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Introduction 

 According to Herodotus, a string of abuses against women are blamed for first causing 

hostilities between the Greeks and the Persians, but despite placing them so prominently at the 

start of his history, he never addresses the crimes again. In the Histories, Herodotus tells us that 

the Persians claim that it was the Phoenicians to first began the quarrel. The Phoenicians arrived 

in Argos where a large group of women came to the coast— including Io, the daughter of 

Inachos. The Phoenicians, passing word to one another, decided to make a rush to capture the 

women. Many escaped, but Io and others were taken and kidnapped to Egypt. (Herodotus 1.1) 

And so the Phoenicians who captured Io committed the first wrong. Later, a certain group of 

Greeks arrived in Tyre, where they took a Phoenician King’s daughter, Europa. They were 

considered to have committed a second wrong, however, in taking another king’s daughter, 

Medea of Aea as well. (Herodotus 1.2) A generation later, Alexander the son of Priam, having 

heard these stories, decided to acquire a wife by these means too, with the understanding that he 

would receive no punishment for such an act. He was the one to take Helen. (Herodotus 1.3)  

 Scholars have had difficulty providing comprehensive interpretation of the abductions 

which open the Histories. In most scholarship on Herodotus and the Greco-Persian Wars, the 

abductions are ignored or only mentioned prefatorily. Even in scholarship that focuses on 

Herodotus and women, the four abducted women are passed over without much consideration 

and their situation is sometimes even considered to serve only as a humorous anecdotes or 
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parody.2 3 The nature of sexual violence in antiquity and the terminology used to name those acts 

of violence against women is surrounded by ambiguity and misunderstanding. Abductions of 

women, despite involving coerced or forced sex and sexual relationships, is not necessarily 

acknowledged as sexually violent because these abductions are considered to be a part of 

common violence. The lack of a consensus as to what constitutes sexual violence and whether or 

not sexual violence constitutes a severe wrong is unsurprising, as even contemporary 

conversations about sexual violence remain controversial. 

 The aim of this paper is to demonstrate that the stories of the four abducted women merit 

more scholarly attention. Academic treatment of the abductions fails to acknowledge the 

significance of these women, despite the fact that Herodotus chooses to tell a story about these 

famous women first and despite the fact that women are not mentioned often. Each of the 

abductions has various versions in antiquity, so Herodotus’ choice to tell these versions reveals 

his views on women, power, and the Greco-Persian Wars themselves. In the Histories, the men 

who went to such lengths to avenge the violated women to the point of causing political conflicts 

were considered foolish. (Herodotus 1.4) Many scholars also detect an element of foolishness 

present in the story of the abductions, some concluding that Herodotus means to ridicule the style 

of the story and imply it is beneath him. It is the “foolishness” of the men who go to such lengths 

for their desires, however, which are central to the Histories. A central theme in the Histories is 

that lust for power leads to downfall. The abductions stories are not alone; several of the 

narratives in the Histories featuring women involve the men undone by them and the men’s 

                                                           
2 David Sansone, “Herodotus on Lust,” Transactions of the American Philological Association 146, no. 1 (2016): 1-36. He cites scholars 

including Arnold Gomme, Donald Lateiner, and Rosalind Thomas who all refer to the abduction stories as humorous or a parody. 
3 Deborah Boedeker in her article “Persian Gender Relations as Historical Motives in Hcrudotus”, which analyzes how male/female dynamics 
shape Herodotus' presentation of Persian history merely summarizes the four abductions despite the fact they well support the argument that 

Herodotus uses uncontrolled lust as an allegorical device for the moral roots of the Greco-Persian wars. 
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inability to control their lust. The significance of these first abductions rests is their function as 

allegories to the roots of larger political conflicts.  

