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Thucydides – NY Times 

Trump’s Iran War Exposes a Fundamental Misunderstanding of Power 
• The administration entered the Iran war with confidence that overwhelming U.S. 

military strength would quickly impose American will. 
• Stephen Miller’s rhetoric — celebrating force, dismissing “niceties” of international 

law — reflected this worldview. 
• The war has instead revealed the limits of U.S. coercive power and the resilience 

of Iran’s asymmetric capabilities. 
Iran’s Response Undercuts U.S. Assumptions 

• Despite losing top leaders, Iran inflicted major damage on U.S. bases and regional 
allies. 

• Control of the Strait of Hormuz gave Iran an “economic nuclear weapon,” driving 
global fuel shortages. 

• Iran’s society, though hostile to its regime, rallied under threat, blunting U.S. 
expectations of collapse. 

Thucydides Misread: Violence ≠ Power 

• The administration invokes the Athenian line “the strong do what they can,” but 
ignores the full lesson. 

• Athens’ slaughter at Melos led to overreach in Sicily — a strategic disaster that 
eroded its hegemony. 

• The column argues Trump is repeating this pattern: mistaking violent capacity for 
durable power. 

Hannah Arendt’s Framework: Power Is Collective, Not Coercive 
• Arendt distinguishes power (consensual, relational) from violence (instrumental, 

fleeting). 
• The U.S. can destroy, but cannot compel Iran to submit — demonstrating the 

limits of violence as strategy. 
• Trump’s nuclear hints and threats have not produced political leverage. 

Domestic Backlash Reveals Political Weakness 
• Polls show large majorities oppose the war and don’t understand its purpose. 

• Economic pain from fuel shocks deepens public anger. 

• Trump’s attempts to claim victory or promise imminent deals are widely 
disbelieved. 

• The war exposes the fragility of his political authority. 
Pattern of Failed Coercion at Home 

• Trump’s aggressive deportation campaign in Minnesota collapsed under 
coordinated civic resistance. 

• Executive-order initiatives — tariffs, spending cuts, self-aggrandizing projects — 
repeatedly faltered in courts and public opinion. 

• The administration’s theory of power is unraveling. 
Contrast With China’s Approach 

• China is building influence through alliances, trade, and investment — an 
Arendtian model of consensual power. 

• The Beijing summit highlighted U.S. isolation and China’s strategic patience. 
• Xi’s message that the U.S. and China “should be partners” underscored Trump’s 

weakened position. 

 


