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Who deserves to be called

the “Father of History”? Herod-
otus, who chronicled the defense
of Greece by Athens and Sparta
against the invading Persians in
480 and 479 bc, is traditionally
accorded the title, but Thucy-
dides, the fifth-century bc author
of the History of the Pelopon-
nesian War, likely deserves it
more. Although Herodotus may
have been the first to use on-site
investigations to uncover new

ponnesian War (431–404 bc),
which pitted democratic Athens,
the unmatched naval power and
ruler of a far-flung Aegean island
empire, against oligarchic
Sparta, whose legendary prowess
in land battles had been amply
confirmed during the Persian
invasion earlier in the century.
Thucydides, born into one of the
noblest Athenian families be-
tween 460 and 455 bc, was in his
twenties when the struggle
began, and, although members of
his family were bitter rivals of the
Athenian leader Pericles, he
greatly admired him.

When a plague struck Athens,
it claimed Pericles as one of its
victims, in 429 bc. Thucydides
himself barely survived a bout
with the disease, recording its
effects with the same meticulous
care he later employed to de-
scribe the disastrous invasion of

facts about the past, Donald
Kagan writes, he employs “a
meandering style full of discur-
sive side trips” and readily
accepts “the causal role of the
gods in human affairs.” Thucy-
dides, says Kagan, a historian at
Yale and author of a four-volume
history of the Peloponnesian War
and the forthcoming Thucydides:
The Reinvention of History, “sub-
stituted rational, even scientific,
thought for myth as a means of
understanding and explaining
the world and the universe.”

Thucydides was uniquely
positioned to explicate the Pelo-
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The Father of
Political History

T H E  S O U R C E :  “The Student of Political
Behavior” by Donald Kagan, in The New
Criterion, Sept. 2009.

E XC E R P T

All Roads Lead
to Chicago

If New York was the country’s largest metropolis,

Chicago epitomized the spectacular velocity of

urbanization. An obscure frontier outpost in the early

1830s, [by 1890] it was America’s second city, with a

population of 1,099,850. By 1909, the count was two

million, and some predicted it would soon be the

largest city in the world. . . . In 1909, the Commercial

Club—an elite private organization consisting of

exceptionally successful businessmen devoted to civic

improvement—published the Plan of Chicago.

Arguably the most influential document in American

city planning history, the Plan states that the

inefficient, unsightly, and unhealthy American

cityscape can and must be redeemed. Championing

the rational application of enlightened expertise, it is

an exemplary expression of Progressive Era thinking.

At the same time, it is a magisterial treatise on the

proper relationship between people and the cities they

build and inhabit.

The Plan’s creators had no intention of settling

merely for order and convenience. They sought to

remake the city so brilliantly that it would equal or

even surpass the glory of ancient Athens and Rome.

—CARL SMITH, professor at Northwestern

University and the author of The Plan of Chicago (2006),

in Humanities (Sept.–Oct. 2009)
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Lincoln’s Rabble-
Rousers

Any student of American

history knows that soon after
Abraham Lincoln was elected
president, hostilities broke out
and the nation plunged into civil
war. Jon Grinspan, a doctoral
candidate at the University of
Virginia, writes that historians
have not paid enough attention to
the role played by a movement
called the Wide Awakes in setting

the scene for these events.
The Wide Awakes emerged out

of a hard-fought political contest
for the governorship of Connecti-
cut, considered “a presidential
election in miniature.” In March
1860, several young textile clerks
and rifle makers organized a
group to escort Republican
speakers through the dangerous
streets of Democratic Hartford.
They wore black capes covered
with shiny enamel to protect their
clothes from oil dripping from the
torches they carried. Soon the
organization’s headquarters
teemed with young Republican
men. When the Republican
gubernatorial candidate squeaked
out a victory by a few hundred
votes, many chalked up the win to
the fervor whipped up by the
Wide Awakes.

Within months, Wide Awake
groups sprang up across the
country. They let go of their origi-
nal purpose as escorts and
focused primarily on nonviolent
parades in support of Republican
candidates. Leaders drew up cir-
culars detailing the Wide Awakes’
history, constitution, and
structure, and sent samples of
their uniform to the local units.
Tailors experienced shortages of
the enameled cloth used to make
the signature capes.

For the most part, Wide
Awake clubs filled their ranks
with white men in their teens,
twenties, and thirties. They were
partisans, not abolitionists. At the
time, their numbers were pur-
ported to be as high as half a mil-
lion nationwide, but Grinspan
thinks the figure is probably

Sicily by the Athenians. Without
Pericles, and weakened by the
loss of a third of its population,
Athens abandoned the strategy of
attrition that Pericles had
employed to drain Sparta’s
resolve and force it into peace
negotiations. Thucydides was
placed in charge of a fleet
dispatched to guard Thrace, but
he was blamed for the loss of a
Thracian city and sent into exile.
He later wrote that his disgrace
allowed him “to know what was
being done on both sides . . . and
this leisure permitted me to get a
better understanding of the
course of events.”

Just as Sophists during that
time tried to understand the role
of man in society and followers of
Hippocrates studied man’s physi-
cal being, so Thucydides tried to
uncover “the society of man
living in the polis,” Kagan says.
Modern social historians, partic-
ularly Fernand Braudel, have dis-
missed “the elements of politics,
diplomacy, and war as mere
événements, transient and trivial
in comparison with . . . geog-
raphy, demography, and social
and economic developments,” but
Thucydides championed “the role
of the individual in history and
his ability to change its course.”
Thucydides believed Pericles’ loss
doomed Athens, and though the
Athenians were able to fight on
for another quarter-century, they
were finally undone by the inter-
vention of the Persians, who
incited some of Athens’s island
colonies to rebel; the treachery of
the Athenian general Alcibiades;
and their own internal conflicts. 
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T H E  S O U R C E : “ ‘Young Men for War’: The
Wide Awakes and Lincoln’s 1860 Presidential
Campaign” by Jon Grinspan, in The Journal
of American History, Sept. 2009.
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Even though Thucydides
never finished his History—it
leaves off in 411 bc, and does not
recount Athens’s ultimate surren-
der in 404 bc—its lessons, equal-
ly applicable to the Cold War and
the conflicts of the present day,
“continue to be inescapably cru-
cial and central in the under-
standing and conduct of human
affairs.”

Thucydides, says
historian Donald Kagan,
“substituted rational,
even scientific, thought
for myth as a means of
understanding and
explaining the world
and the universe.”




