Youth and Restraint in Herodotus’ Histories
Youth in archaic poetry is fondly viewed as a time when the physical pleasures are fulfilled.  This view is well documented in the poetry of Mimnermus, Ibycus, and others.  Mimnermus 1 laments the loss of youth by asking, “What is life?  What is sweet without golden Aphrodite?”  Mimnermus is referring to the unrestrained fulfillment of the physical pleasures that occurred in his youth but no longer.  He looks back lovingly at the flower of youth (anthea hēbēs) and mourns its passing.  Herodotus presents a different point of view, associating youth with rash behavior that is generally destructive to the community.  The purpose of this paper is to focus on passages in the Histories that warn against the lack of self-restraint that comes with youth and the negative consequences associated with it.  I hope to show that Herodotus’ characters that act upon the desires of their youth offer a paradigm of behavior not to be emulated.  In this way, Herodotus’ opinion of youth is similar to later philosophical views as found in Pl. Resp. 229a and Arist. Rh. 2.12-14.  These works represent old age as freedom from tyrannical youth and the enslavement by the passions.
Certain passages in the Histories serve as warnings against the danger that accompanies a lack of self-restraint in general.  Herodotus begins with Solon’s admonition to Croesus that riches are nothing without fortune.  They allow a man to fulfill his desires (epithumiēn), but most often result in great destruction (atēn megalēn) without fortune (1.32).  Likewise, a pair of stories in book nine demonstrates the consequences of unrestraint.  After the defeat of Mardonius’ forces at Plataea, Pausanias compares a Persian and Spartan feast in Xerxes’ elaborate tent only to demonstrate how luxurious living results in witlessness (aphrosunē) (9.82).  Herodotus’ work ends with another piece of wisdom concerning luxury (9.122).  Artembares attempts to persuade Cyrus to leave the harsh land (gēn…trēxean) of Persia and relocate to a more elegant setting.  Cyrus counters this with the lesson that soft countries breed soft men (ek tōn malakōn xōrōn malakous andras ginesthai).  Demaratus had offered a similar caution to Xerxes, stating that the two qualities inherent in all Greeks are poverty and courage (7.102).  These passages suggest that self-restraint is a natural prerequisite for success.

The Histories contain several passages in which the young, in particular, are responsible for unrestrained action. At 3.36.2 Croesus urges Cambyses not always to give in to his youth and anger (hēlikē kai thumō). The deliberate combination of youth and anger follows a series of senseless murders committed against innocent victims of the community that satisfy Cambyses’ sick fancies, but also encourage rebellion.  Following a barrage of arguments about the riches of Greece, Xerxes plans an attack.  In the same episode, Artabanus warns Xerxes that yielding to his youth (tē hēlikiē) in everything and being greedy (to pollōn epithumeein) will plunge the community into certain destruction (7.18). Earlier, in a more sensible moment, Xerxes blames his youth (neotēs) for his harsh response to Artabanus (7.13), stating that it immediately caused him to seethe at Artabanus.  Similarly, Amyntas of Macedon warns his son Alexander to endure the sight of Persians billeting at their home and fondling their women (5.19).  Herodotus contrasts the older, more temperate Amyntas, who is concerned for his community with the young (neos) Alexander, who is inexperienced in evils (kakōn apathēs) and unable to control himself (oudamōs eti katexein hoios t’ ēn).  Finally, Atossa, securing a return home for Democedes, convinces the young Darius to attack the Greeks in keeping with the Persian custom of expansion, and in order to avoid the rebellious tendencies that arise amongst men in an inactive community (3.134).  Atossa knowingly appeals to the king’s youthfulness, even arguing that youth is the time for such pursuits before physical and mental vigor diminish.  As her initial intentions were to deceive her husband, her appeal to his youth is fitting.

Through these passages and more I will demonstrate that Herodotus considered the restraint of youth as important for the well being of the community.  I will also show the importance of the role that elders played in advising the young in the Histories.
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