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It will be enough for me however, if these words of mine are
judged useful words by those who want to understand clearly the
events which happened in the past and which (human nature
being what it is) will, at some time or other and in much the same
ways, be repeated in the future. My work is not a piece of writing
designed to meet the taste of an immediate public, but was done
to last forever.

Thucydides, 1.22

RESUME

Cet article traite de l'influence qu’a exercée la vision de la guerre et des rela-
tions inter-étatiques de Thucydide sur les théoriciens de I'Ecole de pensée
réaliste. Bien que Thucydide fut un réaliste dans |'acceptation moderne du
terme, le catégoriser dans |'une ou l'‘autre des sous-écoles du Réalisme
s‘avererait simpliste et trompeur. En effet, une étude poussée des ses analyses
met a jour une approche réaliste complexe qui ne fait qu‘ajouter a I’héritage
que nous a légué ce grand historien et théoricien.

ABSTRACT

This paper examines how Thucydides’' understanding of war and interstate
relations has infuenced the theorists of the Realist school of thought. It argues
that although Thucydides was a Realist himself in the modern use of the term,
it seems quite simplistic and therefore misleading to seek to classify the great
historian’s thinking in one or the other variant of Realism. Instead, a more
thorough reading of his analysis reveals a rather complicated Realistic approach
which only adds to his legacy as a historian and a theorist who can offer time-
less insights into contemporary power politics.
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Introduction

Very few would doubt that time has rewarded Thucydides in ful-
filling his ambitious purpose of producing a classic work. Indeed,
his History of the Peloponnesian War has long occupied a promi-
nent position among scholars and statesmen who invoke its
unconditional and timeless relevance to successive periods of
world history. Especially during the Cold War, international rela-
tions theorists and, in particular, the realists went so far as to iden-
tify Thucydides as the “Founding Father of Realism”, claiming that
one could glean numerous insights from The Peloponnesian War
which could prove valuable in the understanding of contemporary
interstate politics. Indeed, Robert Gilpin, a prominent representa-
tive of the Realist school of thought, characteristically notes that
"one must inquire whether or not twentieth-century students of
international relations know anything that Thucydides and his
fifth-century BC compatriots did not know about the behavior of
states... Ultimately, international politics can be still characterized
as it was by Thucydides. "2

Whether this view is correct or not may be argued; however,
Thucydides’ tremendous impact on postwar Realist thinking
remains undisputed.

The aim of this study is to examine the major themes and theo-
ries developed by the Realists which in their view were first
tackled in The Peloponnesian War. These themes will be
approached not exclusively from the Realists’ point of view but
also from that of scholars -both contemporary IR theorists and
classicists- who are neither self-identified nor identifiable as
belonging to the Realist school of thought. This article highlights
the most controversial points in the debate on so-called
"Thucydidean Realism” and explores (a) how much of a Realist
Thucydides was and what he has to offer contemporary interna-
tional relations; (b) what this discussion and the variety of
approaches to Thucydides’ perspective tell us about the risks that
every scholar aspiring to appeal to Thucydides’ thinking must face
in order to establish his or her own theories and prove that their
applicability may be traced back twenty-four centuries.

1. Hegemonic Wars and Thucydides’ “Great War"”

One of the most fervent supporters of the classical character of
Thucydides’ work is Gilpin, who has based his theory almost
entirely on Thucydides. In fact, Gilpin has credited Thucydides as
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the first to introduce the theory of hegemonic war,3 epitomized in
the concept that “the dynamic of international relations is pro-

vided by the asymmetrical growth among states”.4

According to Thucydides’ theory, at an initial stage the interna-
tional system is relatively stable due to the hierarchical ordering
of the states as defined by the distribution of power among them.
Yet since human beings are driven by three fundamental passions:
interest, pride and fear, they always aim to advance their own
interests and increase their power and wealth. As a consequence,
it is highly possible for a minor state to increase its power dispro-
portionately and seek to challenge the supremacy of the domi-
nant state. This process leads to a severe disequilibrium in the
international system.5 If the hegemonic power, in turn, fails to
preserve the existing distribution of capabilities in the system, it is
most likely that the crisis will precipitate a hegemonic war. The
outcome of such a war will be the redistribution of power among
the political actors and the creation of a new international order
in which the victorious power will extend its new hegemony.6

Thucydides’ contribution to the contemporary analysis of war,
according to Gilpin, lies in his attempt to demonstrate that “great
wars were recurrent phenomena with characteristic manifesta-
tions. A great or hegemonic war, like a disease, displays dis-
cernible symptoms and follows an inevitable course.”” Symptoms
of a hegemonic war could be synopsized as follows:

einvolves an open conflict between the leading power(s) of an
international system, the rising challenger(s), other major states
and most minor states

eis caused by substantial changes in the political, strategic and
economic sphere and certainly threatens to transform the status
quo of the existing international structure (the basic issues at
stake: What will be the nature of the international system? and
Who will govern the new system?)

sbecause of the vast scope of the actors involved, it is an
unlimited conflict, in terms of the eventual means used, its inten-
sity and duration.8

