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Abstract: The present paper calls into question one of the most prominent Inter-
national Relations theories: John ]. Mearsheimer’s offensive realism. By bring-
ing to bear the conceptual apparatus of Austrian- and public-choice-style political
economy, the article demonstrates Mearsheimer’s conception to be either substan-
tively unsound or logically fallacious. More specifically, three of the notorious five
‘bedrock assumptions’ of offensive realism — uncertainty regarding other actors’
intentions, the primacy of survival, and the rationality of statesmen — are, depend-
ing on interpretation, either untenable or insufficient to support the conclusions
Mearsheimer purports to have established. Thus, the article contends that offen-
sive realism is a faulty approach to international politics. This is largely due to the
neglect of economic science, which results in the latent assumption of the abso-
luteness of national survival as a goal of states. It is this assumption that underlies
the entire edifice of offensive realism and simultaneously renders it surprisingly
utopian and idealistic.
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1 Introduction

John J. Mearsheimer’s offensive realism, developed most systematically and elabo-
rately in his magnum opus The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (2001), is doubtlessly
one of the most impactful International Relations theories out there.! Not only does
it attract tremendous scholarly attention but it also inspires much of the contempo-
rary discourse on international politics (Toft 2005, 381-2), in particular with respect

1 There are thinkers who follow in the tradition of offensive realism but introduce significant cor-
rections to Mearsheimer’s ideas (see in particular Layne 2006). Throughout, to avoid tediousness,
I simply use the term ‘offensive realism’ (OR), each time meaning thereby the theory propounded
by Mearsheimer.
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to the Sino-American rivalry (Mearsheimer 2001, chap.10; 2006), the Middle East
conflict (Mearsheimer and Walt 2007), and the Russo-Ukrainian war (Mearsheimer
2014; 2022). The purpose of the present article is to examine the merits of offen-
sive realism (hereinafter: OR). Stated more precisely, the following poses the ques-
tion whether Mearsheimer’s theory withstands the double test of logical validity
and substantive soundness. The verdict reads that if it fulfils one condition, then
it fails to meet the other. More specifically, three of the notorious five ‘bedrock
assumptions’ of OR - the uncertainty of international politics, the primacy of sur-
vival, and the rationality of statesmen — will be challenged as either far-fetched
or insufficient to support the theory’s claims. It will be shown that when taken as
they stand in The Tragedy, they do not generate Mearsheimer’s world of relent-
less hegemony-seeking. And when interpreted assiduously through the prism of his
broader analyses, what they actually entail is a surprisingly utopian and idealistic
theory resting on the implausible notion of absolute national security.

In the literature, there already exist quite a few instructive criticisms of OR.
Some of them come from within the broad realist camp (Kirshner 2012, 2015, 2019,
2022; Rathbun 2008; Snyder 2002; Tang 2008, 2010). Others are external critiques
leveled by advocates of non-realist schools in IR (Donaldson 2024; Donnelly 2000;
Hanania 2022, 26—35; Pashahkhanlou 2013; Specter 2022; Steinsson 2014; Trantidis
2023). Some of the critics point to the inadequacy of structural realism in gen-
eral, arguing that a cogent IR theory must take account of a variety of unit-level
(domestic) factors at play in international politics (Donnelly 2000; Hanania 2022;
Kirshner 2012; Pashahkhanlou 2013; Trantidis 2023). Many pinpoint logical flaws in
the derivation of conclusions from OR’s assumptions (Kirshner 2012; Pashahkhan-
lou 2013; Steinsson 2014; Toft 2005). The validity of Mearsheimer’s use of empiri-
cal data in corroborating his predictions has also been questioned (Kirshner 2012;
Pashahkhanlou 2013; Toft 2005). Beyond that, it is sometimes objected that OR, and
structural realism more broadly, build on misconstrued analogies to, or premises
divorced from, economic theory (Hanania 2022, 30-5; Kirshner 2015; Snyder 2002).
Recently, Mearsheimer’s stand on the sources of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has
also sparked heated controversy (Donaldson 2024; Driedger 2023; Edinger 2022;
Person and McFaul 2022; Specter 2022; Ross Smith and Dawson 2022).

