
The purpose for Herodotus’ ethnography’s is simply to explain the comparison between the Greek people and the barbarian people in the world. Ethnography is a focus on the people and the culture that they live through.[footnoteRef:1] Through this interpretation and understanding of the other world there can be an understanding of elitism being portrayed through Herodotus. This is because he is comparing the Greeks to a people who have been either known or unknown.[footnoteRef:2] The first people will be the Egyptians a nation of highly intelligent people and an ancient society that has ranged for a couple thousand years already. These people are deemed by Herodotus to be the least ‘barbarian’ in the comparison of the ethnographic works he makes. The Egyptian people also have geography that Herodotus accounts for and also makes use to note, for he sees how it is intricately tied to the people of the area. Then there is the Scythian people, a people who are described as more barbaric and less developed than most. They are more accustomed to be drawn up for the sense of elitism for the Greeks, to reflect the nature of their people as being intellectually higher and morally. Then finally there is the Persians themselves. For the work of a ethnography is to show an understanding and recording odf the peoples culture. Throughout the work we see the inner workings of the Persian elite and although this is not the same as a people on the whole there is an understanding of the Persian culture nonetheless.  [1:  Chambers school dictionary 2009: 241]  [2:  Skinner 2012: 111-112] 


The Egyptian ethnography by Herodotus is dedicated to a whole book, solely on Egypt, Book 2. The Book is a recording of the Egyptians where he visited himself and carried out his investigation. Here Herodotus was able to carry out a selection of interviews with some being the priests of some cities. He is also known to have travelled the Nile to an extent as well. This is where he dedicates a section within his book 2 to expand on the Nile and how it works, for Herodotus knows that the Nile has a large influence on the people of Egypt.[footnoteRef:3] So through this Herodotus questions the function of the Nile and tries to process how the water works. For it is stated that the “Ecosystem of the Nile Valley defined Egyptian Culture” which is why it holds such a focus in Herodotus’ ethnography for the purpose of this work is to understand why Egyptians are where they are.[footnoteRef:4] It fascinates Herodotus undoubtedly that Herodotus is baffled by the proposition. He has three theories as to which could be the correct. The first one is that the Nile is dictated by the winds that blow the water up, but this is a quickly dismissed theory because it lacks any real proof or logic.[footnoteRef:5] Herodotus hold a similar view with the second theory which is that the Nile is influenced by Ocean Hecataeus’ description of the world, the river that surrounds the world.[footnoteRef:6] But the one Herodotus believes is that there is snow that melts and influences the Nile to swell from Libya through Ethiopia to then the Nile.[footnoteRef:7] This is all to help Herodotus understand the culture of the Egyptians for there is a understanding that when the Nile floods there are also basins, and according to Brewer there are 136 major basins which could “Hold water in reserve for six to eight weeks”.[footnoteRef:8] This is a plausible argument due to geological findings of the Nile through modern research and would allow for an understanding into why Herodotus took  a focus into the Nile. For through these basins and the duration they contain water for, it explains why there is a large focus on Egypt and why there is a purpose. For it is argued Herodotus believes that the Nile held create and build a large part of Egypt.[footnoteRef:9] Also the culture of the Egyptians included religion, hence the priests earlier mentioned. There was a large belief accounted for that the Nile was linked to the religious views of the people of Egypt. Typically with gods of Fertility, as the Nile is a wonderous piece of fertile land, which produces so much along such a long distribution of land.[footnoteRef:10] So it can be presumed the ethnographic presentation of Egypt was to reflect that Egyptians although barbarian where a nation which held an mystery and almost ‘magical’ land which offered fertility. There is much more in Book 2 which highlights how Egypt although barbarian is close to the Greeks for their ancient society but the mystery of the Nile is important to Herodotus as it impacts the entire nation of Egypt and dictates the cultures livelihoods.  [3:  Lateiner 1989: 148]  [4:  Brewer 25]  [5:  Hdt. 2.20]  [6:  Hdt. 2.21]  [7:  Hdt. 2.21]  [8:  Brewer 27]  [9:  Truesdell 1965: 68]  [10:  Brewer 27; Lateiner 1989: 151] 


