus, a Greek state sitting next to the border of the Persian Empire.[footnoteRef:14] This is reinforced by Aeschylus who writes in his play ‘The Persians’: “Forward, sons of Greece, liberate the fatherland, liberate your children, your women, the temples of your ancestral gods, the graves of your forebearers: This is the battle for everything.”[footnoteRef:15] This supports the idea that the Greeks had sense of collective identity and that they all came together in the face of the barbarian enemy to save their ‘fatherland’; although this is evident, it is fair to critique this as a source being that it is a play that was written for the specific purpose of entertaining a Greek audience in which the threat of the Persians is likely to have been exaggerated so that the victory of the Greeks appears more impressive than it really was. The conflict between the Greeks and Persians evidently enabled the Greeks to come together in order to defeat the common enemy and Herodotus reinforces this writing: ‘We are all Greeks, living one way of life’, which further enforces this idea.[footnoteRef:16] Vasunia makes the argument that the conflict between the Greeks and Persians is included by Herodotus for historical and cultural representations and that through Herodotus collecting different accounts of the conflict, we get a varying perspective of the events, helping us to appreciate each of the cultures.[footnoteRef:17]		 Alternatively, it is reasonable to assume that Herodotus’ aim was to make Greece appear as one united country by exaggerating the extent to which they were victorious against the ‘undefeatable Persians’. Furthermore, we know that not all the Greek states fought together as Argos was neutral and Thebes fought on the side of the Persians which rejects the notion that there was a sense of collective identity as all the states would have been fighting together. Moreover, there were arguments amongst the Greek states before the battle of Salamis had begun, based on what strategy to take and later again at Plataea between the Athenians and Tegeans disputing who should be in the position of honour on the battlefield; this portrays the Greeks as a divided group of quarrelling states. It is evident that the conflict with the Persians did bring about a certain amount of a Greek sense of collective identity because it showed how they united in order to drive away this greater threat. However, this was most definitely a forced occurrence as it only made the Greeks band together temporarily, because we know from Thucydides that the post Greco-Persian war events include the Peloponnesian war and Athens’ attempted to form the ‘Delian league’ in which Athenian tyranny began to spread and the sense of Greek freedom and liberation was lost.		Overall, it is reasonable to evaluate that the inclusion of ethnography is present throughout all of Herodotus’ ‘Histories’, which gives us an insight not only into the beliefs, customs and culture of other societies at his time, but also into Herodotus’ own intentions in including these ethnographic elements of history. Herodotus, at times, shows signs of having a Greek biased and the fact that the he is Greek himself means he is likely to talk in favour of the Greeks, however, we can clearly see that Herodotus has a neutral standpoint when discussing the cultures which he investigates as he gives his own, reasoned opinion on them regardless of who they are and where they are from. Furthermore, his purpose in doing this was to set up the narrative for his retelling of the events during the Greco-Persian wars within books six to nine, and the ethnographic information which Herodotus gives us is useful for understanding these events. [1:  Cambridge Dictionary. ]  [2:  Hammersley 2017, p. 1. ]  [3:  Munson 2009, p. 465.]  [4:  Hdt. 1.134.]  [5:  Hdt. 1.135-136.]  [6:  Hdt. 1.137.]  [7:  Munson 2009, p. 465-466. ]  [8:  Munson 2009, p. 465.]  [9:  Munson 2009, p. 465.]  [10:  Plut. De Herod. ]  [11:  Grethlein 2009, p. 205. ]  [12:  Grethlein 2009, pp. 205-206.]  [13:  Grethlein 2009, p. 206. ]  [14:  Vasunia 2012, pp. 183-185.]  [15:  Aesch. 377-380. ]  [16:  Hdt. 8.144. ]  [17:  Vasunia, 2012. p. 187.] 
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