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Optimistic Realism:
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International Relations
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Abstract

Realism generally takes a pessimistic view of international politics.
Defensive realism thinks otherwise. It holds that anarchy does not necessarily
lead to conflict, that the incentives for aggression in the system are actually
moderate, and that under certain conditions states can cooperate and avoid
conflict. Expansion abroad does not necessarily bring benefits and can
sometimes be self-defeating. The best way for a state to be secure is to maintain
the existing balance of power, not to maximize it. This article lays out the
theoretical foundation of defensive realism and offers a critique. It starts with a
discussion of the basic assumptions and arguments of defensive realism, and
highlights the central role of security dilemma and state intentions. It then
examines defensive realism’s two major arguments: benign structure and
offense-defense theory. Finally, the article critiques these two arguments and the

role of perception in defensive realism.

Keywords: Realism, defensive realism, offense-defense balance, security

dilemma, intentions.