The investigation into the Scythian people is to look at how they are compared to the Greeks, alike to the Egyptians. The main difference is that the Scythian people are not typical to the normal Hellenistic world views of that time or any world.[footnoteRef:11] Godolphin states that Herodotus learnt his information on the Scythians from Olbia, a Greek settlement on the outskirts of Scythia.[footnoteRef:12] The focus on the Scythians is through word of mouth and can be explained through this location of Herodotus, as he will be receiving first-hand information but it may be dramatized depending on the accounts given but none the less his purpose as already stated is to compare the barbarian peoples to the Greeks and in this case these are the lowest ‘barbarians’ that Herodotus accounts for. Herodotus’ main points of the Scythian culture mentioned first are the blinding of the slaves owned by Scythians and then that they are a nomadic people.[footnoteRef:13] Although not a shocking point, the Greek world was based around a Poli and the people of that Polis would live there and have that as their central point of life. So through the information of the Scythians being nomads may help with Greek elitism and help show the difference between the two peoples.[footnoteRef:14] The culture of the Scythians is interesting when reported by Herodotus. Although the Greeks themselves go to war with each other and most likely celebrate their victory the depiction of the Scythians and their drinking and celebrations are rather alien. There is a distinction that the Greeks where smart with alcohol but the Scythians within this passage are depicted as being rather barbaric or brutal. For within Herodotus he states how the Scythians had a craft for flaying and skinning skulls.[footnoteRef:15] Then drinking from the skulls of their enemies or even relatives and each man who had killed could drink but those who did not kill where banned from the drink.[footnoteRef:16] This shows an annual tradition which exists in the Scythian people. This could simply be a stereotype design to portray the Scythians as they are, for after all Godolphin argues Herodotus doesn’t actually venture into Scythia. This could be explained due to the unnatural tribes that are mentioned throughout the book. However, the religious customs are a reflection of the people, for instead of oracles there was soothsayers and monarch. To which Herodotus tells us that if the king becomes ill three soothsayers will be summoned to aid the king to which a method of torture is disclosed for people who upset the king.[footnoteRef:17] The main purpose of the Scythian ethnographic presentation is to reflect the most ‘barbaric’ people to the greeks and enforce that sense of  barbarianism which isn’t shown elsewhere and presents the alikeness between Egypt and Greece.[footnoteRef:18] For a big issue is that unlike the comparison of Egypt, there is a lack of Herodotus actually witnessing the events and Scythian culture.[footnoteRef:19] [11:  Lateiner 1989: 155]  [12:  Goldolphin 1974: 129]  [13:  Hdt. 4.2]  [14:  Skinner 2012: 115-116]  [15:  Hdt. 4.65]  [16:  Hdt. 4.65-66]  [17:  Hdt. 4.68-69]  [18:  Lateiner 1989: 150]  [19:  West 2002: 442] 


The main Ethnography of the whole histories is the Persians. Although there is little note on the livelihood of the common people in Persia we have a large understanding of the kings of Persia. After all Persia is a vastly, wealthy and well developed Kingdom known to all, it holds more wealth than all of Greece and has a longstanding history. The biggest reason really is simply in Book one when Herodotus states that he is writing so that “human achievements may not be forgotten in time” basically stating that the Persians, the enemy of the Greeks are to be remembered for their culture and actions, along with all the others.[footnoteRef:20] After all Lateiner states that Herodotus clearly held respect towards the Persian forces and towards Xerxes.[footnoteRef:21] The best example of a king to focus on is the Xerxes, for he is the most prominent King of the works. But before focusing on Xerxes and the purpose he serves to the ethnography of Persia, let’s look at Darius the great. An Ethnography as stated prior shows the culture of a people and how they live life. There is a large constitutional debate that is held within the third book of the Histories and it focuses heavily on three forms of rule. It covered the rule of Oligarchy, Democracy and Monarchy.[footnoteRef:22] This is important for it can be argued as a way in which Herodotus is portraying the Greeks as similar as Persians in their views of rule. But it can also be viewed as a Hellenised view of the Persians. Nonetheless this account can reflect the relevance to how not all Persians thought monarchy as the prime method of rule.  [20:  Hdt. 1.1]  [21:  Lateiner 1989: 152; Hau 2016: 183]  [22:  Hdt. 3.79-85] 

