An Essay on One Main Strength and Weakness of Herodotus as a Historian
Herodotus is known as either the father of history, which was bestowed to him by Cicero, but also the father of lies. In this essay I will be exploring one strength and weakness of Herodotus as a historian. I shall begin by looking at his strength being that he included more fanciful elements of history that a historian by modern standards would not, I shall then move onto the weakness which is that he at no point within his Histories offers a clear-cut reasoning for why he feels the events he writes are noteworthy.
The strength of Herodotus as a historian I will put forward is that his Histories tell colourful and exotic stories, although they do seem fictions to us they are actually a conscious decision to include them and they have kept people debating his work for centuries. Between the events of history that Herodotus conveys to us throughout his works, these tangents aren’t just falsehoods that should be dismissed as naivety on Herodotus’ part accepting everything people tell him but it is in fact Herodotus giving us an insight into the myth and lore of the past ensuring that the fanciful not only the factual are remembered and recorded in his work.  In her paper “Proverbial Wisdom in Herodotus” Susan O. Shapiro substantiates this claim by saying that “Herodotus’ frequent use of proverbs and other wisdom expressions helps to make his Histories more colourful and gives us insight into the folk wisdom of the past.”[footnoteRef:2] For example the tale of the gold digging ants from Pactyica which were tamed by the city of Caspatyrus and used in a nearby desert to kick up gold for the men to collect.[footnoteRef:3] Without Herodotus’ inclusion of this tale in his book we would have no knowledge of this; since its telling around 2500 years ago it has been the topic of great discussion, mostly ridicule, but has now been proven to be real. A group of explorers using the information provided about them “bigger than a fox, though not so big as a dog”[footnoteRef:4] spoke to the indigenous people who collect gold dust from the ground marmots dig up[footnoteRef:5]. In “The Ants’ Gold” Peissel says that it could have been a miscommunication as the word for marmot and mountain and are very similar in Persian.[footnoteRef:6] With these two pieces of information, one from Herodotus and the second from the indigenous people we can now make the connection that this group of people in the Himalayas have been farming gold in this fashion for over 2500 years using the same techniques as described in Herodotus; and this is why I believe the inclusion of “folk wisdom” is a strength as it gives us the information necessary to allow us form these links to the past and form a more complete picture of history. [2:  Shapiro, 2000, p.89]  [3:  Herodotus, 425BC]  [4:  Herodotus, 425BC]  [5:  Simons/The New York Times, 1996]  [6:  Peissel, 1984] 

An important question a historian should consider is what lessons can we as people learn from the events of the past; the weakness with Herodotus is that he never writes his own views on what we can learn from his work, some of the figures within his work reminisce on past events in their own past and reflect on them however we cannot be sure if they express their own opinions on this or it is Herodotus simply projecting, the fact that this is left ambiguous in itself is a weakness. Grethlein compares this to Thucydides work which when he says “alas, unlike his successor Thucydides, the pater historiae does not provide us with an explicit methodological reflection on the usefulness of his work”[footnoteRef:7]. Grethlein also uses the comparison between events that crop up multiple times and they “can either mirror or throw into relief through contrast the historians activity” which he believes is the closest we get to an indirect commentary[footnoteRef:8]. This ambiguity is what leads me to reason that the lack of clarity is a weakness in Herodotus’ writing. [7:  Grethlein, 2009, p.2]  [8:  Grethlein, 2009, p.2] 

Herodotus as a historian as a historian has many strengths and weaknesses some of which I have gone over in this essay and others such as he wrote about events before his time and on hearsay which I have not. I believe that the pros to Herodotus as a historian outweigh the cons, he may not be perfect by the standards that we have set out for modern day historians but as the father of history he is one of the best sources that we have.
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