In some measure, this article brings together all these lines of critique.
Although offensive realism is the main target, the paper also touches on the flaws of
the neorealist school as such, especially its reliance on the unitary actor model (or
the exclusion of unit-level variables from the scope of IR theory). The main thrust
of the criticism lies in economic analysis. From Kenneth Waltz’s seminal Theory
of International Politics (1979) on, neorealism (or structural realism) has grounded
its claim to scientificity partly in ostensible parallels to economics (Kirshner 2015).
According to Waltz (1979, 72), just as theories of the market economy boil down to
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invisible hand-based structural explanations and are kept in separation from the-
ories of the firm, so IR theory must be centered around the anarchic structure of
international politics while leaving unit-level variables on the cutting-room floor?
IR theory as such has been profoundly influenced by the dismal science outside
the realist camp as well (Brown 2018, 553—4; Walt 1999). The charge of not taking
economics seriously enough must therefore be a consequential one.

As the remainder of the article will show, OR is at odds with a number of well-
established economic theorems. Some of them belong in the very core of modern
economic science (e.g., the uncertainty and scarcity theorems or the law of dimin-
ishing marginal utility). Others are contributions of the Austrian and public choice
schools (on the concept of modern political economy and the importance of the
Austrian school and public choice in laying the groundwork for it, see Boettke 1998;
Boettke and Lopez 2002; Machaj 2014; Pennington 2011). In particular, OR runs afoul
of what Mark Pennington (2011) terms ‘robust’ political economy: an economic the-
ory taking full account of the phenomenon of government failure and its ramifica-
tions for public policy. Still more specifically OR turns out to gloss over the deficien-
cies of governments in terms of rationality, motivation, and incentives (for example,
Barnett 2014; Pennington 2011).3 A cutting-edge contribution to the analysis of real-
ist IR theory from this perspective has been made by Richard Hanania (2022). This
author, however, focused solely on the criticism of the unitary actor model, thereby
targeting the neorealist school as a whole. While drawing on Hanania’s insights,
the burden of this essay is the discussion of OR, with all its shortcomings that go far
beyond the corollaries of the unitary actor model. Other realist schools, in turn, are

2 As Jonathan Kirshner (2015, 157-61) argues, this analogy is mistaken. In reality, theories of the
market and theories of the firm necessarily inform each other. This is particularly true of the model
of oligopolistic competition, whereby the few competitors that remain in operation enjoy wide
room for maneuver instead of being subject to quasi-automatic market forces. And since inter-
national politics is typically dominated by no more than a couple of great powers (‘polars’), it is
the situation of oligopoly that it resembles the most. See also the major works of Austrian school
economists, where theories of entrepreneurship are integrated into the theory of the market as its
integral part (Kirzner 1973; Mises 1998, chap. 15).

3 Accordingly, much of the present critique hinges upon economic insights (e.g., the conceptions of
rational ignorance or collective action problems) that are not part of the core of modern economic
science, which makes them more or less contestable. Those arguments against OR that depend on
them are, therefore, by no means peremptory. Space limitations prohibit me from recounting in
full the complex justifications that have been raised for those theorems in the literature. Being
aware that the article leaves thereby much room for further debate, I nonetheless believe that it
will contribute to rising tide of IR scholarship informed by robust political economy (see Coyne
2008, 2023; Hanania 2022; Hoppe 2006, 2007; Huemer 2013; Trantidis 2023). One takeaway from this
article is that for some established IR theories (particularly OR), such a conversation with public
choice and the Austrian school is long overdue.
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at times positively contrasted with its pitfalls. As will be seen, of all major varieties
of realism, it is OR that is the most susceptible to attacks from the standpoint of the
political economist.

The occasional accolades for rival realist schools should nevertheless not be
taken to imply too much. True enough, the alternative varieties of realism that,
like classical and neoclassical realism, do take stock of unit-level factors in inter-
national politics (see Aron 1966; Kirshner 2012, 2022; Schweller 1996; Rathbun 2008;
Ripsman et al 2014), are less vulnerable to the argument advanced herein than any
kind of structural realism is. However, inasmuch as classical realism hinges upon
the concept of the national interest defined along the lines of the unitary actor
model (as is the case with the canonical formulation in the work of Hans Mor-
genthau 1951, 1985), it is fair game for the students of government failure just as
neorealism is.