 Before proceeding further, a few definitions must be established. Firstly, the use of the 

word abduction as opposed to rape throughout the paper.4 In many situations, it is important to 

name sexual violence where is exists. Discussions of sexual violence, whether or not the 

discussion take place and how, impacts how survivors are treated.5 That being said, this paper 

will favor the word “abduction” because to read the word “rape” dozens of times can cause 

unnecessary discomfort to some readers and to the writer herself. What is important to 

understand about abductions in antiquity is that nonconsensual sexual activity is present in all of 

them by definition. The next distinction necessary is that between active and passive with respect 

to the roles played by women in the Histories. An active role involves an actor expressing the 

intention to achieve some goal. A passive role will fail to demonstrate an actor’s volition, defined 

as the power of choice or determination.6 Volitions are referenced here because our ability to use 

free will is a large part of what makes us human, so when women are not written about in a way 

that demonstrates their ability or intention to make choices— it is in fact dehumanizing, and the 

use of such a harsh word is not unwarranted. 

 

Active versus Passive Roles in the Histories, Women’s Autonomy 

In the Histories, there is one instance of women depicted playing the role of educators, and it is 

in the case of the Athenian women kidnapped by Pelasgians and taken to Lemnos where they 

                                                           
4 The word “rape” is a derivation from the Greek word ἁρπάζω, a cognate of the Latin word rapere. The deduced meaning of the words is “to 
seize”. That the word “abduction” is more frequently used in naming incidents sexual assaults coupled with kidnapping makes sense bearing this 

in mind, but does serve to deemphasize the violent nature of these abuses against women. 
5 Katherine Morreti et al, "The Leda Fresco-Rape or Romp?" Medium. January 25, 2019. Accessed July 6, 2019. https://eidolon.pub/the-leda-
fresco-rape-or-romp-86c62f72a864. 
6 Merriam-Webster, s.v. “volition,” accessed July 27, 2010, //https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/volition. 
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were forced into concubinage.7 (Herodotus 6.138)  These women bore many children by their 

captors. In coordination with each other, the women raised their children in the Athenian custom 

to the point that the children established a separate cultural sphere apart from the children of 

Pelasgian captors and their legitimate Pelasgian wives8. The women were so effective in this 

subversive act that the unity among the Athenian children and their disloyalty to their Pelasgian 

fathers posed a threat to Pelasgian society. Realizing this, the Pelasgian captors elect to slaughter 

the Athenian women and their children. (Herodotus 6.138) 

 These women reveal Herodotus’ ideas with respect to women’s roles in perpetuating 

cultural identity, and Herodotus does illustrate that the women are singlehandedly able to educate 

their children in such a way that they are loyal to Athenian heritage. Herodotus does write that 

the Athenian boys “took it upon themselves to wield power.” (Herodotus 6.138), using language 

which emphasizes the defiance against the Pelasgians to describe the children as opposed to the 

mothers. This language does discredit the Athenian women’s resistance and intentions which 

yield children belonging to their mothers and not their fathers, but perhaps even this reveals his 

intentions. The actions of these Athenian women could be viewed as heroic, especially if we 

were to focus on the fact that these women have been captured and abused. The capture and 

abuse of women is not taken seriously, however, and Herodotus seems to focus on the actions of 

the Athenian women as ones more of women fiercely loyal to their nation as opposed to women 

fiercely loyal to themselves. Their achievement is to remain authentically Athenian to not only 

                                                           
7 Carmen Sánchez-Mañas, "Women in Herodotus' Oracles: A Look beyond the Pythia." Erga-Logoi 6, no. 1 (2018): 155-83. See also Carolyn 
Dewald, "Biology and Politics: Women in Herodotus' "Histories"." Pacific Coast Philology 15 (1980): 11-18. 
8 Carmen Sánchez-Mañas, “Women in Herodotus' Oracles,” 173-74. 
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their own ends, but the ends of their Athenian children and this sacrifice is made in service to a 

state which did not protect them in the first place.9 

 There is much research that has been dedicated to the compilation of female-centric 

narratives in the Histories and that research continues to provide quantitative data necessary to 

understanding women’s roles and places in the Histories. From that information, general trends 

emerge which are relevant to comprehensive research. Primarily, it is revealed that in the 

Histories the majority of women are the relations of men featured more prominently in the 

narrative, and they for the most part occupy passive roles.10 Because women are featured 

primarily in roles which do not depict them as independent actors expressing desires, an 

abundance of scholarship working to humanize women is necessary. Those longing for deeper 

interpretations of what few female-centric narratives exist are left empty handed when research 

only affirms that women in the Histories would have had volitions and an impact. 

