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1. From the beginning of Book 1, Herodotus portrays the Persian Wars as a struggle 

between Asia and Europe, which would suggest an East vs. West dichotomy. 

Herodotus also consistently distinguishes Greeks from non-Greeks, or Barbarians. 

For example, in his discussion of early Athenian history (Book 1) he discusses how 

the Athenians became a Greek or Hellenic people. Herodotus also emphasizes the 

importance of freedom to the Greeks. In his account of the Battle of Thermopylae in 

480 BCE, he sharply contrasts the Spartans who fight for honor, love of country, and 

duty with the hordes of Barbarians who fight under the lash of the despot King 

Xerxes. In these ways, Herodotus seems to esteem the Greeks over non-Greeks. 

 

On the other hand, one could argue that Herodotus did not necessarily view the 

Greeks as more moral or civilized than their non-Greek contemporaries since he 

portrays some non-Greeks, such as Cyrus of Persia and Croesus of Lydia, in Book 1 

as rational, prudent men, while exposing some of the Greek leaders like Aristagoras 

(Book 5) and Themistocles (Book 8) as unprincipled and self-serving. In another 

counterpoint, Herodotus explains that the burning of the city of Athens in 480 BCE 

was to rightfully avenge the earlier burning of Sardis in Lydia by Athenians and their 

Ionian allies during the Ionian Revolt (499 BCE). 

  

2. Thucydides portrays the Athenian people as naïve and foolish during the 

Peloponnesian War, voting in the assembly to approve a massive expedition against 

Syracuse in 415 BCE after falling under the sway of the demagogue Alcibiades. 

Thus, one could argue that democracy, in Thucydides’s view, was a political system 

that left important questions concerning the welfare of a state in the hands of the 

ignorant, gullible masses. However, in Pericles’s Funeral Oration Thucydides 

portrays Athens as a model community, the “education of Greece,” which allows its 

citizens to participate in public matters while freely pursuing their own private 

interests. Thucydides also suggests that under the enlightened leadership of men of 

the caliber of Pericles, democracy could be an excellent form of government.  

 

Plato in the Apology reports on the address of his teacher Socrates to an Athenian 

jury. Since this jury of his peers convicted Socrates and sentenced him to death, one 

could argue that Plato held a low estimation of his fellow Athenians and Athens’s 

democratic system. However, in the address, Socrates speaks proudly of his military 
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service to his city-state during the Peloponnesian War and his membership in the 

Boule of 500. Socrates, therefore, enthusiastically participated in Athens’s 

democratic government. Moreover Socrates saw it as his sacred duty to his fellow 

citizens to enlighten them as to their own ignorance. Socrates, thus, appeared to 

respect the laws and his responsibilities as a citizen in a democracy. These 

glorifying statements in Plato’s work could be interpreted as Plato’s own thoughts 

and feelings for Athenian democracy, not to mention the fact that the essay is 

entitled Apology. 
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