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Εὐνομία & Realpolitik: A Classical Lens on a Modern Conflict 

The ongoing tensions between Israel and Iran, a complex interplay of regional 

power dynamics, ideological clashes, and historical grievances, can be illuminated 

through the timeless insights of classical Greek historians Xenophon and 

Thucydides. While separated by centuries from our modern world, their analyses 

of conflict, leadership, and the drivers of human action offer a surprisingly 

relevant framework for understanding this critical geopolitical flashpoint. 

Thucydides: The Drivers of Conflict 

Thucydides, in his account of the Peloponnesian War, famously identified fear, 

honor, and interest as the primary motivations behind state actions. These 

drivers are readily apparent in the Iran-Israel conflict: 

• Fear (δέος): Israel's existential anxieties in a hostile neighborhood, coupled 

with Iran's fear of external interference, fuel a constant state of alert and 

military preparedness. 

• Honor (τιμή): Both nations are deeply invested in their regional prestige 

and reputation. Israel seeks to maintain its image as a technologically 

advanced and militarily capable power, while Iran strives to assert its 

revolutionary ideals and challenge what it perceives as Western/Zionist 

hegemony. 

• Interest (ὠφέλεια): Strategic resources, regional influence, and the security 

of vital trade routes are key interests at play. Iran's desire to secure its 

"axis of resistance" and Israel's need to maintain its qualitative military 

edge are prime examples. 
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• Brutality of Power: Thucydides' Melian Dialogue serves as a stark reminder 

that in situations of extreme power imbalance, moral considerations often 

give way to pragmatic calculations of survival. This dynamic, though 

hopefully not to the extreme of Melos, is a constant undercurrent in the 

region. 

 

Xenophon: Practical Wisdom and the Scale of Conflict 

Xenophon, while also concerned with conflict, offers a more grounded, practical 

perspective. His works highlight the importance of effective leadership, internal 

cohesion, and the management of resources – factors that directly impact a 

state's ability to navigate conflict. We can see Xenophon's themes in the Iran-

Israel context: 

• Anabasis (Local Resilience vs. Empire): Israel's ability to effectively counter 

a larger Iran, despite its smaller size, mirrors the Ten Thousand's resilience 

against the Persian Empire. 

• Cyropaedia (Leadership & Empire Building): Iran's regional ambitions and its 

efforts to project power reflect Cyrus's empire-building strategies. 

• Memorabilia (Practical Wisdom & Virtue): The need for both Israel and Iran 

to maintain internal stability and a degree of moral authority amidst the 

conflict echoes Socrates' emphasis on practical wisdom and just governance. 

• Oeconomicus (Household & Women's Role): Efficient management of 

internal resources and a cohesive society (the "household" writ large) are 

crucial for both states to sustain their positions in the conflict. 
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• Constitution of the Lacedaemonians (Spartan Order): Israel's disciplined 

military and society, born of existential threats, resonate with Sparta's 

focus on military readiness and unwavering resolve. 

 

Conclusion: 

By applying the classical lenses of Thucydides and Xenophon, we gain a deeper 
understanding of the enduring dynamics that shape the Iran-Israel conflict. While 
the specific technologies and ideologies may be modern, the underlying drivers of 
fear, honor, and interest, coupled with the practical considerations of leadership 
and internal strength, remain remarkably consistent across the ages. This classical 
perspective serves as a powerful reminder that understanding human nature and 
the fundamental principles of power is crucial for navigating the complexities of 
contemporary geopolitics. 

 

A Synthesis: The Conflict Correlation Matrix 

The following matrix summarizes the interplay between Thucydides' drivers and 

Xenophon's themes in the context of the Iran-Israel conflict: 
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XENOPHON'S 
WORKS/THEMES ↓ 
\ THUCYDIDES' 
DRIVERS → 

FEAR (δέος) HONOR (τιμή) INTEREST (ὠφέλεια) 
BRUTALITY OF POWER 
(Melian Dialogue) 

1. Anabasis (Local 
Resilience vs. 
Empire) 

Israel's Fear: The Ten 
Thousand's success against 
the Persian Empire mirrors 
Israel's ability to counter a 
larger Iran due to its high 
organization and local 
effectiveness despite 
existential fears. 