Neoclassical realism, in turn, is a heterogeneous phenomenon. Norrin Rips-
man et al. (2014, 12), discern three types of this outlook. Type I seeks “merely to fix
structural realism by using domestic-level intervening variables to explain away
empirical anomalies for structural realist theories.” Type II deploys “systemic stim-
uli, moderated by domestic-level intervening variables, to inform an approach to
foreign policy more generally.” Finally, the aim of type III is to propound a Waltz-
style, grand theory of international politics. Type I’s explicit reliance on the core
neorealist assumptions plainly makes it untenable from the vantage point of a
robust political economy. As Brian Rathbun (2008) explains, this approach is but a
“necessary extension of structural realism,” the starting point being “that ideal state
behavior is that which conforms with the unitary actor and objectivity premises of
neorealism” (Rathbun 2008, 312). This article, on the other hand, follows Austrian
and public choice theorists in contending that the neorealist ideal itself is fanciful,
and there is nothing inherently irrational (from the decision-maker’s viewpoint)
in pursuing policies deviating from the neorealist precepts. They are features, not
bugs.

The other two varieties of neoclassical realism do not necessarily take the
domestic determinants of international politics to be but sources of erroneous
behavior. They nevertheless still maintain the basic neorealist framework by
regarding them merely as intervening variables, with the anarchy of international
politics occupying the position of the independent variable (Ripsman et al 2014,
chap.2). By contrast, the present study consciously advances a branch of liberal IR
theory, as long as the latter is defined as positing that “the fundamental actors in
international politics are individuals and private groups” and that “states... repre-
sent some subset of domestic society, on the basis of whose interests state officials
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define state preferences and act purposively in world politics” (Moravcsik 1997, 516,
518). The robust political economy perspective distinguishes itself from the main-
stream liberal IR theories by applying these assumptions in a singularly consistent
fashion. Unlike the standard liberal peace theories, which tacitly embrace the uni-
tary actor model in envisioning states cooperating with one another for the benefit
of their respective societies (Hanania 2022, 20; Ripsman et al 2014, 6), a robust politi-
cal economy predicts that those “individuals and private groups” that get to “define
state preferences” will not infrequently do so for the benefit of their own, and to
the cost of the rest of the population. It is in this sense that this kind of political
economy is not realist but profoundly realistic.*

Although the article concentrates on OR as a grand theory of international
politics, the work of a scholar as active in the public debate as Mearsheimer is
difficult to engage with without alluding to his political commentary at all. Hence,
Mearsheimer’s applied scholarship, especially his incendiary stance on the Ukraine
war, is invoked on sundry occasions as an illustration of OR’s perils. Sometimes (e.g.,
Mearsheimer’s influential work on the Middle East conflict and the Israel lobby),
that scholarship deviates from OR precisely because OR itself fails to account for
the situation in question. Other times (e.g., much of Mearsheimer’s position on
Ukraine), it is OR whose corollaries or contradictions produce flawed foreign policy
analysis. Simultaneously, the article leaves aside those views of Mearsheimer’s (e.g.,
his findings about lying in international politics [Mearsheimer 2011] or the recent
conception of homo theoreticus [Mearsheimer and Rosato 2023]) that are neither
informed by OR nor resultant from its failures.

The argument unfolds in the following order: Section 2 briefly reconstructs
Mearsheimer’s theory. Section 3 exposes OR’s grave fallacy: the failure to distin-
guish between hegemony and the bid for hegemony. This sets the stage for the orig-
inal input of the article: the substantive criticism of Mearsheimer’s assumptions.
Section 4 shows how OR plays fast and loose with uncertainty as an analytic cate-
gory and demonstrates that the uncertainty assumption is ultimately parasitic upon
the notion of survival as the principal (in fact, absolute) objective of states. Section 5,
which thereby carries most of the present argument’s weight, questions that very
notion. Lastly, Section 6 dissects the vision of leaders’ rationality that underpins OR
and hints at ways IR theory could be illuminated by robust political economy in this
respect. The final section concludes.

