
 1 

Ancient History 1 
Dr Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones 

 
Herodotus: father of history, father of lies, or a tourist?  

Greek Conceptions of ‘Otherness’ 
 
 
1. If you have ever been a tourist, please make a short list of 5 things you did as a tourist, 
what you learned about the country you visited and what you feel was most noteworthy (Club 
18-30 victims are exempted from this task). 
 
2.  Doc A. Herodotus 1.1. What does this tell us about Herodotus? 
 
Herodotus of Halicarnassus, his Researches are here set down to preserve the memory of the 
past by putting on record the astonishing achievements both of our own and other peoples; 
and more particularly, to show how they came into conflict. 
 
3. See 2.113ff for his methods.  
 
Doc B. Herodotus 2.116. Now, how good a historian do you think his rejection of the 
traditional story of Helen makes him? 
 
I think that Homer was familiar with the story, for though he rejected it as less suitable for 
epic poetry than the one he actually used, he left indications that it was not unknown to him. 
 
4. Compare 1.1-1.5 and 3.122 for possible distinction in his mind between myth and history. 
 
5. Redfield 1985 argues that Herodotus was a tourist.  
 
6. Folk tales and traveller's tales? See 2.125 ; 2.111 ; 2.121ff.  
 
Doc C. Herodotus 2.35-6. What can you learn from this passage? Firstly, about Egypt? 
Secondly, about Greece? Thirdly, about Herodotus? See A.B.Lloyd on veracity of this list. 
 
About Egypt I shall have a great deal more to relate because of the number of remarkable 
things which the country contains and because of the fact that more monuments which beggar 
description are to be found there than anywhere else in the world. That is reason enough for 
dwelling on it at greater length. Not only is the Egyptian climate peculiar to that country, and 
the Nile different from its behaviour from other rivers elsewhere, but the Egyptians 
themselves in their manners and customs seem to have reversed the ordinary practices of 
mankind. For instance, women attend market and are employed in trade, while men stay at 
home and do the weaving. ... Men in Egypt carry loads on their heads, women on their 
shoulders; women pass water standing up, men sitting down. To ease themselves they go 
indoors, but eat outside in the streets, on the theory that what is unseemly but necessary 
should be done in private, but what is not unseemly should be done openly. No woman holds 
priestly office, either in the service of goddess or god; only men are priests in both cases. Sons 
are under no compulsion to support their parents if they do not wish to do so, but daughters 
must, whether they wish it or not. Elsewhere priests grown their hair long; in Egypt they 
shave their heads. In other nations the deceased in time of mourning mark a death by letting 
their hair grow long, but the Egyptians, who shave at all other times, mark a death by letting 
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the hair grow both on head and chin. They live with their animals - unlike the rest of the 
world, who live apart from them. Other men live on wheat and barley, but any Egyptian who 
does so is blamed for it, their bread being made from spelt, or Zea as they call it. Dough they 
knead with their feet, but clay with their hands - they even handle dung. They practice 
circumcision, while men of other nations - except those who have learnt from Egypt - leave 
their private parts as nature intended them. Men in Egypt have two garments each, women 
one. ... In reading and writing, instead of going, like the Greeks, from left to right, the 
Egyptians go from right to left - and obstinately maintain that theirs is the dextrous manner, 
ours being left-handed and awkward. They have two sorts of writing, the sacred and the 
common. They are religious to excess, beyond any other nation in the world, and here are 
some of the customs that illustrate that fact; they drink from brazen cups which they scour 
every day - everyone, without exception. They wear linen clothes which they make a special 
point of continually washing.  
 
7. Everything is bigger and better abroad? Plutarch Moralia 856E for Herodotus as 
'philobarbaros'. 
 
8. Limits of Herodotus' tolerance: 2.64, 4.105. 1.8 Candaules the Lydian and his 'immoderate 
lust' for his wife. 1.61 for Peisistratus sleeping unnaturally with his wife. Lots of non-Greek 
whippings and tortures: see 9.112 for Xerxes’ sister-in-law being mutilated. 7.35 Xerxes 
whipping the Hellespont. 
 
