Herodotus: His Strengths and Weaknesses

	Herodotus has been called the ‘Father of History,’ first by Cicero[footnoteRef:1] and following by admirers since the coinage. Since his primary publication, The Histories, he has faced many criticisms stating that he writes more mythological than factually. Thucydides even stated that Herodotus placed too much focus on being entertaining and not enough focus on historical truth, which is why Thucydides would stand the test of time.[footnoteRef:2] Plutarch went further to claim that Herodotus had malicious intent with his writings and did history an injustice.[footnoteRef:3] While Herodotus has also clearly created lasting work, it is far from perfect and invites analysis regarding its reliance and the strengths and weaknesses of Herodotus as a writer and as a source of historical accuracy. Herodotus has the advantage of living close to the events of which he is writing about, but his trend of writing in somewhat fantastical way has placed doubt on his work.
	Born in c.490 BC[footnoteRef:4], Herodotus covers a wide range of content in his first and only book, The Histories. He attempted to be inclusive by stating in his opening sentence, “… great and marvellous deeds, some displayed by the Hellenes, some by the barbarians, not lose their glory…” (Hdt. 1.1.0). His extensive travels allowed him to witness the world with his own eyes, rather than working from anyone else’s accounts of happenings at that time. He also seemed to be aware of the personal biases that any civilisation would rightly have, and understood that each set of customs were the best for each culture.[footnoteRef:5] It is with these things in mind that we can hope he would not paint a differing civilisation in an overtly negative light, for he clearly recognized the unique differences between cultures. Attempting to keep an open mind would be crucial to writing a history of his world, as viewing any civilisation as lesser than his own could have detrimental side effects to his efforts. That is not to say he was always successful in remaining unbiased, as I will talk about in Herodotus’ weaknesses. 
	Herodotus faces a multitude of criticisms from scholars and historians both ancient[footnoteRef:6] and modern.[footnoteRef:7] The primary complaint against Herodotus is his tendency to write with fantastical and entertaining language, which can be viewed as a higher priority than the truth. More seriously, Cicero accuses him of blatantly fabricating history and inventing stories.[footnoteRef:8] Modern scholarship has argued[footnoteRef:9] that Herodotus purposefully utilizes Homer-esque language and mythical material to allow his work to be more widely accessible and understood in Greece. Not only this, but he appears to have been unable to remain unbiased on all accounts as mentioned in the previous paragraph. On one occasion, he explicitly states, “Nowhere are men so ignorant…” (Hdt. 4.46.1) when writing about a civilisation, and it is easy to assume that this is not the only occasion on which he uses such biased, judgmental language. 
	Overall, Herodotus is a very polarizing writer who has many strengths and weaknesses as a historian. He covers a wide range of topics which can be understood as first person accounts, but he writes of them in very colourful language, placing more focus on being perceived along the likes of Homer, rather than merely relaying the facts. This does not mean that he can be discounted as a historian like Thucydides suggested, and he has certainly stood the test of time. I believe that Herodotus can be used as an encyclopaedic writer, one that should be looked into but one that also urges further research into the material he is writing about in order to differentiate between fact and fantastical fiction.    [1:  Cic. Leg. 1.5]  [2:  Thuc. 1.22.4]  [3:  Plut. De Herod. 1]  [4:  Darvill 2008]  [5:  Hdt. 3.38.1]  [6:  As mentioned previously, Thucydides and Plutarch most notably chastised the work of Herodotus. ]  [7:  Evans (1968: 11) analyses the reputation of Herodotus and perhaps calls him “Father of Lies.” ]  [8:  Cic. Div. 2.56.116]  [9:  Dewald 2012: 61] 
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