4 Intellectual historians classify this approach as classical rather than neoliberal given its skep-
ticism about the efficiency of state policies and the emphasis on the conflict between state power
and the public interest. On classical-liberal IR theory, see van de Haar 2023. On the role played by
social conflict in it, see Raico 1993.
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2 Offensive Realism

The “five bedrock assumptions” (Mearsheimer 2001, 30) of offensive realism are as

follows:

1) Theinternational system is anarchic in the sense that “there is no higher ruling
body,” no “government over governments” (30).

2) States,and in particular great powers, possess some offensive capability, which
makes them “potentially dangerous to each other” (30).

3) International relations are pervaded by uncertainty: “[s]tates can never be
sure about other states’ intentions.” Most importantly, they cannot know for
certain what other actors are planning on doing with their military capability
(3D).

4)  “[Slurvivalis the primary goal of great powers. Specifically, states seek to main-
tain their territorial integrity and the autonomy of their domestic political
order.” The primacy of survival stems from the fact that it is a prerequisite
for the attainment of any other goals states may wish to pursue (31).

5) “[G]reat powers are rational actors.” This means that they understand the
nature of their environment, “think strategically,” consider the preferences of
other actors, and are attentive to both short- and long-term ramifications of
foreign policy choices (31).

These five premises, holds Mearsheimer, jointly entail that power-maximization
is the most viable strategy states may undertake. As Mearsheimer (33) points out,
“[alpprehensive about the ultimate intentions of other states, and aware that they
operate in a self-help system, states quickly understand that the best way to ensure
their survival is to be the most powerful state in the system.” Briefly put, it is imper-
ative that states seek hegemony, i.e., the status of “a state that is so powerful that
it dominates all the other states in the system” (40). To this end, states will, and
are well-advised to, deploy policies of expansion unless prevented from doing so by
some objective constraints. Becoming the global hegemon would require the where-
withal to project military power all around the world, often simultaneously and
across massive bodies of water. Hence, great powers must settle for a somewhat
less ambitious objective: regional hegemony, preferably coupled with the absence
of hegemons in other parts of the world so as to avoid their meddling in one’s own
sphere of influence (40-2, chap.4).’

5 Mearsheimer makes several caveats designed to further attenuate the radicalism of his theory
and account for cases which seem to falsify it. For instance, the absence of conflict between the
present USA and Canada, or the US and Great Britain at the turn of the 19th and 20th century,
is explained by two ‘stopping powers’: that of nationalism and that of water, respectively. Some



DE GRUYTER What is Wrong with Mearsheimer’s Offensive Realism == 383

Even so, Mearsheimer (20) believes that his theory improves on Waltz’s defen-
sive realism by overcoming its notorious ‘status quo bias’ (Schweller 1996). As
Mearsheimer avers, in an anarchic, self-help reality where actors possess the capac-
ity to wreck one another, the balance of power may not be enough. For while sur-
vival is the principal goal of all states, some of them may have aggressive plans
(Mearsheimer 2001, 414). In virtue of the uncertainty permeating international rela-
tions, no state leader can know whether his peers do not harbor purely hostile
intentions that will prompt them to challenge the existing equilibrium. To secure
themselves from such a contingency, states will then strive for hegemony rather
than for the balance of power (29). This pattern constitutes the eponymous tragedy
of great power politics: even absent predatory intentions in any of the actors, the
epistemic barrier that separates their minds from each other incentivizes them to
adopt offensive strategies (Pashahkhanlou 2013, 205).

What, on the face of it, can be said of Mearsheimer’s argument? The first two
premises are indeed rather uncontroversial. The proposition that anarchy is the
ordering principle of international politics has assumed the status of a received
wisdom in IR, espoused nearly unanimously across the field (see Nye 2007, 3).% That
states, especially great powers, have some offensive capability is, in turn, an ana-
lytic truth that can be inferred from the very definitions of great power and the
state as the Weberian monopoly of force more generally. The same, however, does
not apply to the remaining three assumptions. But before the substantive critique
of Mearsheimer’s outlook on uncertainty, survival, and rationality begins, let us
first inspect whether his conclusions actually follow from the premises as they have
been cited above.

scholars argue that these concessions to culture and geopolitics not only undermine the structural
character of Mearsheimer’s realism but also represent ad hoc maneuvers that significantly reduce
its falsifiability (see Pashahkhanlou 2013, 215-6; Toft 2005, 393—4). This, however, need not be a deci-
sive charge. After all, as Peter Toft (2005, 394) notes, for a social science theory, offensive realism
focuses on a relatively small number of variables anyway.