 In the Histories, 375 passages mention women, but only about a third of which feature 

women in active roles.11 Although this story shows the women demonstrating the ability to make 

decisions as well as the results of those decisions, there are other aspects which serve to discredit 

the Athenian women and limit their demonstrated autonomy. The women are not identified as 

anything other than Athenians, for starters. This generalization could be to illustrate that the 

women acted in unison, but still means that of the limited number of women shown to take 

action in the Histories, even more remain unnamed.12 Carmen Sánchez-Mañas complied 

statistics for the mentions of women in the Histories specific to the oracular passages and 

                                                           
9 These women are patriotic, and they could perhaps see this as equal to a loyalty to themselves. If their actions were interpreted as nationalist, the 
fact that the women died for this is significant. This interpretation perhaps works better in the reverse, and Herodotus could be most fiercely 

condemning the murders of this group of people who refused to assimilate.  
10 Carolyn Dewald, "Biology and Politics: Women in Herodotus' "Histories"." Pacific Coast Philology 15 (1980): 11-18. 
11 Dewald, Carolyn. "Biology and Politics”, 12-13. 
12 Carmen Sánchez-Mañas, “Women in Herodotus’ Oracles,” 173. 
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counted eleven featuring women. In the oracular passages, seven women are named, but only 

five are first named within the passage.13  

 All of the women in the Histories can be categorized in one of three ways. The women 

are either featured in 1) active roles, in which they are actually taking or performing actions and 

demonstrating independent volitions; 2) passive roles, those in which actions are taken against a 

woman without evidence of her ability to take initiative; 3) or Placeholder roles, those passages 

which only mark the existence of a woman and only reference them with a title; furthermore, no 

matter the type of role or lack thereof, the vast majority of the women mentioned in the Histories 

are either 1) sexual partners only described for the sexual acts in which they participate or their 

presence in the sexual thoughts of men, or 2) the family members of men in the Histories only 

mentioned by the familial relationships of mother, wife, or daughter. 

 

Herodotus as the Narrator and His Authority 

 That Herodotus tells the stories of four women, all connected and all named, to begin his 

narrative which names so few women overall is cause for intrigue. The four abductions are 

forceful kidnappings involving rape, and the affairs are certainly sexually violent ones, but the 

violence of the abductions is not recognized within the narrative, nor has it always been 

recognized by scholars studying it. This section explores Herodotus’ authorial choices with 

respect to his commentary on themes of consent, volition, and possession.  

 In the Histories, the four women are all presented as women abducted against their will. 

This should sound redundant, but in the context of the Histories, there is such a thing as a willing 

abductee. In the case of Io specifically, however, he mentions an alternative version of the myth. 

                                                           
13 Ibid, 176. 
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In this account of her abduction, Io has an affair with the captain of the vessel. When she 

discovers she is pregnant, she decides to return to Egypt with him to avoid her parent’s wrath and 

shame (Herodotus 1.5)  This alternative is one which describes Io, not only as consenting, but 

displaying volition and making choices with respect to her own future.14 

 In the passage just preceding the alternative version of Io’s abduction, Herodotus writes 

that, while Persians do believe that the abductions of women are unjust actions, that they are not 

a cause for such commotion. There is the further implication that fussing over women, 

specifically of the abducted kind, is unwarranted because all abducted women are perceived to be 

willing participants in their abduction in some way. (Herodotus 1.4) The Persians, according to 

Herodotus, believe that the quarrel over the abducted women is unjustified not just because 

warfare is an excessive extent of revenge for the abduction, but also because an abductee herself 

is of lower value. Herodotus’ mention of this attitude has a purpose. The Persians believe that the 

men who sought to avenge these women so aggressively lacked self-control, bringing into 

question the merits of the Trojan War in general.15 

 Helen’s role as an influencer on the course of history is greatly reduced in the Histories 

compared to other stories in which her desirability alone causes warfare because in the Histories, 

she is part of a set of stolen women.16 17 In the aforementioned women referenced in an oracular 

passage, but left unnamed despite being named elsewhere in the Histories, Helen is one of two. 