Does the Peloponnesian War really fit into this theoretical
model? Undoubtedly, the Peloponnesian War was a great war in
the sense that -as Thucydides notes- it “was the greatest distur-
bance in the history of the Hellenes, affecting also a large part of
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the non-Hellenic world, and indeed, the whole of mankind”.®
More importantly, the aim of this war was not limited. Thucydides
claims it was about “hegemony over Hellas.”10 Indeed, when the
war broke out between Athens and Sparta, in 431 BC, it soon took
the form of a struggle for leadership of the new structure which
would emerge in the international system of the Greek world.
Sparta was the uncontested hegemonic power until the end of the
Persian Wars (480 B.C). However, in the fifty years which followed
the defeat of the Persian Empire, Athens increased its power and
gradually built up its own empire which threatened to change the
existing hierarchy of power. Each of the two rivals sought to
reorder other city-states to its own alliance system, thus polarizing
the Greek world between two opposing blocs: the Delian League
(led by Athens) and the Peloponnesian League (led by Sparta).™
Hence, the whole of Hellas became entangled in a war, whose
conclusion would determine the new hegemon and the new
hierarchy of power in the system.

Although it seems that during the second half of the fifth cen-
tury the necessary conditions for the outbreak of a hegemonic
war in Hellas came into existence, not all contemporary theorists
subscribe with the view that Thucydides’ “Great War” should be
classified as a hegemonic war. Donald Kagan, for instance, argues
that the great Peloponnesian War was not the type of war that,
for all its costs, creates a new order that permits general peace for
a generation or more. Indeed, the peace treaty of 404 BC, which
marked the conclusion of the war, reflected only temporarily the
dominant position of Sparta. The Spartans failed to maintain their
hegemonic position in the international system, since they even-
tually proved inadequate and inferior to the requirements of their
new imperial position.'2 In the same vein, Mark Kauppi stresses
that not only Sparta’s dominance was short but even during that
period, Sparta showed no willingness to behave as the hegemonic
power over the rest of the Greek world. Its major concern was
rather how to “thumb down the helots than expand its empire.” 13
Also Gilpin himself questions Thucydides’ perception that Sparta
was the hegemon of the time and Athens the emerging power
which challenged the former’s supremacy. In his view, when the
war started, Athens was no longer just a rising power, but it had
already taken over the hegemonic position from Sparta.1>

Nevertheless and despite any objections to the association of the
Peloponnesian War with the model of the “War for Hegemony”,
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several scholars seem to recognize that the Neorealists -including
Gilpin- use the term “hegemony” in an identical way with that of
Thucydides. Even this approach, however, is not without its critics.
Daniel Garst, for instance, believes that this is a superficial resem-
blance. Although he admits that both Neorealists and Thucydides
understand the term “hegemony” as leadership, he stresses that
in Neorealism the concept of hegemony lacks the moral dimen-
sion which played a central role in Thucydides’ analysis. In Garst’s
view, the greatest mistake the Neorealists make in their analysis of
the great historian’s thinking, is that they try to approach his
understanding about hegemony and hegemonic war out of
historical context, since they link these concepts with systemic
imperatives which regulate the behavior of states. By contrast,
Garst notes, “"Thucydides reminds us that power and hegemony
are above all bound to the existence of political and social struc-
tures and the inter-subjective conventions associated with
them.” 16, This argument, although notstrong enough to make by
itself the case that the structuralist approach of Thucydides’
reading is not sufficient, touches at the core of the problem that
most contemporary theorists faced in their attempt to give an
objective account of Thucydides’ analysis. In fact, as it wilt be
demonstrated clearer further below Thucydides was too
complicated to be strictly classified in one or the other variant of
Realism.

Il. Causal Explanation of Wars and Power Transition Theories

While Robert Gilpin has explicitly applied his theory on
Hegemonic War to The Peloponnesian War, other contemporary
Realists focusing on the causal explanation of wars and power
transition theories have equally claimed to trace their intellectual
lineage to Thucydides.

a. Causes of War

Thucydides is credited as the first to make the distinction
between underlying and immediate causes. Indeed, although stu-
dents of The Peloponnesian War invariably quote Thucydides’
famous explanation at 123, that the war was spurred by the
growth of the Athenian power and the fear this caused to Sparta,
a more thorough insight of his work indicates that the Greek his-
torian was very careful in distinguishing between grounds for

complaints (airiat kat diapopai), accusations (eykAnuara), precipi-
tants (mpogpdoeg) and the truest precipitant of war (n aAnB8éaram,
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nodépaocc).V?

