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i, al co~siJeratil1ns ,rerc.> Thuc~·dides and Machiarelli. 

Thuc,·dides ,,·as the historian of the Peloponnesian 

\\'ar, a c~nflict between two great powers in the ancient 

Greek ,,-orld. Athens and Sparta. Thucrdides' work has 

been admired b~- subsequent generations of realists 
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,1tion of moral Jnd ethica l principles frequ~ntly rcsut4 

in self-defeating policies. After all, as Thucydides 

showed, Athens suffe red an epic defeat whi.le following 

its self- interes t (see Case Study I ). 

Structural realism 

ti.1r th e> insights he raised about many of the perennial 

issucs of international politics. Thucydides ' explana

rion of the underl~'ing €a use of the war was 'the growth 

of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in 

Spana' tl..23). This is considered to be a classic example 

of the impact that the distribution of power has on the 

bchariour of state actors. On this reading, Thucydides 

makes it .:lear that Sparta's national interest, like that 

of all states, was survival, and the changing distribu

tion of power represented a direct threat to its exis

tc>11ee. Sparta was, therefore, compelled by necessity 

to go to ,rar in order to forestall being vanquished by 

:\thens. Thucydides also makes it dear that Athens 

felt equalJ.v compelled to pursue power in order to pre

serve the empire it had acquired. The famous Athenian 

leader, Pericles, claimed to be acting on the basis of the 

~1ost fundamental of human motivations: ambition 

tear, and selt~intere'it (see Case Study 1). ' 

Structural realists concur that international politics is · · 

essentially a struggle for power, but they do not attribute _ 

this to human nature. Instead, structural realists ascribe · 

security competition and inter-state conflict to the lack 

of an overarching authority above states. ~ahz defined 
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· of units, an~/stribution of cap;biliU~~ Waltz -identi· 

fi~~wo different organizing principles: anarchy, which 

corresponds to the decentralized realm of international 

politics; ~~<i_ hierarchy, which is the basis of domes

tic order. He argues that the -~mits of the international' 

syste1!1 are functionally siniila; s,o~ereigt} -~tates; hence . 

unit-level va~iation is inconsequential. It is the thi_!:ji 

el~-n~, the~ distribution of capa~ilities across units, 

that is; according to Waltz, ",,fr;,nda;;;ental impor· 

tance to understanding crucial international outcomes. 

According to structural realists, the relative distribution 

of power in the international system is the key indepen· 

, dent vanable 111 understanding important international ' 
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