9. Political difference between Greeks and non-Greeks: 7.101-5. 
 
10. Biases? Compare his view of Egyptians in Book 2 with that of Scythians in Book 4.  
 
11. Scythia (south Russia) a strange place: 4.60 ; 4.62 ; 4.73 ; 4.94ff. 
 
12. Scythian fairy-tales?  
 
13. 4.83ff for Persian invasion of Scythia in the late C6th. See F.Hartog 1988 36-40 and 
contrast them with Dewald 1990.  
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14. If someone asked you what you were, how would you answer? 
 
15. What is Greek?  
 
16. How early were Greeks divided off from non-Greeks? See Homer and the Trojans in the 
Iliad. See Herodotus 1.69 for Sparta and gifts to Croesus.  
 
 
Document D. Aristotle Politics 7.7. 
 
"The races that live in cold regions and those of Europe are full of courage and passion but 
somewhat lacking in skill and-brain power; for these reasons, while remaining generally 
independent, they lack political cohesion and the ability to rule over others. On the other hand, 
the Asiatic races have both brains and skill but are lacking in courage and will-power; so they 
have remained enslaved and subject. The Hellenic race, occupying a mid-position 
geographically, has a measure of both. Hence it continues to be free, to have the best political 
institutions, and to be capable of ruling all others, given a single constitution." 
 
 
Document E. Aristotle  Politics 1.2 Aristotle arguing there is a difference between slaves and 
women (which was rather liberal of him). This is because they have different jobs to do but  
 
"Some non-Greek communities fail to understand this and assign to female and slave exactly the 
same status. This is because they have no section of the community which is by nature fitted to 
rule or command; their society consists solely of slaves, male and female. So, as the poets say, 
"It is proper that Hellenes should rule over barbarians, meaning that barbarians and slave are by 
nature identical."  
 
17. Compare Hippocratic  Airs Waters and Places 12ff.  
 
Document F. Compare Plato Republic 436a, 469c - 471c  
 
"So far has our city distanced the rest of mankind in thought and speech that her pupils have 
become teachers of the rest of the world, and she has brought it about that the name of 
"Hellenes" no longer suggests a race but an intelligence."  
 
and Isocrates Panegyricus 50 
 
“Athens has so far outrun the rest of mankind in thought and speech that her disciples 
are the masters of the rest, and it is due to her that the word ‘Greek’ is not so much a 
term of birth as of mentality, and is applied to a common culture rather than a 
common descent.” 

 
Document G. A complication: Xenophon's Cyropaedia. Are the following passages racist or 
not? How do they compare with one another? If there is a difference, how might you explain it 
away? 
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1.6 With respect to this man, therefore, as worthy of admiration, I have inquired what he was by 
birth, what qualities he possessed by nature, and with what education he was brought up, that he 
so eminently excelled in governing men." 
8.8.27 "I think that I have now executed what I undertook; for I suppose it has been proved that 
the Persians, and those incorporated with them, are less regardful of piety towards the gods, less 
just towards their relations, less equitable in their dealings with others, and less vigorous in war, 
in the present than in former times." 
 
18. Steven W Hirsch The Friendship of Barbarians (1985) ch 4 (Xenophon is pro-Persian) vs 
Deborah Levine Gera Xenophon's Cyropaedia  (1993) esp pp115-31 (Cyrus = Socrates?, 8.8.27 
genuine).  
 
19. But do we need to explain away the ‘contradiction’?  
 
Document J. Euripides' Andromache 168-78 –  the Spartan Hermione addresses the Trojan 
Andromakhe: 
 
“This is Greece my lady! Left to your devices you sleep with your husband’s killer’s son, have a 
child by him! Barbarian! Barbaric, all of you! Where you come from father sleeps with daughter, 
mother beds with son, brother sister. Incest – is there nothing that your laws forbid you? Such 
depravity. We have no place for any of it – Greek law gives one man one wife and they are 
content with what the law allows them, if they want a quiet home.” 
 
20. Some plus points to all of this? See F.M.Snowden Blacks in Antiquity (1970) and Before 
Color Prejudice (1983) 
. 
Some bibliography on ‘Otherness’ 
Bacon, H.H. 1961 Barbarians in Greek Tragedy. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
Diller, A. 1937 Race Mixture among the Greeks before Alexander Westport, Conn: 
Greenwood Press pp14-57 
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The Eurymedon Vase: Greek martial prowess equated to sexual aggression. 
Athens, c. 468 BC 
 
 
 
 
 
 