In his discussion on the origins of the “Great War”, Thucydides
proceeds to an analysis -very familiar to the Realist approach- of
the factors which prompted the shift of the distribution of power
among the Greek city-states and eventually led to the outbreak of
the war.18 Thus, he traces three important determinants which -in
his view- explained the transformation of Athens into an imperial
power: First, it was its geographic position, demographic pressure
and poor economic resources which prompted Athens to turn to
commerce. Second, it was the Athenian superiority of naval power
which offered great opportunities for the expansion of commerce
and subsequently the establishment of the whole Hellas as the
hegemony in the Eastern Mediterranean. At the same time, there
were significant technical innovations of naval power as well as
other “technological” developments -such as fortification tech-
niques- which favored the growth of the Athenian power. Third,
it was the Persian Wars and the new strategic environment their
conclusion created, as Athens emerged victorious, while Sparta
adopted a rather isolationist policy. This factor coupled with the
coming into power in Athens of a wealthy commercial class, eager
to expand its economic interests, gave a further boost to the
growth of Athens.1®

The synthesis of all the above parameters caused a shift in the
balance of power between the two powerful countries and the
forging of two rival camps: These factors, according to
Thucydides, are the underl/ying causes of the war, as opposed to
the immediate causes, such as the dispute over Epidamnus,
Corcyra and Potidea.20 Still, none of them can be convincingly
credited as the cause which made the war inevitable. For sure, on
the eve of the outbreak of the hostilities, although both sides
seemed fully aware of the potential disastrous implications of the
imminent war, they appeared equally determined of waging it.2!
Was it out of patriotism or overreaction? Thucydides believes that
the reason which eventually made the war inevitable was fear.
The Athenians feared that if they allowed Corinth -Sparta’s ally- to
take control of Corcyra's navy, they would weaken their position
in the Greek system. The Spartans, in turn, feared that the
Athenians would tip the balance of power against Sparta. In short,
both political actors were caught in -what the Realists term- a
characteristic case of a security dilemma.22 The lack of hierarchy of
authority among the city-states had created lack of mutual trust
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which, in turn, had forced each actor to function in a se/f-help sys-
tem for its own security. The security dilemma in this case is that
although the two sides may have not initially wished war, the self-
help system -which encourages independent actions- made states
to be suspicious of each other and therefore to presume the worst
intentions for the other.23 In this framework, as Thucydides puts
it: “when tremendous dangers are involved, no one can be
blamed for looking at his own interest,”24 and of course the
option of war becomes more than likely.

In any case, the fact that the Greek historian in his approach of
the Peloponnesian War focuses on the anarchic conditions pre-
vailing in the international system of the time and the reactions of
states to potential changes of the existing balance of power,
leaves no doubt that Thucydides in his analysis acts as an original
Realist by proceeding to what in the IR terminology is called a
“system-level explanation”.25

Yet, without trying to undermine the value of this view, | suggest
that this is only one aspect -although very important- of
Thucydide’s perspective. His explanation of the causes of the
Peloponnesian War would remain incomplete if we ignored the
equally great emphasis the Greek historian placed on the function
of "second image” factors operating at the domestic level, and
more specifically, the nature or character of the society. Indeed, as
Kauppi rightly points out, Thucydides in his narrative illustrates
how the democratic regime and the experience of the Persian
Wars transformed the Athenians into a daring and outward-look-
ing society, which in turn functioned as a driving force in the
forging of an imperialist foreign policy. This unique character
exhibited by the Athenians which made them restless and more
ambitious in ever expanding their borders and acquiring power,
further exacerbated the threat perceptions of Athens’ neighbors
and rivals.26 Thus, on the one hand, there was Athens, a polis with
3 democratic regime and a free, daring, and cosmopolitan
behavior, while on the other hand, there was Sparta which was
oligarchic, conservative, isolationist and primarily interested in
preserving its domestic status quo.27

b. Power Transition Theories and the Peloponnesian War

According to Thucydides, the element of “fear-of-Athens” did
not exist in Sparta throughout the whole period of the rising of
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the Athenian power. Indeed, the Spartans remained inactive as
long as they perceived that the Athenian growth did not
constitute a threat to their national interests. It was only when the
“Athenian strength attained a peak plain for all to see and the
Athenians began to encroach upon Sparta’s allies... that Sparta
felt the position to be no longer tolerable”, and decided to go to
war.28

This concept of Thucydides that significant changes in the distri-
bution of capabilities among the Greek city-states were directly
related to the increase of the possibility of war, made the Realists
to consider him as the first “ power transition theorist”. According
to power transition theorists, when a radical change of the distri-
bution of capabilities occurs in the international system, hege-
monic powers seek to preserve their own position, even if they
need to resort to war. In other words, any rising power which chal-
lenges the supremacy of the dominant power is bound to face a
rigid opposition.29

Yet, not all power transition theorists approach the same way
the conditions leading to a change of the system. One could at
least identify two major variants: The first variant focuses on the
rise and the fall of the states in economic, political and military
terms30 and the second, on the relationship between change in
power capabilities and the initiation of war.3! Between the two
approaches, the latter seems to be closer to Thucydides’ percep-
tion of ancient Greek system. This approach is also shared by A.FK
Organski and Jacek Kugler who argue that the more the power of
a state grows, the greater the probability of war is.32 In other
words, war is most likely when the power capabilities of the rising
state approach those of the hegemonic state. At that point, the
weaker state decides to go to war in order to change the status
quo of the system in its favor.33