6 Some students of IR point out that the hierarchy versus anarchy distinction is not dichotomous,
and a number of international settings actually comprise both of these principles. The European
Union, for example, is not a sovereign state, if only because its members retain the right to exit. At
the same time, however, the EU possesses a wide array of authoritative powers over the member
states (Donnelly 2000, 85-96). That said, as long as nation states remain the key building blocks of
the international system, and all hierarchical arrangements (the EU included) essentially derive
from their sovereign decisions, the realist emphasis on anarchy is largely correct and analytically
fruitful.
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3 The Elusiveness of Hegemony

Various objections have been raised as regards the validity of Mearsheimer’s rea-
soning (see Toft 2005 for an extensive overview). Among other things, it has been
observed that OR’s five bedrock assumptions do not in the least bit go beyond those
of Waltz’s defensive realism (Kirshner 2012, 60; Snyder 2002, 154; Tang 2010, 35; Toft
2005, 389). How come, then, that completely opposite conclusions are derived? An
elephant in the room is the jump from the relatively uncontroversial assertion that
hegemony is in and of itself a desirable thing to the far more contentious conclu-
sion that it is reasonable to embark on a bid for it (Kirshner 2012, 61). In reality, four
out of five such attempts invoked by Mearsheimer (Napoleonic France, Germany
under Wilhelm II and again under Adolf Hitler, and Japan in the 1930s and 40s)
failed miserably, usually resulting in the destruction of the contender state (which,
recall, is exactly what state leaders fear the most in Mearsheimer’s account). The
only successful bid, i.e., that of the US in the Western Hemisphere, can in turn be
explained by the exceptional weakness of regional competitors (see Kirshner 2012,
62; Pashahkhanlou 2013, 215; Snyder 1991; Tang 2010, 45). This meager score appears
to be no coincidence. As predicted by classic balancing theories, aggressive behav-
ior triggers counter-armaments and balancing coalitions (see seminal treatments
in Aron 1966; Walt 1990; Waltz 1979). Furthermore, it cannot be held that the gains
brought about by hegemony are worth the risk. To the contrary, great powers are,
by definition, states that have enormous military resources, which translates into
robust deterrence and defensive capabilities (Kirshner 2012, 61-2).

The pointlessness of bidding for hegemony has been articulated perhaps most
perspicuously by Steinsson (2014): “If states were irrational, if leaders of states were
less concerned about a state’s survival than their own bank accounts or re-election
prospects, if states were assumed to be aggressive ..., one could understand the
tendency to risk it all for hegemony.”

As will be seen, Mearsheimer’s theory offers an implicit rebuttal against this
objection. Although it seemingly elaborates on the concept of uncertainty, the argu-
ment actually reduces to a radical view on states’ survival. This conception is cen-
tered around something which may be labelled absolute security, that is, security
as the highest, ungradable, and non-exchangeable good. A careful inspection of this
idea, cognizant of a robust political economy, furnishes plausible reasons to believe
that at least some characteristics suggested in the above quote from Steinsson fare
better in explaining states’ bellicose conduct than the security-seeking underscored
by neorealism.
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4 Uncertainty

The notion of uncertainty is critical for Mearsheimer’s theory. Mearsheimer and
Rosato (2023, 19) articulate this point unequivocally: uncertainty is “the defining fea-
ture of international politics”. As Mearsheimer (2001, 45) explains in a well-known
passage from The Tragedy, “intentions are ultimately unknowable, so states wor-
ried about their survival must make worst-case assumptions about their rivals’
intentions.”

At first glance, Mearsheimer might seem to stand on a firm ground. As Frank
Knight (1921) taught us, uncertainty is all-pervasive in human affairs (see also
a detailed exposition of Knightian uncertainty in Mearsheimer and Rosato 2023,
23-5). Unlike risk, which is quantifiable and thereby predictable, uncertainty can-
not be articulated in numerical terms. Both economy and politics are invari-
ably marked by uncertainty for the simple reason that, in stark contrast to nat-
ural events, they are not (at least from the observer’s vantage point) predeter-
mined but instead hinge on individual choices of human actors. Moreover, as Lud-
wig von Mises (1998, 105-18) observes when expounding upon his twin distinction
between case and class probability (Knightian uncertainty and risk, respectively),
whereas uncertainty (case probability) arises from the scrutiny of individual cases,
(class) probability has to do with homogenous classes of phenomena with no case-
specific information available (as in dice rolling).

