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Herodotus’ History is bursting with knowledge about the past. With every turn of the page, 

the reader is confronted with a huge amount of information that can range across a wide variety of 

topics. For instance, it is possible to learn about different foreign people’s customs, the geography 

of the various countries in the known world, stories relating to newly-introduced characters, and 

many other types of things besides these. Consequently, the scale of Herodotus’ work is enormous. 

This fact is made clear in his introduction:  

“I, Herodotus of Helicarnassus, am here setting forth my history, that time may not draw the color 
from what man has brought into being, nor those great and wonderful deeds, manifested by both 
Greeks and barbarians, fail of their report, and together with all of this, the reasons why they 
fought one another”. (1.1) 

 

In this passage, Herodotus lays out three extremely broad areas of focus for his history: mankind’s 

creations, such as cultural customs, mankind’s achievements, presumably in the form of battles 

and heroic actions, and the reasons behind the Greco-Persian War. However, the vague nature of 

the aims of his History means that its scope reaches far beyond those three categories. This is easily 

shown by the elaborate structure of the text. For instance, the first four Books deal with the rise of 

the Persian empire, the numerous digressions into the history and culture of the various regions of 

the world, while the latter half concentrate on the series of events that comprise the Greco-Persian 

War. Consequently, it seems to me that Herodotus is writing two parallel histories: the first 

regarding “important” things, and the other “mundane” things. Indeed, it can sometimes be hard 

to believe, when reading about crocodile hunting techniques in Egypt, that it belongs to the same 

text as the famed Battle of Thermopylae! In fact, it appears that for every paragraph devoted to the 

events that drove the expansion of the Persian empire, or the progression of the war, there seem to 

be twice as many paragraphs digressing from those topics in order to describe what can be called 

“mundane” information, because they usually describe things that are markedly less glamourous 



 

and exciting than a great and wonderful deed. This type of information can be divided into five 

different areas of focus: anthropology, physical geography, cataloguing, methods and calculation. 

Despite their vast differences in areas of knowledge, they nonetheless share four common 

qualities: an extraordinarily high level of detail and preciseness with reference to what they are 

describing, are mainly recounted by Herodotus in the present tense, deal with subjects that are 

considered to be foreign in relation to the Greeks, and usually of a mundane nature that is found 

in these foreigners’ daily lives. Henceforth, I will collectively refer to these different kinds of 

knowledge as “the descriptive” (as opposed to the information relating to renown actions and 

deeds). Indeed, Herodotus somehow felt it worthwhile to include both hugely crucial events such 

as the battle at Marathon, as well as comparatively inconsequential, yet incredibly exact, details 

like crocodile-hunting methods in his History. Thus, the question arises over why Herodotus had 

believed that these vastly different kinds of information both deserved to be immortalized by his 

pen. Perhaps in order to understand why Herodotus thinks that the latter kind of information, 

should be considered just as worthy of inclusion in this text as grandiose and influential events, it 

is necessary to examine its value from two perspectives. First, I will investigate the role it plays 

on a structural level in his History, and then look to whatever potential value that this information 

intrinsically holds. 

To begin with, the most logical explanation for the inclusion of descriptive material in the 

History is that it must possess some sort of relationship to the actions and deeds that are also 

included in the text. Thus, in order to understand this relationship between the two, it is first 

necessary to investigate the role of action in the History. Herodotus sees two different types of 

action. In his introduction, he lists the first to be “The great and wonderful deeds of men and 

barbarians” and the second to be “The causes of the Greco-Persian War” (1.1). The first kind of 



 

action sets the tone for what type of action he looking to preserve – namely, ones of an influential 

and heroic status. By contrast, the latter kind of action bears a huge amount of significance towards 

the structure of the text. Indeed, upon examining the History as a whole, it seems to me that 

Herodotus loosely uses the causes of the Greco-Persian War as a way to provide a sense of thematic 

unity between the many different descriptive subjects that are addressed. His choice to structure 

the text around a logical progression of events that culminated in the Greco-Persian war, as well 

as focus on deeds of a great and wonderful nature, point to a desire to imitate literary authors such 

as Homer. After all, in epic poems and other great works of literature, the action is organized into 

a coherent narrative in which the actions form a continuous chain consisting of the characters 

influence the subsequent ones of those around them. In my opinion, the action in Herodotus’ text 

follows a similar logical progression, and thus functions as a much more complex type of narrative 

that is similar to the kind seen in literature. Moreover, consider the fact that Herodotus chose to 

relate “the great and wonderful deeds of men”, usually their battles, which are thematically very 

similar to the types of actions that are common subjects in literature. The Iliad, for instance, is full 

of descriptions of the Greek warriors’ prowess in battle, while The Odyssey recounts Odysseus’ 

many epic adventures overseas. Additionally, similar to the aims of literature, Herodotus also uses 

his narrative to draw attention to the universal parts of human nature thanks to the repetition of 

various sub-themes such as the pursuit of honor.  

