Herodotus 


The readings from this week are selections from the Greek historian Herodotus, often called Father of History.  Herodotus was writing in the 5th century BCE, significantly later than the period we have been viewing this week.  Nonetheless, we set that aside because he offers a vivid account of the geographies and ecologies of Mesopotamia, Egypt and Scythia, an account which despite its relative lateness still reveals much about river valley civilizations, as well as their opposite, the pastoral peoples of Scythia


Briefly, Herodotus wrote his history to explain to his Greek listeners how it was that Persia and Greece had come into conflict in the 5th century BCE, and how the seemingly tiny city states of Greece had defeated the mighty Persian Empire.  We enter the story as Herodotus begins his narration of the Persian king Cyrus’s conquest of the Babylonian Empire in Mesopotamia and then again as Herodotus retold the Persian conquest of Egypt.  However, in order to set the stage for these conquests – conquests which would draw the Persians further west and thus ultimately into conflict with Greece – he surveyed the geography and customs of Mesopotamia and Egypt.  Herodotus’s larger reasons need not concern us too much.  For our purposes, we are reading Herodotus to understand something about the way humans shaped, or responded to, their environment, and the kinds of civilization that grew in response to that interaction.


Herodotus found the great cities of Mesopotamia impressive.  What did it require in terms of resources and organization to sustain such population centers?  How did the Mesopotamians and their rulers manipulate the river valley to make it productive?  What did this require in terms of the mobilization of labor and the acquisition of materials?  How was the river used as a highway for commerce?


For Herodotus, Egypt was the most civilized country in the world known to him.  By this, I mean that for him no where else were humans so in control of the environment.  This made it distinctive, so much so that the customs of Egypt, he says, stand out from those of all other places.  For some writers, this might have been a mark of strangeness, even weirdness, but for Herodotus Egypt's difference attested to the literally marvelous uniqueness of Egypt.  What, according to Herodotus, made Egypt such a wondrous place?  How had the Nile river shaped the character of Egyptian civilization?  Notice that Herodotus found the Nile so crucial to this, that he dedicated a lengthy digression on the geography and ecology of the river valley, the character of the river itself, and the puzzle of its annual flooding and its sources.


Lastly, the Scythians pose a striking contrast to the settled civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia.  What seems to be the connection between their pastoral way of life and their diet?  Cooking?  Sacrificial practices? How do these customs differ from practices in river-valley civilizations.

Your paper can of course pursue many angles, but keep in your sights the theme of the course on food, broadly conceived as I have said to include the relationship between humans and the environment.  How do the contrasting environments of these three civilizations – Mesopotamian, Egyptian and Scythian – shape their distinctive cultures?  It might be helpful to compare and contrast the two river civilizations, Mesopotamia and Egypt; and then to compare these two river-valley civilizations, to the pastoral Scythians.


So, for your paper this week, you will want to write a comparison and contrast analysis of these civilizations.  Here’s one way to do it:  Imagine that a Scythian, and Egyptian, and a Babylonian walk into a … public bath in Persia, and they begin yelling at each other about the superiority of their own civilization.  Lots of ugly splashing, punching, hair-pulling, and dunking ensues.  Pick one of the three characters and write an essay in which he or she huffs about why their traditions are superior and why those of their rivals are all wrong.  