This, however, by no means entails that the social reality is unpredictable,
period. ‘Uncertain’ does not equal ‘unknowable’ Indeed, Mises’s term ‘case
probability’ may be more handy in grasping this fact than Knight’s ‘uncertainty,
as case probability is still some probability. Doubtless, there exist various factors
ameliorating the uncertainty of human conduct. One is instrumental rationality:
we surmise people will do such-and-such because, given the ends they presumably
have in mind, it would be unwise of them not to do so. The other sources, like psy-
chology, historical understanding (Verstehen), or personal acquaintance, are in turn
supposed to provide knowledge of the goals that actors pursue (Mises 1998, 30-71).
If those sources did not exist, any peaceful social interaction would be impossi-
ble (Keohane 1993; Wendt 1992). And yet it is possible, often in immensely complex
forms, many of which require highly advanced forecasting skills. Perhaps the most
instructive example is the free market: entrepreneurs and capital owners get to
make profit, thereby demonstrating correct judgment regarding future preferences
of consumers; workers make choices that prove advantageous on the future labor
market, and so forth (Kirzner 1973).

The same is true of international politics. Policymakers make guesses about
the intentions and future actions of their peers based on their personal relation-
ships, the current behavior of the states they run, the history of bilateral relations,
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or intelligence — and the guesses are far from wild. The Canadians, for example, do
know, even if without certainty, that they will not be overrun by the Americans any
time soon despite the glaring imbalance of power between the two nations.

In particular, as per the fifth assumption of OR, states are instrumentally ratio-
nal. It is also difficult to fathom how a concept of instrumental rationality could
not comprise the actor’s ability to learn. In particular, as we know from the basics
of game theory, any strategic considerations presuppose that actors are capable
of understanding and responding to the preferences of others, which in turn are
pieces of private information that must somehow be signaled rather than shown
directly (Fudenberg and Tirole 1991, chap.8 and 9). In Mearsheimer’s (2001, 31) own
words, rational states “consider the preferences of other states and how their own
behavior is likely to affect the behavior of those other states, and how the behavior
of those other states is likely to affect their own strategy for survival” [italics added].
Several pages later, Mearsheimer contradicts himself when he writes: “When a state
surveys its environment ..., it focuses mainly on the offensive capabilities of poten-
tial rivals, not their intentions” (45). The offensive realist is therefore presented with
a dilemma: either the preferences of other states are unknowable, in which case no
rational strategic thinking is possible, or they are knowable, in which case benign
states can successfully signal their peaceable attitude.

Ponder Mearsheimer’s views on the causes of the Ukraine war (Mearsheimer
2014; 2018, 171-9; 2022). Did he believe that the intentions of other states are
unknowable, he would not be in a position to hold that the West was primarily
responsible for Russia’s aggression by defecting on its earlier declarations not to
expand NATO eastward. It is only assuming that states learn about each other’s
intentions that Mearsheimer’s argument about the causes of the Ukraine war can
even be made (Edinger 2022). Moreover, not only does Mearsheimer’s own work
evince that he embraces the uncontroversial proposition that others’ intentions are
somehow knowable, but he is also forced to believe so as a matter of logic, in virtue
of the rationality assumption of OR. That is to say, it is not that in his treatment
of the Ukraine war, Mearsheimer simply fails to follow his own theory: it is the
theory itself, with its incompatible assumptions of rationality and irrelevance of
intentions, that generates the inconsistency.

As a matter of fact, Mearsheimer usually shies away from explicitly making the
— strikingly fallacious — inference that since the course of human action is uncer-
tain, statesmen know nothing about what their counterparts are going to do. Rather,
he settles with the far less contestable — in fact, incontrovertibly correct — claim that
“[s]tates can never be sure about other states’ intentions” (Mearsheimer 2001, 31).
Well, of course they cannot be sure: after all, human action is uncertain, so cap-
italists, entrepreneurs, and laborers are never sure about their judgments either.
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Apparently, then, what OR really says is that the levels of uncertainty that we learn
to tolerate and manage in other spheres of life are unacceptable in the realm of
international politics.