Charles Doran and Wes Parsons advance another argument
maintaining that states trace a power transition cycle which starts
with their rise and closes with their fall. What is innovative in their
theory is the assumption that a state might initiate a war -apart
from the top- at three other points of the cycle: the ascendance,
the maturation and the decline. This is because at these four
points a dramatic change occurs in the balance of power among
the states of the system, although it is believed that the possibili-
ty of war is greater when the state is at its ascendance or at its
decline.34 Kauppi, by contrast, holds that the Peloponnesian War
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represents one of the most characteristic examples of war which
erupted when the dominant power was on the top of its power
cycle, that is, when it realized that it was already loosing out its
power.35 At this point, the declining power -which has still the
military superiority- opts to launch a preventive war in order to
destroy the challenging power. This was the case with Sparta.
When its statesmen faced the dilemma “to decline or to fight”
they chose the latter.36 A different explanation regarding the
timing of the initiation of the Peloponnesian War comes from
Doran who believes that the Peloponnesian War belongs to the
cases in which the eruption of a war is the result of the existing
tension between the hegemonic power and its challengers. in
such cases, because of the tense atmosphere, the possibility for
over-reaction and miscalculation is great.37

Yet, as it happens with most attempts made by contemporary IR
theorists to draw analogies from Thucydides’ work, the applica-
bility of power transition theories to The Peloponnesian War does
not go unchallenged. Lebow, for instance, points to the fact that
there is no agreement among power transition theorists either
about the causes prompting such dramatic changes in the system,
or about the timing of the onset of war.3® Also, according to
power transition theorists, it is presumed that war starts when a
state approaches or threatens to surpass the power of the hege-
mon. Although the outbreak of war does not always coincide with
the timing of the power change, it is expected that the gap
between these two elements is as narrow as possible. Yet the war
between Athens and Sparta broke out much later than the period
in which the Athenian power saw its decline or when it was in its
ascendance again.39

Doran points to another “flaw" in the case of the Peloponnesian
War: According to power transition theorists, statesmen are
assumed to have a good understanding of potential changes in
the distribution of capabilities and react accordingly. Yet, the
Greek example points to the contrary. Although Athens had
already become a hegemonic power of the Greek world some
forty years before the start of the “Great War", Sparta did noth-
ing to prevent it or to change its new position. Moreover, when
the war eventually erupted, it became apparent that neither the
Spartans had a good understanding of the relative power
between the two rival blocs when they proclaimed war, nor the
Athenians had a good grasp of the military power of Sicily, when
they decided the expedition in 413 8.C.40
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Ill. The Peloponnesian War and the Cold War: A Recurrent
Story?

a. Similarities and Differences

For several theorists belonging to the Realist school of thought,
Thucydides’ work has also been the source of inspiration in their
understanding of the Cold War system, as they claim to discern
numerous similarities in the hegemonic rivalry between Sparta
and Athens, on the one hand, and the United States and the for-
mer Soviet Union, on the other. Between the two cases, the
Realists identify a recurrent pattern: there are two allies who
defeat a common enemy in a devastating war. In the fifth centu-
ry B.C, Sparta and Athens fought together against Persian imperi-
alism. In the twentieth century, the United States allied with the
Soviet Union during World War Il to halt German aggression. With
the end of these great wars, the former allies turn against each
other. When Athens and Sparta did not feel threatened anymore
by Persia, they both started suspecting one another as the poten-
tial power to take the leadership of the rest of Hellas.4! By the
same token, George Kennan -the influential American policy-
maker during the Cold War- in his famous “X" article, in 1947,
urged the United States to adopt a policy of containment towards
the Soviet Union, so as to prevent the latter from taking under
control the industrial and military resources of the defeated
Germany.42

In geopolitical terms, it could be argued that the leading powers
had adopted a hegemonic attitude towards the other states of the
system. Athens became the dominant power of an empire (apxr)
whose member-states experienced an indiscriminate interference
from the part of Athens with their domestic and foreign affairs.
On the other hand, Sparta became the leader of a hegemonic
alliance (ouuuayia) which was rather loose, thus leaving enough
autonomy to its members.43 Similarly, in the aftermath of World
War li, as the US and the Soviet Union emerged as the sole domi-
nant powers of the international system, they formed two
antagonistic alliances thus dividing the system into two camps.