If the manner in which action has been structured in Herodotus’ History is similar to that 

of a narrative in a literary work, then it stands to reason that other elements of his text must also 

bear resemblances to Homer’s work. Generally speaking, there are two components that make up 

a great work of literature. First there is the plot, namely the progression of events that are 

considered the central focus of the work. The second component are the worldbuilding elements, 



 

such as characterization or setting. These are seen as tools that accompany the plot in order to 

provide context for it. By context, I mean the supplementary knowledge of an event or a thing that 

enhances the reader’s understanding of it. One of the features I have observed about context is that 

it can be served both directly and indirectly. On the one hand, direct context, such as 

characterization, relates to a distinct action or event, whereas indirect context, such as setting, is 

principally used to create a more believable world for the reader.  

Thus, since the plot of a novel obviously corresponds with the narrative that Herodotus 

builds in his History, it is logical to extend the comparison of the History and a novel between 

Herodotus’ descriptive information and the elements that build the world of the novel. This makes 

sense for several reasons. Principally, the two share the similar qualities of attempting to enhance 

our knowledge of a topic by providing precise details, as well as being of a mundane nature in 

comparison to the events that they are supplementing. After all, the description of a battlefield is 

of less importance to the plot than the events of the actual battle. Nevertheless, the descriptive 

information and the worldbuilding elements are structured in a similar way in their text. 

Essentially, both are woven in and around the narrative in such a way so as to provide 

supplementary knowledge to the main action. Consequently, it is easy to see how the two must 

also share similar functions within the text. These functions were previously shown, in the case of 

the worldbuilding elements of a novel, to provide context to the actions of the plot. Hence, the 

logical conclusion to reach is that the descriptive information in Herodotus’ History must then 

provide both direct and indirect context to the actions of the narrative, with the purpose of 

enhancing either the specific deeds or the general world that Herodotus is trying to build. However, 

both the actions and the world that Herodotus are describing are at time extremely different to the 



 

largely fictionalized account of the Trojan War. In what ways does the descriptive information 

provide context here to a historical text as opposed to a literary one? 

Within the five categories of the descriptive, it can be shown that Herodotus’ extensive 

catalogues of armies and nations, calculations of armies are most suited to providing direct context. 

By contrast, his discussions of anthropology, physical geography and methods are more inclined 

to playing an indirect role to the action. Consider the difference between Herodotus’ calculation 

of the Persian army under Xerxes compared with a discussion of Scythia’s climate: 

“There would be in these transports, then, 240,000 men. This would be the sea force as it came 
out of Asia, to the number of 517,610 men. The infantry came to 700,100 and the horsemen to 
80,000. I will add to these the Arabian camel drivers and the Libyan charioteers, making 20,000 
men. So you see, if both navy and army are added together, the total comes to 2,317,610. So far, I 
have only mentioned the host of fighting men that were brought over from Asia, without the service 
train and corn-bearing vessels and those who sailed on them” (7.184) 

 

Here, Herodotus digresses from his narrative, which is at the point where the Persian army has 

reached the pass of Thermopylae, in order to calculate the exact size of the Persian army. As this 

information comes right before the moment that a hugely significant battle occurs, the reader is in 

a better position to be aware of the encompassing situation. For instance, it had already been 

established that the Persian army was enormous, thanks to the meticulous cataloguing of every 

nation that was a component of it. However, Herodotus’ rendering of it in cold, hard numbers just 

before a significant battle gives a more direct sense of just exactly how overwhelming the odds 

were against the Greeks. Here, the Persian army acquires a sense of scale that imbues it with an 

air of invulnerability against the much smaller Greek army. Thus, the direct context of these 

numbers provide at the outset of the battle give deeper meaning to the immediate subsequent 

events. Take, for instance, the final stand of the three hundred Spartan soldiers. Here, the 

hopelessness of their situation is made starker by the plain facts provided by this supplementary 



 

calculation. Yet at the same time, being aware of how hopelessly outnumbered they were also 

making their heroic sacrifice all the nobler in the reader’s mind. Essentially, by providing the kind 

of descriptive information that directly ties into the ongoing event of the narrative, Herodotus 

enables the reader to achieve a greater sense of exactly how great and wonderful the deed in 

question is. In the case of the example given, these are the overwhelming odds against the Greeks 

at the Battle of Thermopylae and the supremeness of the sacrifice made by the three hundred 

Spartan soldiers.  