In actuality, therefore, Mearsheimer’s theoretical argument is not really about
uncertainty — as it has been defined by great economists such as Knight and Mises.
His case boils down to an equivocation: the reasoning explicitly starts out with the
standard Knightian notion of uncertainty, thereby coming across as less contentious
than it is, but then implicitly ends up anchored in something completely different.
According to Shiping Tang (2008), the key to make sense of OR is Mearsheimer’s
(2001, 45) assertion (absent from defensive realism) that states “must make worst-
case assumptions about their rivals’ intentions.” Plainly, this desideratum does not
follow from Mearsheimer’s uncertainty premise, even if “uncertain” were inter-
changeable with “unknowable” (which it is not). It is, on Tang’s (2008, 458) inter-
pretation, Mearsheimer’s “sixth assumption’, his ‘Sixth Element’.” Whence does this
element come from? Tang (454) interprets Mearsheimer to the effect that “states
become inherently aggressive due to anarchy.” That is to say, even absent any natu-
ral, built-in propensity to aggression in states (as posited by classical realism), states
are quick to adopt an aggressive posture. Tang’s exegesis, however, still begs the
question: what exactly compels them to do so? The recourse to anarchy alone will
not do: even if the plans of other states were unknowable, anarchy itself would jus-
tify the worst-case assumption no more than any other motivational assumption.
As shall presently be seen, to Mearsheimer, the real driving force behind states’
expansionist undertakings is the premium they put on survival, to which the
whole uncertainty (or better put: assuming-the-worst) assumption ultimately
reduces.’

7 Although the offensive realist account of survival stands out as the most absolutist, the belief in
its centrality is common currency among realists of all stripes. Annette Freybeg-Inan 2004 centered
her entire critical interpretation of IR realism around the notion of fear for survival. In a more
positive vein, Jennifer Sterling-Folker (2002, 73) writes that anarchy in and of itself does not suffice
to ground the realist worldview: “It is instead that the anarchic environment allows death to occur
in the first place while providing no guidance for how to avoid it in the short-term and ultimately
no means of doing so in the long-term”. The belief in the unparalleled importance of states’ survival
is strong with leading neoclassical realists as well. According to Ripsman et al 2014, 19, since states’
“very survival is at stake if they fail to secure themselves properly from without in an anarchic
international system, where the slightest misstep could lead to defeat in war, the incentives are
extremely high for states to focus on external stimuli and craft foreign policies to respond to them
appropriately.” Even so, it is OR that, as will be shown, radicalizes the belief in the centrality of
states’ survival much more than its main rival — defensive realism — does.
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5 Survival

5.1 Whose Survival?

While elaborating on the five bedrock assumptions of OR, Mearsheimer (2001, 31)
defines survival as the maintenance of states’ “territorial integrity and the auton-
omy of their domestic political order.”® However, pace Mearsheimer, territorial
integrity and autonomy (sovereignty) hardly count as prerequisites for the attain-
ment of all the other goals that states pursue. It is perfectly conceivable that a
dysfunctional and economically backward state will begin to blossom when incor-
porated into another, better-governed entity. To give a vivid example, would it not
be beneficial for the people of North Korea if their state were annexed by the South?
As pointed out by James Fearon (1998, 294), in the marketplace, firms need not
necessarily want to survive as independent entities. Oftentimes, a merger into a
larger one may prove more profitable. That states do want to stay independent and
indivisible cannot therefore be deduced from the bare fact of anarchy.

In his later works, Mearsheimer (2018) and Mearsheimer and Rosato (2023)
developed an interesting counter to this charge. Its gist can be found in this state-
ment:

Human beings — who prize survival above all other goals — are social animals. They are born
into and operate in tight-knit social groups, which also rank survival as their number one
goal. To function effectively and protect their constituents, these groups construct political
institutions.... Unlike business firms, which exist to make money for their owners, political
entities exist in order to exist. Amalgamation into a new entity, which can be an attractive
option for a firm, is thus off the table for states. (Mearsheimer and Rosato 2023, 214-5)

What one is to make of this passage is not quite clear. In particular, what remains
unexplained is the connection between individual and collective survival. If indi-
viduals value their own survival above all else, then it cannot be the case that they
simultaneously value the survival of their community above all else, for the sim-
ple reason that communal survival often requires sacrificing individual survival.’
What is left for the reader to do is to zero in on another phrase: “political entities

8 This equation of states’ survival with the enjoyment of territorial integrity and sovereignty
corresponds with a time-honoured realist tradition. As Waltz 1979, 204, put it: states “strive to main-
tain their autonomy” (see Donnelly 2000, 54 for an extensive list of quotes from foremost realist
thinkers).