Another common characteristic between the two dyads is that
very often crises, which emerged in the periphery of the two
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alliances, functioned as another territory of indirect confrontation
between the two leading powers, thus bringing them very close
to a direct military encounter. This was the case -for instance- in
Epidamnus, Corcyra and Potidea in ancient Hellas, and in Berlin,
Cuba, Vietnam and Afghanistan during the Cold War. Also, it is
interesting to note how the alliance leaders of both periods in
question, failed -in most cases- to tackle efficiently sub-regional
crises when they decided to intervene militarily, as it occurred with
the Athenian expedition to Sicily, the American intervention in
Vietnam or the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.44 Finally, in
political and ideological terms, there is the proclivity to associate
Athens with the US as the sea powers with liberal and democratic
regimes, and Sparta with the USSR as the land powers with
oligarchic and authoritarian regimes.43

If, however, contemporary IR scholars can trace these similarities
between the Peloponnesian War and the Cold War, the dis-
similarities appear much more striking and perhaps more signifi-
cant. Joseph Nye dismisses categorically all these “patently shal-
low historical analogies” which tend to present USA in the place
of ancient Athens and the Soviet Union in that of Sparta. He
points to the fact that it was not only Sparta or its equivalent
Soviet Union which were “slave states”, but also classical Athens
was a slave-holding state torn by domestic upheavals.
Furthermore -contrary to the Cold War- it was “oligarchic” Sparta
which eventually won and not “democratic” Athens.46

Also, according to Gilpin, one of the most glaring differences
between the two wars is that while the Athens-Sparta rivalry
represented a clearly bipolar structure, the American-Soviet con-
frontation appeared in the last decade of the Cold War to have
been replaced by a rising multipolar system.47 In addition to this,
it should be reminded that the Cold War ended without being
ever fought, while the Peloponnesian War was a real long-lasted
and disastrous war. This is attributed to the fact that the
American-Soviet antagonism was primarily based on nuclear
deterrence, a factor which eventually prevented the two rivals
from any direct confrontation.4® On the contrary, in the fifth-cen-
tury Greek system, there was no such powerful weapon to func-
tion as an efficient deterrent of war. As Carlo Santoro rightly
points out referring to the ancient Greek case, “war was always a
feasible choice because the values at stake were not the physical
survival of the society, but only the distribution of power and
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wealth” 49

Moreover, because of the irretrievable character that the use of
nuclear weapons could have had on the international system, the
two Cold War superpowers adopted an attitude entirely opposite
to that of Athens and Sparta: that is, they refrained from inter-
fering with the sphere of influence of each other. With scant
exceptions, they avoided any form of direct offensive action and,
instead, they chose to comply with the status quo as agreed in
Yalta, in 1945. Moreover, they refrained from exerting pressure on
neutral states in order to compel them to side with one or the
other bloc. Weaker states also -contrary to the example of ancient
Corinth which incited the Peloponnesian War- avoided to provoke
a superpower confrontation.50

b. Democracies vs Authoritarian Regimes

Similar analogies between the Peloponnesian War and the Cold
War have been also drawn vis-a-vis the role of the ideology and
the nature of the regime of the protagonists of the two historical
periods. This time the comparison regards the “democratic” dyad
of Athens-US versus the "authoritarian” one of Sparta-USSR.
Against this argument, Philip Sabin warns that despite the strate-
gic similarities between the two periods, one can discern “impor-
tant ideological and constitutional differences” between the type
of the Athenian democracy and that of the American. More
specifically, ancient Athens was a rather radical democracy, since -
due to the small size of the city- it was feasible for the citizens to
vote directly, whereas nowadays people can only be represented
by parliamentary systems.3! In the same vein, Matthew
Evangelista notes that not only Athens, but also Sparta should be
considered democratic, given that both city-states applied the
same practice in their decision-making process: there was a real
debate held in an assembly and followed by public vote.>2

Again, it appears that this very element of democracy sometimes
functioned at the expense of the national interest of the states
and although external factors did exert a restrictive role on the
policy-makers of each state, they did not ailways determine their
decisions.53 Thucydides, in his narrative, has repeatedly noted
how precarious and sometimes unforseeable was the outcome of
open debates -which were the blueprint of their democratic
regime- since competent public speakers and politicians could eas-
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fly shift or even manipulate public opinion.34 It is precisely this
important remark that makes some scholars to assert that
Thucydides very often moves from the “second-image” analysis
based on state character, to a "first-image” explanation based on
human nature, whereby the individuals and especially the elite
personalities at the time are considered as the prime initiators of
certain collective actions with implications to world politics. This
phenomenon is particularly evident in democratic Athens, where
the spiritedness and individualism of its citizens give free rein to
an imprudent pursuit of power with often disastrous effects for
the city-state itself, culminating on the eventual fall of Athens
after the Sicilian expedition.35

In autocratic states, by contrast, argues Evangelista, decision-
making was much a rather straight forward process, since the
authoritarian character of the regime tended to stifle the debate
and consequently limit the range of options and initiatives.56

There is also the argument -favored by the theorists of the
Liberal school of thought- that states with a democratic regime
are inclined to adopt a more peaceful policy among themselves
than authoritarian states.57 Yet, as the Realists have rightly
pointed out, the classical Athens case demonstrates rather the
opposite. In fact, not only it did not show a pacific tendency
towards the other poleis-states, but it still represents a good illus-
tration of how belligerent and aggressive democracies can be. In
a number of instances, one can deduce the Athenian assertiveness
and expansionism of its empire starting with the Megarian
Decree>® and culminating with the expedition to Sicily in 413 B.C.
Needless to say that Athens used the same “non-democratic”
methods by treating its allies in the Delian League rather as
subject peoples, than as equal members of an alliance.39 As
Pericles himself reminds to the Athenian public:

Do not imagine that what we are fighting for is simply the
question of freedom or slavery: there is also involved the
loss of our empire and the danger arising from the hatred
which we have incurred in administering it...