However, only a part of the descriptive plays such a direct contextual role to the action in 

the History. In the case of anthropology, method and physical geography, the descriptive takes a 

more indirect approach to the action, in the sense that the description of culture or geography isn’t 

always obviously connected to the events being related. After all, the narrative in the first half of 

the History stays mainly concentrated on the expansion of the Persian empire as it conquers its 

way across Asia, Europe and Libya. However, since it is likely that the reader would be unfamiliar 

with many of the Persian empire’s opponents in the three regions, all of these nations would wind 

up acquiring the same generic role of being the next opponent that eventually becomes absorbed 

into the empire. As a result of being unable to distinguish between the various nations, the Persians’ 

invasion of these countries would be less interesting and noteworthy to the reader.  

In response to the reader’s potential apathy, Herodotus creates a pattern of treating the 

nations’ anthropology and physical geography as a prelude to the Persians’ invasion in order to 

better flesh out the identity of the country and its people for the reader. For instance, the beginnings 

of Books Three and Four open with the respective phrases “Cambyses…made war against Egypt, 

taking along the various subjects that he ruled” (3.1) and “After the capture of Babylon, Darius 

made his invasion of Scythia” (4.1). However, having seemingly established the main point of the 



 

Books, the rest of both sections are instead composed of an extensive discussion of the land, history 

and people of Egypt and Scythia. For instance, Herodotus focuses on physical features such as 

their rivers, (and even compares the Ister in Scythia to the Nile in Egypt) as well as detailed 

methods relating to each society’s customs, such as building pyramids or milking horses. 

Collectively, all of this descriptive information draws an extremely detailed portrait of each 

society. I say that it is indirectly contextual because none of the individual pieces of descriptive 

information relate to Herodotus’ narrative of the events during their invasion. Nevertheless, when 

the narrative of Cambyses’ invasion of the country is taken up again at the end of Book Three, or 

Darius’ invasion of Scythia later in Book Four, the reader has gained a newfound appreciation and 

empathy for the opponent that the Persians face. Essentially, the descriptive information that 

provides indirect context makes the narrative slightly more nuanced for the reader than simply 

making it about the main character (namely the Persian empire) against a host of generic 

opponents. All the same, there is not a large difference in what the types of descriptive information 

achieve in direct and indirectly contextual ways: both are trying to build the world around the 

events of the narrative in such a way as to give the reader deeper and more meaningful insights 

into the actions of the past. 

Although it is tempting to view the descriptive information in the History solely through 

the lens of the action that takes place, one of its characteristics points to it being more than just 

supplementary knowledge to the great deeds of men: the difference in their tenses. The actions and 

events are recounted by Herodotus in the past tense, since they obviously took place a long time 

ago. By contrast, Herodotus recounts most of the descriptive, mundane information in the present 

tense. Consider the following passages regarding action and description in relation to Scythia:  

“After the capture of Babylon, Darius made his invasion of Scythia”. (4.1) 



 

“The whole of this aforementioned country is so gripped by winter that for eight months of the 
year, there is truly unbearable frost. The sea freezes over, and the Scythians who live on this side 
of the trench drive their wagons across into the land of the Sindi. So it is winter there all the time 
during those eight months, and in the remaining four it is still cold there… Horses can endure this 
winter of theirs, but neither mules nor asses can tolerate it at all” (4.28) 

 

I believe that the effect of reading about the climate of Scythia in the present tense, but having it 

be juxtaposed with events in the past tense, gives a sense of timelessness to the information. What 

I mean to say is that all the parts of the descriptive, such as customs, physical geography, methods 

and so on, do not contain a temporal aspect unlike action-based events. Hence, the descriptive 

information can be thought to apply both in the past and in the present, and consequently be thought 

of as timeless. In a more practical sense, it is known that rivers rarely vanish, and customs take a 

long time to change, so much of what Herodotus says about the present day descriptive information 

can also apply to the past. However, the preceding section made the assumption that the descriptive 

information was there for the sake of the action. Yet this new consideration about its wider 

timeframe makes me believe that the descriptive information is meant to be valued on its own 

merit.  

