
Introduction*	
HE STUDY OF THUCYDIDES and his famous History of the Peloponnesian War has never been 
as intense, as widespread, or as influential as it is in our time.  Thucydides claimed that his 

work was “a possession forever” that was meant to be useful to “such men as might wish to see 
clearly what has happened and what will happen again, in all human probability, in the same or a 
similar way” (1.22.4).1 ˜  More than twenty-four hundred years later political leaders and students 
of politics approach it in just that manner. 

A great wave of interest in Thucydides’ work arose with the coming of the cold war, when 
people saw the long struggle between Athens and Sparta as strikingly similar to the struggle 
between the United States and its NATO allies and the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact 
satellites.  In 1947 the American Secretary of State George C. Marshall said: “I doubt seriously 
whether a man can think with full wisdom and with deep convictions regarding certain of the 
basic international issues today who has not at least reviewed in his mind the period of the 
Peloponnesian War and the Fall of Athens.”2  Ever since, Thucydides’ History has had a strong 
and continuing influence on those who think about international relations and war. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of its confrontation with the United States has 
not diminished the interest in Thucydides or the conviction that his work can illuminate our 
understanding of politics and foreign policy.  Devotees of the “realist” or “neorealist” schools of 
international relations regard Thucydides as their founder.  Thousands od college students read 
his work each year.  His History is a staple at the military academies and the war colleges, and no 
course in foreign relations or the history of warfare is likely to be without it. 

1. Unattributed references are to Thucydides’ History. 
2. Marshall’s words come from a speech at Princeton University on February 22, 1947. 

Cited by W. R. Connor, Thucydides (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 1. 
 
* These are the first paragraphs of the Introduction to Thucydides: The Reinvention of History by 

Donald Kagan, 2009.   Kagan is Sterling Professor of Classics and History at Yale University, 
notable for his four-volume history of the Peloponnesian War. 

˜ The reference to Thucydides’ book follows the system originating in the 1696 Oxford edition by 
John Hudson. The entire text is divided into 8 “books”, each of which is divided into many 
“chapters” (which are only one or a few paragraphs long). Chapers may be divided into 
“sections”, which are preceded by a number in square brackets. Thus, the quotes in the first 
paragraph above refer to book 1, chapter 22, section 4: (1.22.4). 
Compared to Kagan’s translation, above, the Landmark edition has “… if it be judged useful 
by those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of the past as an aid to the understanding of 
the future, which in the course of human things must resemble if it does not reflect it, I shall be 
content. In fine, I have written my work … as a possession for all time.” 
The Oxford World Classics edition, which does not give section numbers, has “… I shall be 
content if it is judged useful by those who will want to have a clear understanding of what 
happened — and, such is the human condition, will happen again at some time in the same or a 
similar pattern. It was composed as a permanent legacy …”. 
Thus, the various translations and editions represent the form and the intent of Thucydides’ text, 
adjusted for the modern reader as the translator sees fit. Numbering allows different editions to 
be compared. 
 
 
 

T 



 


