
18.				Thucydides	Creates	a	Political	Science	
But Herodotus did not found a “school.”  The prevailing mood of Greek thought still favored the 
search for the unchanging.  Plato, prophet of the search for the unchanging, wrote as if Herodotus 
had never lived.  Greek philosophy and Greek science continued to flourish in the Academy. 

Herodotus did have one great Greek successor. Thucydides (c. 460-c. 400 B.C.) read his 
work and carried on the pursuit of history, with his own style of inquiry. After the late fifth 
century B.C. Greek art declined, and so did the pursuit of history.  The philosophers’ and 
scientists’ pursuits of changeless ideas went on.  But in Greek historical writing the successors to 
Herodotus and Thucydides were not their equals. 

 
While the spirit survives in Herodotus, his successor Thucydides writes in quite another 

spirit.  Although we know few details of Thucydides’ life we do know that he was a citizen of 
Periclean Athens who was active in its politics and was elected one of its ten generals.  It was in 
424 B.C., when he failed in his assignment to relieve Amphipolis in Thrace against the Spartan 
general Brasidas, that he was exiled from Athens.  Thucydides’ twenty years of travel gave him 
the opportunity to observe the rest of Greece and to write the work that he describes in his 
opening words: 

Thucydides, an Athenian, wrote the history of the war between the Peloponnesians and the 
Athenians, beginning at the moment that it broke out, and believing that it would be a great war, 
and more worthy of relation than any that had preceded it.  This belief was not without its 
grounds.  The preparations of both the combatants were in every department in the last state of 
perfection; and he could see the rest of the Hellenic race taking sides in the quarrel; those who 
delayed doing so at once having it in contemplation.  Indeed this was the greatest movement 
yet known in history. 

Though he read and seems to have admired Herodotus, he had his own way with the past.  
Herodotus had not entirely abandoned the Homeric heroic tradition.  For, as we have seen, he 
aimed by his “researches” at “preserving the remembrance of what men have done, and of 
preventing the great and wonderful actions of the Greeks and the Barbarians from losing their due 
meed of glory; and withal to put on record what were their grounds of feud.”  He, too, hoped to 
rescue glorious deeds from the dark continent of memory, giving the historian the role that had 
been long filled by Homeric bards. 

Thucydides added a new dimension to the historian’s role.  While he feared that “the 
absence of romance from my history will . . . detract somewhat from its interest,” he would be 
content “if it be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of the past as an 
aid to the interpretation of the future, which in the course of human things must resemble if it 
does not reflect it.”  As a leading Athenian citizen, he gave a high priority to the interests of the 
polis.  And, naturally enough, when he came to recount the decisive events of his time, what he 
wrote was political history.  In the famous passage where he says he has written his work “not as 
an essay which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all time,” he is not 
merely hoping for literary immortality.  He expects his book to provide political lessons for the 
future.  In his Athens, knowledge was valued because it led to right action.  And in the “greatest 
movement yet known in history,” he sought lessons for everyday politics and the building and 
keeping of empire. 

Thucydides could draw these lessons – the principles of political science – from the was in 
which he took part, and which was still going on as he wrote. The events of his own time 
illustrated the unchanging human nature for all future times.  Perhaps, as R. G. Collingwood 
suggests, Thucydides was trying to justify himself for writing history at all, by turning it into 
something else – a new kind of political and psychological science.  For him the present was a 



mirror of past and future in the careers of politics and empire.  His concern for the meaning of 
events sometimes dominates his view of events.  He is generally scrupulous in getting the facts.  
“And with reference to the narrative of events, far from permitting myself to derive it from the 
first source that came to hand, I did not even trust my own impressions.”  He tested the accuracy 
of reports “by the most severe and detailed tests possible.”  This demanded “some labor from the 
want of coincidence between accounts of different eye-witnesses.” 