Thus, upon closely examining the nature of the descriptive information, I believe that one 

of ways in which it had intrinsic value is how its subject matter attempts to find out what is 

universal among humans. Namely, the descriptive information in the History demonstrates patterns 

in the way that humans live their lives. Much of the descriptive relates to anthropological topics, 

whose subjects are best described as ordinary, or, at least, ordinary to the culture in question. After 

all the flamboyant marriage ceremonies of the nomadic tribes in Libya, though exotic to us, are 

simply part of the daily life of the people it belongs to. In any event, the meticulousness that 

Herodotus employs in the breadth and depth of this information pertaining to the various cultural 



 

customs of the different countries, such as the exact agricultural techniques in Babylon, or the 

precise method for crocodile hunting in Egypt, means that the descriptive information allows us to 

see both the wide differences between cultures, but also the ways in which they are similar. 

Consider the ways in which the Massagetae people and the Egyptian people conducted their burial 

rites: while the Egyptians developed an elaborate way of embalming the dead so as to perfectly 

preserve the corpse (2.86), the Massagetae people would slice up the corpse, and cook it with other 

types of meat in order to hold a grand feast (1.216). My first impression upon reading and 

comparing these two passages was that humanity’s nature is extremely heterogenous since it is 

clearly full of variety. On the one hand, the Egyptian custom is shown as being one that goes to 

great pains in order to best preserve the person’s body as though they were still alive. Such a 

procedure indicates a certain respect towards the dead person. By contrast, this sentiment doesn’t 

seem to be reciprocated by the Massagetae people, since their own custom involved destroying 

and consuming him. However, upon closer examination, I was able to detect a certain commonality 

between the two: the need of the two people to honor the dead. Consider the passage following the 

details of the Massagetae burial custom:  

[Consuming the dead man] is regarded as the happiest lot; any man who dies of disease they do 
not eat, but bury him in the ground, lamenting that he did not come to be eaten (1.116) 

 

Thus, despite the fact that the Massagetae don’t attempt to preserve the body, they nonetheless 

regard the consuming of the corpse their manner of an homage to the dead. It would be more 

accurate to state that although the manner in which different nations practice their customs may be 

different, the intent behind them remains constant. Herodotus points out this tendency towards 

similar values shared by different cultures, since he frequently refers to the same kinds of social 

customs when describing a nation of people. Aside from burial rituals, customs such as clothing, 



 

social relationships like marriage or family, and religion are nearly always mentioned in the 

description of a nation. As a result, the same type of social customs that emerge over and over 

again between the various nations give the impression of a certain universality in character among 

the human race. What the descriptive information here tells us is that something within the human 

nature is drawn to the need for things like burial rites, deities, and clothing, but these are manifested 

in different ways among the different nations.  

However, in addition to finding similarities between the nations of the world, Herodotus 

also seems interested in accounting for why such differences occur between these groups of people. 

Indeed, the investigation of what is universal about human nature is mainly restricted to the 

descriptive information relating to human affairs, such as anthropology and methodology. Yet I 

think that Herodotus uses physical geography, which makes up another part of the descriptive 

information, to add another element in the discussion of the universality of human nature. I believe 

the reason why Herodotus spends so much time on geography is to find out why such variety 

occurs in the first place, and thus be a factor in what prevents humans from becoming uniformly 

alike.  

Indeed, in Book Four of the History, the country of Scythia was described in a previous 

passage to have two main features related to physical geography: lots of rivers, and a very cold 

climate. According to Herodotus, it stays winter there for eight months of the year, and the 

remaining four are still extremely cold. Later on, he goes on to describe how the Scythians live in 

wagons, not houses, and thus exist in mobile communities that “live off cattle, not tillage” (4.46) 

. Immediately following this description of their housing customs is the sentence:  

“They have made this discovery in a country that is very suitable for it, and their rivers are also 
their allies; for the land is level, grows clover and is well watered.” (4.47) 



 

 

Thus, it seems plausible to think that, in a country where the sea was previously mentioned to 

freeze over for the majority of the year, any agricultural attempts are bound to end in failure. Since 

the constant source of food provided by agriculture is what allows communities to settle in one 

place, the Scythians’ inability to provide a steady stream of grain and legumes is presumably what 

would force them to adopt a nomadic lifestyle that, according to the passage, actually seems quite 

compatible with the existence of the rivers and level ground. From this example, it is clear that a 

direct connection can be drawn between a people’s ways of life with the natural environment that 

they find themselves in. Furthermore, I inferred that the way that the environment impacts a 

person’s behavior will also affect their mindset towards the world. In other words, were the entire 

human race to live in a uniform world, with no physical differences in climate or landscape, it is 

possible that fewer cultural differences would occur between the different races of people.  