Beyond being one of the four women abducted at the start of the Histories, Helen is incredibly 

famous in her own right, and that the oracular passage references her only to describe her as 

                                                           
14 As an invented story, the alternative presented by Herodotus could be perceived as preferable or more feminist in that it does not give yet 

another “abducted bride” tale. If it is to be assumed that Io was in fact abducted, raped, or coerced into a marriage, however— the alternative only 
serves as a means to blame Io for complicity in the abuse against her. 
15 Ruby Blondell. Helen of Troy: Beauty, Myth, Devastation. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013. pp. 144. 
16 Herodotus mentions Helen on three occasions in the Histories, but each time it seems too brief considering her fame and compared to accounts 
by authors following Herodotus by a few decades like Isocrates. 
17 Ruby Blondell, Helen of Troy, 145. 
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stolen property is arguably degrading.18 This is not a slight against Helen’s power or 

significance, however. The reciprocal nature of the abductions highlights the causes of hostilities 

and how a desire for retribution and retaliation escalates to larger consequences, a further 

demonstration that intentionality can be deciphered from the way Herodotus reports on 

abductions.19 While Helen may seem removed from a more prominent role as a historical actor, 

she along with the other women remains “an emblem of the erös aroused by female beauty”20 — 

and still holds a position as an influencer of history considering so much of Greek myth and 

culture is apparently motivated by desire.21 

 It is also notable that the second anecdote presented in the Histories is that of Candaules’ 

wife whom he believes to be the most beautiful woman— so beautiful that he asks his guard to 

spy on her while she is undressing for the evening so he can see for himself. (Herodotus 1.8) In 

this culture, for a woman to be seen naked by one other than her husband is an incredible shame. 

The wife, aware she is being watched but not giving her knowledge of this away, decides to 

confront the guard later. When she does, she commands him to either slay her husband and take 

his position or to kill himself for what he has seen. (Herodotus 1.10 - 1.11) Because the guard, 

Gyges, does choose to slay his master and become the new king, this anecdote serves as an 

example of an individual woman being so beautiful that a man chose to violate her, and in doing 

so greatly change the course of history.22 It is evident, then, that Herodotus does mean to 

illustrate the idea that a lack of self-control of sexual lust (comparable to lust for Empire 

throughout the Histories) will lead to great and often disastrous change. 

                                                           
18 Carmen Sánchez-Mañas, “Women in Herodotus’ Oracles,” 178. 
19 David Sansone, “Herodotus on Lust,” Transactions of the American Philological Association 146, no. 1 (2016): 6-8. 
20 Blondell, Ruby. Helen of Troy, pp. 142-43. 
21 Edmunds, Lowell. Stealing Helen: The Myth of the Abducted Wife in Comparative Perspective. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016. 
pp. 140. 
22 Blondell, Ruby. Helen of Troy. pp. 145. 
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Conclusion 

Herodotus’ decision to open with the stories of Io, Europa, Medea, and Helen contribute to the 

crafting of broader themes woven throughout his work. The abductions have clear connections to 

themes of power, desire, and the consequences of conflating desire with a lack of control. The 

composition of the Histories and its gendered themes as a whole merits further academic 

exploration, but considering the four abductions have been dismissed or omitted in the majority 

of scholarship on the Histories, despite the fact that they were the first story Herodotus elected to 

mention— they certainly deserve more attention.  

 Women have been dehumanized in a vast number of environments over vast expanses of 

time; Io, Europa, Medea, and Helen were at times particularly dehumanized, so it is 

understandable that their narrative is often ignored. Because ignorance bred by a longstanding 

patriarchal system renders so many unable or unwilling to consider and understand female 

perspectives, work which seeks to humanize women is and will be necessary, but those who 

already understand or consider female perspectives should go further. In all the time women 

have been undervalued in any cultural sphere, they have never been de-valued. No amount of 

discrediting a person’s work or role can actually change what has happened. We know that in our 

gendered society that for every man there has been a woman. Women were actors relevant to 

each occurrence in all of the Histories, they simply were not always written about.  
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