Israel's Honor: Greeks' 
determination to maintain 
reputation & self-
preservation against a 
larger force, analogous to 
Israel's drive to uphold 
deterrence & prove 
resilience against Iranian 
aggression. 

Survival Interest: Greeks' 
desperate march for 
survival reflects Israel's 
paramount interest in 
security against a 
perceived existential 
threat; Iran's pursuit of 
influence despite 
opposition. 

Stark Choice: The Greeks' 
"fight or perish" scenario 
(Melos-like) due to being 
surrounded by a hostile 
empire, directly 
reflecting Israel's 
perception of having no 
option but to defend 
itself forcefully. 

2. Cyropaedia 
(Leadership & 
Empire) 

Iran's Fear/Deterrence: 
Cyrus's empire-building 
through military and loyalty 
reflects Iran's regional 
influence as a bulwark 
against perceived external 
threats (Israel/US). 

Iran's Prestige: Cyrus's 
concern for universal 
obedience and reputation 
aligns with Iran's 
revolutionary honor in 
challenging 
Western/Zionist hegemony 
& asserting regional 
leadership. 

Strategic Expansion: 
Cyrus's interest in 
securing resources & 
expanding influence 
parallels Iran's strategic 
interest in solidifying its 
regional "axis of 
resistance" and 
projecting power. 

Justification of Means: 
Cyrus's (sometimes 
calculated) actions to 
consolidate power 
reflect how strong 
actors (Iran) might 
justify means to achieve 
dominance, similar to 
Athenian logic in Melos. 

3. Memorabilia 
(Practical Wisdom) 

Fear of Disorder: Socrates' 
emphasis on practical 
wisdom and rule of law aims 
to prevent the internal 
disorder that fear can 
induce, important for both 

Moral Conduct & 
Reputation: Socratic virtue 
emphasizes ethical 
conduct; leaders' "honor" 
should be tied to just 
governance, contrasting 

Long-Term Stability: 
Socrates' focus on living 
well provides a moral 
interest beyond mere 
survival, highlighting the 
ultimate interest in 

Moral Argument vs. 
Power: Socrates' 
adherence to law even 
unto death contrasts 
sharply with the Melian 
rejection of morality in 
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Israel/Iran's internal stability 
amidst conflict. 

with how raw power 
dictates honor in conflict. 

lasting peace (Εὐνομία) 
rather than endless 
conflict. 

favor of power. It 
implies that virtue 
should resist brute force. 

4. Oeconomicus 
(Household 
Management) 

Internal Weakness as Fear: A 
poorly managed household 
(Iran or Israel's internal 
affairs) generates internal 
weakness and fear of 
collapse, directly impacting 
external strength in conflict. 

Household's Honor: A well-
managed household gains 
honor and respect; 
analogous to a state's 
internal strength 
contributing to its 
national honor and 
resilience in the face of 
external threats. 

Resource Management: 
Efficient household 
management for 
economic interest; 
analogous to states 
(Israel/Iran) optimizing 
internal resources for 
military and strategic 
advantage in the 
conflict. 

Internal Cohesion is Key: 
A fractured internal 
state is vulnerable to 
external coercion 
(Melos); a strong 
"household" (nation) can 
better resist external 
pressure. Women's role 
vital here. 

5. Lacedaemonians 
(Spartan Order) 

Fear of Invasion/Disorder: 
Spartan fear of helot revolt 
and external aggression led 
to their disciplined, defensive 
society, mirroring Israel's 
disciplined military and 
society born of existential 
threats. 

Spartan Honor: Sparta's 
pride in its military 
discipline, and its 
determination to uphold 
its unique way of life, 
aligns with both Israel's and 
Iran's unwavering national 
resolve and distinct 
identities. 

Security Interest: 
Spartan focus on 
military readiness for 
security interest aligns 
with both states' 
absolute priority on 
national security and 
deterring aggression. 

Unwavering Resolve: 
Sparta's rigid adherence 
to its laws and goals, 
even when brutal, 
reflects how both sides 
in the conflict might 
exhibit unyielding 
resolve against 
perceived threats, 
echoing Melian 
principles. 
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