As proof of the link between similar geography and customs, take the example of the 

Egyptians and the Ethiopians. The Egyptian burial ritual, involving the embalming of the corpse, 

bears remarkable resemblance to the method employed by the Ethiopians, in which the body is 

perfectly preserved by being encased in a crystallized solution of resin. The fact that both countries 

have hot, arid climates along with being located in the desert, mean that corpses would most likely 

decay faster if left on their own, and hence necessitate its preservation from the heat. Yet can it be 

definitively said that the two nations’ similar manners of burial rituals stem from a similar set of 

physical conditions, or was it simply a coincidence that the two nations came up with burial rituals 

that share many commonalities? There seems to be no easy answer to this question, but it can at 

least be generally understood that physical geography acts as one of the ways to explain how 

differences can evolve between humans.  



 

Nevertheless, I maintain that the broader point that Herodotus is making by using the 

descriptive is that the commonalities that occur in human behavior point to the idea of a certain 

universality in human nature. The most interesting point about it all is that, rather than use the 

grandiose and influential deeds of men, Herodotus demonstrates this important aspect of our nature 

using parts of people’s lives that compose their everyday lives. These facts would be normally 

termed ‘mundane’ facts. Hence, although the descriptive information in the History may not be as 

individually impressive as men’s great and wonderful deeds, it nonetheless can be used to 

demonstrate traits that seem fundamental in human nature. 

So far, two very different functions have been ascribed to the descriptive information in 

the History: the first being for the sake of the narrative and the second considering its own intrinsic 

merit. Despite the different perspectives that these functions create over what the purpose of the 

descriptive is, there is one element that stands out when the two are compared side by side: their 

educative value. This seems obvious: after all, the descriptive was used as a tool by Herodotus to 

educate the reader about the circumstances around the action of the narrative, while anthropology 

and geography were intended to enlighten the reader about the nature of the human condition. 

However, the manner in which the descriptive is being treated by Herodotus goes far beyond the 

mere acquisition of knowledge. What I mean to say by this is that the educative nature of the 

descriptive does more than simply providing context to the Persian invasion of Scythia or drawing 

parallels between the Massagetae and the Babylonians. Rather, after having investigated the 

various qualities concerning the nature of the descriptive, such as his use of the present tense, the 

incredible preciseness and detailedness of ‘mundane’ information being presented, and the 

overarching fact that he dubbed the entire text as ‘Inquiries’, it seems to me that the descriptive 

information is representative of a genuine curiosity that Herodotus has about the wider world. Such 



 

active curiosity is further manifested in his small comments and opinions that he gives alongside 

the passages about cultural customs or methods, usually regarding their worthiness or stupidity. 

These interjections demonstrate to me a personal involvement in the matter at hand. His general 

attitude of fascination with the world is best encapsulated by the beginning of his discussion on 

Egypt in Book Two: 

“But I am going to be much longer in my story of Egypt. And this is because it has more wonders 
in it than any other country in the world and more works that are beyond description than 
anywhere else. That is why I will say more about it.” (2.35) 

 

In this passage, Herodotus’ motive for wanting to describe the history and culture of Egypt clearly 

goes beyond an objective goal of transmitting information for the sake of contextualizing the 

narrative or looking for patterns and differences between various countries. Instead, he inserts his 

own opinion about what he is about to describe, calling Egypt’s assets “wonders” and “beyond 

description”. Such a curious disposition is one that I believe influences the rest of the descriptive, 

and imbues the descriptive with an educational nature that encourages a particular mindset of 

looking at the world. This mindset is one that involves takes a subjective stance towards the 

information being presented. Based off of Herodotus’ opinion in the preceding passage, I believe 

that it consists of a state of wonder and fascination with what is beyond the borders of the Greek 

city states. Hence, such subjectivity encourages a greater depth of engagement with the material. 