When looking at Xerxes as a ruler there is a purpose to these ethnographic styled accounts. Take the war council of Xerxes before the invasion, in book 7. Xerxes held a meeting which is seemingly democratic of him, as a character.[footnoteRef:23] After all the focus of the Persian ethnography is to look at the actions and traditions of the Persian kings. Xerxes uses the influence of a democratic gathering to try and handle what he should do next. This is marvelled through a debate of two sides. The scheming and the logical. When looking at the scheming Herodotus makes it clear that the focus within the mindset of Mardonius.[footnoteRef:24] However, I disagree that Herodotus would have known any of this but it is simply for the moralism and symbolism of Xerxes character. Artabanus is the logic in this, a loyal servant with the ambition to aid his king. Xerxes later recalls that his forefathers conquered and so must he in their name.[footnoteRef:25] Yet even though he says this later in the histories Artabanus emphasises logic and wisdom to the king through the former conquests of his father, Darius.[footnoteRef:26] This is because through looking at the past Xerxes uncle hopes to protect his nephew through his wisdom and council. Hence why he urges the lack of any war with the Greeks.[footnoteRef:27] But nonetheless there will be one. This account simply helps Herodotus build up through the lens of Xerxes the inevitable war. There is one final use of Xerxes and tha is when looking at the Persian army.[footnoteRef:28] For this allows the representation of all forces which consist of the Persian army and how their dress and weaponry reflect the characterisations of each people and the sizes and contents of the naval forces. By using Xerxes eyes, Herodotus can create this reality and in-depth ethnographical account. This is useful because it can then allow for a comparison to the Greek forces, when they are described, such as the navy at Salamis where we see the allied naval force being listed with the total number each state provided.[footnoteRef:29] Since the Persian ethnography will be a comparison to the Greeks, the two opposing forces of the Histories. The character of Xerxes is a portrayal of ethnography is important because Xerxes ‘history’ is focused on Ethnography and geography, through his army and the lands he travels through.[footnoteRef:30] Xerxes is a tool for the creation of the Persian ethnography, it is rather artistic of Herodotus to create really as it reflects a complex character who can aid in his representation of the Persian accounts.  [23:  Hdt. 7.8.a]  [24:  Hdt. 7.5]  [25:  Hdt. 7.50]  [26:  Hdt. 10.g]  [27:  Grethlein 2009: 199]  [28:  Hdt. 7.61-100]  [29:  Hdt. 8.44-47]  [30:  Grethlein 2009: 205] 


In conclusion, the purpose of the ethnographies in Herodotus was to achieve a multitude of things, but predominately the comparison between the Greeks and the Barbarians. The Egyptian comparison shows that there is a society that exists out there that has the capability to rival the existence and standards of the Greeks, while having their life be dependent on the Nile. The Scythians are an example to let there be a people who are definitively below the Greeks and also hold a sense of mystery and fantastical over them, while keeping them in relevance for the overall theme. The Persians predominately through Xerxes, and how he holds this large influence over the ethnographic account of Persia through the lens of an imperial or monarchist lens. In which the preparation of the army shows the Greeks the army who marched on them and who they were. Overall the purpose was to remember the peoples and their history at Herodotus’ contemporary time in history and it can generally be accepted that Herodotus has been successful in this as his work has survived and we have the knowledge and accounts of peoples from the past.[footnoteRef:31] So his aim of preservation of people has been successful, through the Greco-Persian war and the individual nations in-between.  [31:  Hau 2016: 193] 
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