Your empire is now like a tyranny: it may have been wrong
to take it; it is certainly dangerous to let it go.69

These words are illustrative of Thucydides’ thesis that not only
democratic societies do not necessarily have pacifying effects on
the international system, but -to the contrary- they demonstrate a
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peculiar dynamism which finds expression in the nurture of
expansionist and imperialistic aspirations. In this context,
Thucydides deserves to be credited as the first theorist to note the
imperialist as opposed to the pacifist character of democratic
regimes.®1

In the same vein, John Lewis Gaddis comparing the democratic
US and the oligarchic Soviet Union, suggested that the democratic
structure of domestic politics of the US, in essence, prevented the
country from pursuing a more conciliatory policy towards the
Soviets; whereas the autocratic nature of the Soviet regime -due
to lack of pluralism- could have moved more freely into appeasing
the tension, if it had wished s0.62

IV. Alliances and Balance of Power: In Search for Stability

The Peloponnesian War and the international relations system of
the time also served contemporary Realists as a point of reference
for another debate on the nature of the balance of power and the
role of the alliances in retaining the stability in the system. The
basic assumption of this debate is that due to the absence of a
central and overriding authority, states tend to join their
capabilities by forming alliances in order to better protect them-
selves against the threat of another power. Alliances, in turn, aim
at preventing the ascendance of a hegemonic power and thus
preserving the balance of power in the system.63 At this point, the
debate focuses on two issues: (a) Do all states resort to the
formation of alliances in order to cope with the threat of a rising
hegemon? (b) Which of the types of balance of power is more
likely to lead to war, bipolarism or multipolarism?

Again, Thucydides’ History of the “Great War” seems to offer
valuable responses in the analysis of states' behavior. As a first
remark it could be argued that the vast majority of alliance for-
mation cases in Classical Greece were originated from the need of
certain poleis to balance against some other polis seeking hege-
mony. In 432 B.C.,, for instance, Corcyra sought to align with
Athens in order to protect itself against the threatening power of
Corinth.84 For similar motives, in 420 B.C., the Argives sought to
balance against Sparta, by forging an alliance with Athens.65

Yet “balancing” against a potential aggressor was not the sole
mode of action for the poleis. In some cases, the poleis-states
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demonstrated a preference of “bandwagoning” instead of
“balancing”. According to the bandwagoning theory, states may
choose to “climb on the bandwagon” of a rising challenger, thus
enforcing the latter’s already increasing power at the expense of
the existing balance of power.66 This phenomenon is particularly
characteristic in small weak states, which -given their vulnerabili-
ty to external threats- are more inclined to align with a rising
power in the hope that major actors will act as a security umbretla
for them.6? A good illustration of "bandwagoning” in fifth-
century Greece, is when in the aftermath of the Sicilian disaster,
several poleis -and particularly those which until then had
adopted a neutral stance toward the War- rushed to join the
revolt which had broken up amongst the Delian League allies
against Athens. For those states -given that Athens’ defeat was
imminent- to climb on the rebels’ “bandwagon” meant that the
end of the Great War would find them on the side of the
winners.68

Overall, although IR theorists admit that states have no standard
preference towards the one or the other system, it is agreed that
in the majority of cases -including the Peloponnesian War era-
states tend to “balance” rather than “bandwagon”.69 Surprisingly
-and much to the disappointment of those scholars who empha-
size on the striking similarities between the two historical periods-
during the Cold War, American policy-makers appeared to be
rather concerned with the “bandwagoning” phenomenon than
with “balancing”. This particularity is primarily attributed to struc-
tural reasons and to a lesser extent to cultural ones: The nuclear
deterrent which made the war less probable, coupled with the
“treaty obligations” which bounded the U.S. in its conduct of
foreign policy, made the American policy-makers to place much
more emphasis on the psychological factor of negotiation and
credibility, than on the actual use of force as the Ancient Greeks
did. These structural and cultural constraints however which
allayed the possibility of the use of force, put more strain on the
American leaders as they feared that if the U.S. lost its credibility
as the leading power of the Western bloc, their allies might defect
by climbing on the communist “wagon”.70

An equally important issue which has long been debated
amongst the IR scholars relates to the question of the grade of sta-
bility and security that bipolar and multipolar systems can bring
about. Here again, the Realists suggest that by comparing the two
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characteristic examples of hegemonic rivalry (Athens vs Sparta and
US vs USSR), one can gain a better insight on this particular theme.
The opinions, however, are not converging as to whether a bipo-
lar or a multipolar political structure preserves the stability of the
international system better.”!

