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The Thucydides Trap:
A Warning from History?

More than 2,400 years ago, one of the acknowledged 
‘fathers’ of the serious analytical study of 
history, the Greek writer Thucydides, wrote 
his epic (unfinished) book The History of the 
Peloponnesian War - a study of the great war between 
Sparta and Athens over who would dominate the 
Greek world. 

One particular sentence in that book became a 
trope for thinking about relations between Great 
Powers that has influenced our thinking ever since. 
Thucydides argued “it was the rise of Athens and 
the fear that this instilled in Sparta that made war 
inevitable.” Scholars now call this concept “The 
Thucydides Trap”. 

Does the rise to Great Power status, by what had 
been a weaker state, eventually trigger a conflict 
with the Great Power that built the order now being 
challenged by that rise? Does a tectonic shift in the 
balance of power lead to war? 

Tempting as it is to speculate about what will happen 
in this regard tomorrow, what does the record of 
the past have to say about this problem? What is 
the experience of history when the rise of one Great 
Power threatens to displace another, and what might 
that experience suggest to us? Is there really a ‘trap’? 

This presentation will address those questions.

About the Speaker: Professor Brian P. Farrell

Brian P. Farrell is Professor of Military 
History at the National University 
of Singapore (NUS), where he 
has been teaching since 1993. He 
has published eight books and 
numerous book chapters and 
journal articles in seven countries 
and four languages. 

HIs main research interests are 
the military history of the British 
Empire, the wider Western military 
experience in Asia, and the impact of Great Powers on 
international history. He has been a Member of the SCC 
since 2002.


