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Abstract

Since the Second World War International Relations (IR) has become a field largely made in
America for Americans. It is dominated by American academics to this day. IR’s practical-
political, ‘problem-solving’ orientation grants it extraordinary access to and influence over
policymakers, not least those shaping the decisions of the world’s most powerful state. The
field, in turn, has been shaped decisively by self-styled ‘realist’ interlocutors of ‘politics among
nations.” An important source of inspiration and assumed authority for such realist theorists has
been Thucydides’s history of the Peloponnesian War and the insights into Ancient Greek ‘IR it is
thought to provide.

Peculiarly modern anxieties engender facile comparisons between Athenian-Spartan relations of
the 5th century BCE and Sino-American relations today, exemplified by warnings of the
recurring peril of the so-called ‘Thucydides Trap.” This invocation of simplistic timeless lessons
of the Peloponnesian War breeds a dangerous kind of insecurity, bordering on paranoia. It is
hoped that an alternative, less presentist reading of Thucydides can offer a welcome and timely
antidote.
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