Kenneth Waltz is among those scholars who argue in favor of
bipolarism. According to his theory, the less the number of the
poles is, the less likely it is for the actors to miscalculate and go to
war. This is because in a bipolar system, the dominant position of
the two superpowers functions as a deterrent against offensive
actions and allows a strict control over their respective subsys-
tems.’2 In contrast to this conception is that of David Singer and
Karl Deutsch who contend that multipolar power systems are
more conducive to international stability. This thesis is based on
the argument that the more the poles are (a) the less the share of
the attention is that any state can devote to any other and (b) the
more complex the interaction among the states is. Moreover,
because of the high level of uncertainty in a multipolar system,
decision makers tend to be more cautious and therefore, the pos-
sibility for an accentuation of tensions becomes less likely.”3

How do these theories fit into the two historical models? in order
to proceed to the examination of the applicability of the above
theories, Realists have put into scrutiny a very basic assumption:
Was the fifth century B.C. Greece a bipolar system divided into
two blocs? If yes, then what conclusions could be drawn about the
relation between bipolarity and war-proneness? Undoubtedly, the
ancient Greek world was partitioned into two spheres of influence
whose major opponents were the leading powers of two respec-
tive alliances: The Lacedaemonian League, on the one hand,
which functioned as a loose web of bilateral alliances between
poleis and it was led by Sparta and the Delian League, on the
other hand, which was structured rather as “an imperial
confederation” whose metropolis (Athens) constituted the
supreme economic, military and political power in the alliance.”4

The apparent similarities between this bipolar structure of the
ancient Greek system and that of the Cold War era led several
scholars to the logical question: If bipolarism was the system
which dragged the two rivals into the Peloponnesian War, then
why did the same system have a deterrent effect during the Cold
War era, thus preventing the two superpowers from going to
war? As Santoro explains, a bipolar system is an inherently unsta-
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ble system to the extent that the outbreak of war becomes
inevitable. Nevertheless, as it was mentioned earlier on, the factor
which made the difference between the two historical cases, is
that the Cold War central actors possessed the nuclear weapon.
Given that the destructive power of this weapon could not
guarantee the victory to either of the two rivals, it was used as an
effective tool for deterring the outbreak of a global war. By
contrast, the deterrent value of the conventional force which
ancient Greece possessed, was very limited since the use of such a
force would only lead to the redistribution of capabilities.
Consequently, the concept of war in those cases was not just a
realistic option but often the preferred one in order for each state
to either maintain or change the existing balance of power so as
to achieve a more favorable distribution of capabilities.”>

Yet, this picture of fifth century B.C. Greece as a clearly bipolar
structure is not fully shared by all theorists. In fact, it is argued
that although Thucydides himself in the beginning of his narrative
presents the whole Greece as being divided into two camps, he
later explains that the ancient Greek world was rather multipolar,
as several sizeable city-states -such as Thebes and Corcyra- pre-
ferred to move between the two alliances, depending on their
interests, rather than play with the rules of bipolarism.76

In the same vein, Frank Wyman uses the historic period at the
onset of the Peloponnesian War as a characteristic example of his
theory on power multipolarity. More specifically, he contends that
in a system which is power multipolar, warfare is of higher
magnitude, if it occurs, compared with a power bipolar system.
This is because in a3 multipolar system, the big powers are not self-
reliant; therefore, any member of their coalition which creates a
serious crisis could drag the big power and consequently the
whole alliance into a war. That was the case, in Wyman’s view,
when, in the dispute between Corcyra and Corinth, Athens felt
compelled to defend the former and Sparta the latter.7?

Finally, a more conciliatory and perhaps more convincing
approach in the definition of the structure of the ancient Greek
world comes from some scholars who talk about a “bi-multipolar”
or a "quasi-bipolar” system which was characterized by the
dominance of the two relatively stronger powers, but there were
also other minor actors who could influence the interaction
among the states. Underlying this argument there is a very simple
syllogism: If one accepts that classical Greece was a bipolar system,
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one would expect that both Athens and Sparta would not be
affected by the defection of their allies. But that was not the case,
since none of the two rivals was powerful enough to afford
defections. On the other hand, if one accepts the option of the
multipolar system, one would expect a continuous shift of
alliances in order to adjust to changes in relative power. Again
that was not the case, as both protagonists were too powerful to
be balanced by any peripheral changes in alliances. What eventu-
ally happened in the Greek example is a good illustration -
according to Doyle- of how quasi-bipolar systems function by
combining the flaws of both systems: On the one hand, the fear
which was caused in Athens and Sparta by the prospect of
defection of Corinth and Corcyra undoubtedly worked as a pre-
cipitant in bringing the two superpowers into war. On the other
hand, both cities were not powerful enough to tilt the balance of
the two major actors in the system.’8

V. Instead of Conclusion: Understanding Thucydidean
Realism

It is certainly not an easy task to understand and interpret the
work and the thinking of a historian and theorist who lived
almost two and a half millennia ago. But it is much more difficult
and ambitious an endeavor to demonstrate how and to which
extent Thucydides’ work offers “timeless insights into the con-
temporary international politics” as the Realists claim.