Herodotus further demonstrates his own active involvement with descriptive matters by going 

beyond simply discovering and recording them. An example of the extension of his curiosity is his 

manner of conjecturing or evaluating the information he receives. For instance, he justifies his 

long conjecture about the reason for hornless cattle in Libya as “Seeking the supplementary to the 

main argument” (4.30). In other words, in order to truly understand the descriptive, it is necessary 

to seek for more than what is presented. Consequently, it seems to me that, through Herodotus’ 



 

example, the reader is meant to be actively engaging with the material than simply passively 

absorbing it. When I am reading a passage about the exact method with which to hunt a crocodile, 

for instance, I am incapable of simply reading it and moving on. Instead, the incredible level of 

detail that Herodotus puts towards documenting the process means that I try to picture the scene 

in my head, and try to guess at why Herodotus previously deemed it the most “worthy” of the 

different techniques. Most of all, it is hard not to marvel at how exotic and foreign the notion is of 

someone throwing half a pig into the water while beating a real one beside the riverbank to attract 

the crocodile. All in all, it feels to me that not only is the knowledge about hunting a dangerous 

animal being acquired, but also a greater sense of fascination with the world that Herodotus is 

preserving. Hence, the fundamental nature of the descriptive seems intended to provide context 

not simply for the narrative, but rather for the wider world in general. In other words, I believe that 

in the world being built by the descriptive information, plot is not needed in this case to appreciate 

the world being constructed by Herodotus. This certain educative value of the descriptive, which 

has been shown to underpin the two different functions that are attributed to it, encourages the 

reader to adopt a similar curious frame of mind.  

When referring back to the opening paragraph of the History, two things stick out to me in 

particular. The first thing is the emphasis that Herodotus places on preserving knowledge against 

the destructive tendencies of time. Moreover, he also seems bent on preserving knowledge that is 

both great and small, given that he attributes the quality of being renown to historical deeds, but 

not to what man has brought into being. Herodotus has been shown to do an admirable job of 

preserving the former kind of knowledge by weaving it, along with the causes of one of the greatest 

wars of his period, together into a narrative. However, knowledge regarding anthropology, 

geography, lists of countries and other types of information that could be regarded as less 



 

significant to the rest of history, appeared to be harder to place in the grand scheme of things. 

Nevertheless, there seemed to be some reason for why Herodotus saw value in preserving this 

knowledge characterized by its detailedness, foreign subject matter and comparatively mundane 

nature to that of the great and wonderful deeds.  For instance, the descriptive enhances our 

understanding of the action that occurs in the narrative of the Greco-Persian War, mainly through 

the provision of both direct and indirect context. Yet I also realized that the descriptive was being 

mainly referred to by Herodotus in the present tense. This meant that the descriptive had the ability 

to describe the world both during the time of the Persian kings and in Herodotus’ time. As a result, 

it seemed to me that the descriptive had far more potential to be valued of its own accord than 

simply existing for the sake of events that took place in the past. Upon examination, the enormous 

diversity of information regarding the different kinds of anthropology, methodologies and 

geographies of countries initially seemed to point to an extremely heterogeneous portrait of 

humanity. However, upon closer consideration, certain aspects of the descriptive seemed designed 

to point out the similarities between the different nations in Libya, Europe and Asia. For instance, 

the categories of what type of clothes the people wore, or the existence of burial customs were 

usually all present within each society. From this, I drew the conclusion that, despite the outlandish 

behaviors and customs, the descriptive was meant to show how certain universal traits exist within 

human nature. However, through the existence of certain factors like physical geography, these 

universal characteristics are manifested in a multitude of different ways as humans sought to adapt 

to their environment. At this point, I became aware of a more overarching feature of the 

descriptive: its educative nature about the greater world. There is no denying that the descriptive 

was certainly meant to be educative in the sense that Herodotus intended to pass along information 

to the audience; his preciseness and attention to detail are proof of this goal. However, it also 



 

seemed like, through the subjective presentation of descriptive information, Herodotus was also 

encouraging people to adopt a greater open-mindedness towards the world. Thanks to the elaborate 

portrait that he paints of the world by using the descriptive as his color palette, we are able to 

glimpse a world that is far greater and more complex than what we see in our everyday life. What 

initially seems like outlandish customs and methods (that seem set in an endless, precisely 

numbered list of foreign countries) quickly turn into the realization that those are simply a different 

version to the practices that we ourselves follow in our day to day lives. The understanding that 

the descriptive information is what allows us to comprehend what is universal about human nature 

thus fosters a more globalized outlook. Such a reaction should be common to all audiences who 

approach this text, regardless of whether they lived at that time, or a thousand years later. For these 

reasons, Herodotus is right in wanting to preserve the descriptive information throughout time, 

alongside the more influential actions of history. In summary, to label this information as being 

simply “mundane” would be entirely missing the point. 
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