But when it comes to general ideas and stating the principles behind each course of action, 
Thucydides himself remains in control.  The speeches he includes by conflicting leaders at critical 
moments, he explains, are not “word for word” what they said.  “My habit has been to make the 
speakers say what was in my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, of course, 
adhering as closely as possible to the general sense of what was really said.”  So all the speeches 
are in Thucydides’ own style.  As he pairs them to speak the words he put in their mouths, they 
offer a symposium in political philosophy on the problem of that moment. 

So, when Athens faces the question of whether to put to death the whole male population 
of Mytilene, a former ally who has turned against them, we hear the debate with the demagogue 
Cleon demanding the condign punishment because of his fear “that a democracy is incapable of 
empire.”  He urges his listeners to be wary of “the three failings most fatal to empire – pity, 
sentiment, and indulgence.”  Against Cleon, the large-spirited Diodotus says that “we are 
deliberating for the future more than for the present . . . we are not in a court of justice, but in a 
political assembly; and the question is not justice, but how to make the Mytilenians useful to 
Athens.”  Diodotus carried the day.  And Thucydides has taken this opportunity to survey the 
arguments between firmness and compassion in a democracy’s management of an empire.  So, 
too, he uses the occasion of Pericles’ funeral oration for his unexcelled eloquence in stating the 
patriotic ideals of Athens. 

Thucydides’ search for the large lesson, the general idea, explains, too, his economy of 
style.  For a study of civil disturbance (stasis), since the detailed experience of Corcyra will 
suffice, he need not recount the numerous other such civil disorders during the war.  And in 
Athens after Pericles he elides many others to put the spotlight on Cleon, in whom we can see 
clearly enough the character of the demagogue.  He gives similar leading roles to Pericles (his 
model statesman), Themistocles, and Brasidas.  This selectivity troubles the modern historian 
who relentlessly chronicles the whole succession of characters and events; for Thucydides it 
makes an economy of style focusing on lessons of politics and empire. 

Some, denying the title to Herodotus, have called Thucydides the first “scientific” historian 
for abandoning all supernatural causes and finding a human cause for every event.  His history of 
the Peloponnesian War, Maurice Bowra observes, is written in a “clinical” spirit – showing how 
an Athens in good health suffers the corruptions that brings its downfall.  Perhaps his approach to 
political events owed something to the medical science of Hippocrates.  Himself a victim of the 
plague of 430-429, he was lucky enough to survive and to describe the symptoms and course of 
the disease with a medical precision that still impresses clinicians.  Still, Thucydides’ momentous 
influence was the creator of political history – a by-product of the Athenian polis.  He interpreted 
his whole known world with a view to those political interests.  That emphasis was not entirely 
wholesome, but has never ceased to dominate the writing of history in the West.  And that same 
political obsession helps explain why, compared with other classic Greek forms of inquiry, 
Thucydides’ kind of history in Greece was not fertile of successors. 

But he did earn a high place among modern political theorists.  Of all the Greek historians, 
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) “loved Thucydides best.”  In fact, he loved Thucydides so much 
that he gave his leisure hours to translating the History of the Peloponnesian War (1628) “in order 
that the follies of the Athenian Democrats should be revealed to his compatriots.”  “He made me 
realize,” Hobbes notes in his autobiography, “how silly is democracy, and how much wiser a 



single man is than a multitude; I translated this author who would tell Englishmen to beware of 
trusting orators.”  Thucydides himself was wary of such simplicities.  Athens under Pericles, he 
noted, was “nominally a democracy, but actually a monarchy under the foremost man.”  Yet there 
was never a more eloquent or more idealized picture of Athenian democracy than that Thucydides 
paints in his version of the funeral oration of Pericles.  The constitution of Athens, he insists, is an 
original, a pattern for other to imitate.  “Its administration favors the many instead of the few; this 
is why it is called a democracy.”  While all are equal before the law, in politics Athens is an 
aristocracy of merit.  “As a city,” he boasts, “we are the school of Hellas.”  So Thucydides fueled 
a debate that has never ceased. 

Chapter 18 of The Seekers: The story of man’s continuing quest to understand his world, 
by Daniel J. Boorstin, 1998. 