The first conclusion drawn from this essay, is that despite any dif-
ferentiations or criticisms coming from various scholars, | think
most of them would agree that Thucydides was a Realist, in the
sense that he embraced -at least- four fundamental assumptions
of political Realism: First, that the state is the principal actor in the
international system representing the key unit of analysis, regard-
less of whether the use of the term refers to the poleis-states of
the ancient Greek world system or the modern type of states.
Second, that the state acts as an integrated unitary actor with one
policy. Third, that the state behaves in a rational way, and there-
fore understandable for any external observer. Fourth, that
national security is the most important factor in world politics and
therefore the state always aims at acquiring power.

What is also inarguable is that Thucydides had a huge impact on
policy-makers and theorists of Realism especially during the Cold
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War era, given that the structure of the international world of
that period hinted in many aspects at the way the ancient Greek
interstate relations functioned. However, as the comparison
between the Peloponnesian War and the Cold War clearly demon-
strates, students of Thucydides’ opus, very often caught by the
axiom of "Thucydides’ relevance” did not avoid the trap of selec-
tively quoting his judgements, in order to apply theories or prac-
tices deriving from a different historical context to the reality of
their time and viceversa.’® Thus, the favourite method of various
scholars of introducing “historical relativism”, instead of illumi-
nating their analysis, often led them to serious misperceptions
based on the presumably “striking similarities” between the two
historical periods.80

This mistake of “selective reading” has also tempted several the-
orists to classify the Greek historian in one or the other variant of
Realism. This is particularly characteristic in the case of Neorealists
who -by using Thucydides’ famous explanation of the “truest
cause”- claim that Thucydides proceeds to a purely structuralist
analysis. Yet, as it was discussed in this paper, 3 more careful
reading of his History, proves that Thucydides, apart from his
direct method of explaining the various developments, also tried
indirectly to look into events by placing them in multiple levels of
analysis ~the international system, the domestic factors, and the
role of the individual. Having this in mind, Doyle rightly notes that
" paternity suits tend to be messy, for each version of Realism can
identify its views in Thucydides’ History" .81

This remark leads us to the core issue in the study of the Greek
historian’s work: What type of a Realist was Thucydides? Does his
approach constitute a special variant in Realism? To be sure,
Thucydides believed, just as the Realists do, that poleis-states
because of the anarchic nature of the international system are in
a constant state of war in their attempt to improve their security
and increase their relative power. Yet, although he placed special
emphasis on the analysis of the predominance of the poleis-states
as the key units in the ancient Greek world system, he did not
think that states were the only actors in it. On the other hand, his
explanation that human beings are driven by three fundamental
passions -interest, pride and fear- made quite clear that state
behavior -in his view- was not always determined by structural fac-
tors. Indeed, Thucydides dedicated a significant part in his narra-
tive to explain how human nature and individuals -especially the
leading personalities- affected the conduct of international
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affairs. Of course he never went as far as to suggest that the
individual alone could independently shape the international sys-
tem and the existing balance of power. Finally, Thucydides gave
similar credence to the national character of the state and domes-
tic considerations, as a factor which could influence a state’s pro-
clivity to war or peace. Democratic and imperialistic Athens vs the
oligarchic and hegemonic Sparta was the perfect dyad for
Thucydides to analyze the shaping of states’ foreign policy.

Having set the framework of the complexity of Thucydides theo-
ry, it becomes quite obvious that, despite the admittedly promi-
nent position of the structural level of the Greek historians’ analy-
sis, every single approach which tends to overemphasize this type
of analysis by entirely ignoring or diminishing the importance of
the other factors -examined above- is bound to remain incomplete
and perhaps misleading, as none of them could stand alone -
according to “Thucydidean Realism”- to adequately explain inter-
national relations.

Concluding, it appears that Thucydides has inarguably valuable
insights to offer on the concept of war and the pursuit of power,
the origins of hegemonic war, the forming of alliances and the
political behavior of democracies vs authoritarian states. To this
end, the Peloponnesian War can be most rewarding in the under-
standing of the Cold War era as well as on whether bipolarism or
multipolarism is the system which can better preserve peace and
stability. Finally, it is fascinating to realize how Thucydides under-
stood and explained the implications of the shift in power capa-
bilities in the international system, the balance of power system
and the conditions under which the various transitions of power
took place in the fifth-century B.C. Greek world. More important-
ly, however, it is most intriguing to discover at the same time, how
relevant these theories of his are in contemporary world politics.

In this framework, IR specialists have an important contribution
to make by understanding Thucydides, as there are numerous
lessons to be drawn that could assist in understanding interna-
tional relations. But on two conditions: it is important to bear in
mind that Thucydides’ ideas and interpretations reflected the
values, inclinations and theories of his own time which are, under-
standably, different from those of nowadays. Therefore, students
of The Peloponnesian War should beware of “reading”
Thucydides within the context of his political culture and historical
circumstances. On the other hand, it should be noted that his
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approach of international politics could only be understood if it
was read as a whole, whereby all three Waltzian images -as ana-
lyzed in his treatise- would be taken into account. This is perhaps
the only way to rightly appreciate and benefit from what Martin
Wight called “one of the supreme books” ever written on power
politics.82
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