9 In a preceding paragraph, Mearsheimer and Rosato 2023, 213 quote Hobbes to the effect that it
is individual survival that trumps all other goals. This makes the contradiction at hand still more
glaring.
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exist in order to exist.” Along with the assertion that “human beings ... are social
animals,” it seems to offer a rather straightforward story: since to flourish, human
beings need communal life, they are willing to sacrifice everything — their very indi-
vidual lives included - for the sake of the continued existence of the community
they create. In the present-day world, Mearsheimer maintains, all other commu-
nalloyalties are surpassed by nationalism (Mearsheimer 2018, chap.5; Mearsheimer
and Rosato 2023, 55).10

This account is not without serious problems, though. One of them is that it
renders OR suspiciously idealist and idealistic. By Mearsheimer’s (2018, 85) own
admission, nations are imagined communities (the term being obviously due to
Benedict Anderson 2016), that is, ideational constructs. Thus, Mearsheimer makes
his theory reliant on the assumption that the driving force of international politics
is not so much anybody’s will to actually survive (in the ordinary sense of the word)
as fervent adherence to a collectivist idea.

Concomitantly, the move under discussion presupposes a great deal of altru-
ism not only on the part of the people as a whole but also in leaders (Hanania 2022,
30-55). Simply put, Mearsheimer’s argument posits that statesmen do their best to
preserve the sovereignty and integrity of their states because they are well-meaning
patriots (or good social animals). That is akin to the flaw which Harold Demsetz
(1961) dubbed the nirvana fallacy: first, a problem is identified, and then politicians
are supposed to save the day despite numerous problems involved in their very
engagement. In the case of OR, it is asserted that national survival is the most press-
ing need there is, so politicians go out of their way to deliver the goods. A highly
idealistic perspective, to say the least.

Furthermore, as Hanania (2022, 30—4) points out, the seeming potency of
nationalism as a mobilizing force pales when compared not to universalist ideas
such as liberalism, Marxism or Christianity, as realists usually do (see Mearsheimer
2018), but to individual interests or familial loyalty. The sheer fact that nationalist

10 Other neorealists and Mearsheimer himself have long argued that the incentives for states to
behave in accordance with the dictates of neorealism are generated by the very anarchic structure
of international politics. Just as in the marketplace or any other Darwinian environment, the selec-
tion pressure weeds irrational behavior out: the unfit will simply not survive. “The requirements
are imposed by an automatic sanction: Departure from the rational model imperils the survival of
the state,” wrote Waltz 2018, 201. But this begs the question of why states’ survival matters as much
as the neorealists think it does in the first place. Put differently, what one needs to know first is if
states really achieve the level of internal cohesion that they need to count as the unit of selection to
begin with (Hanania 2022, 34-5). To follow up on the evolutionary analogy, that natural selection
exists was one thing, established by Darwin. Yet it took years of exploring the separate question
of what the actual unit of selection is to find out that this unit is the gene. Hence presumably the
weight Mearsheimer places on the impact of nationalism in his later work.
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policies, from taxation to military conscription and protectionism, are not volun-
tary but coercive is evidence of that. By contrast, nepotism — a wrongful yet evi-
dent manifestation of familial devotion — need not be mandated by statutory law;
rather, it must be banned." Other facts that cast doubt on the putative centripetal
force of nationalism are attractive salaries that states pay soldiers for volunteer-
ing into the army, or the necessity to rely on state coercion rather than bottom-up
discrimination in curtailing immigration (Hanania 2022, 31-2).

From the perspective of a robust political economy, the above facts may be
attributed not only to the problem of motivations (altruistic versus selfish or nation-
alistic versus particularistic) but also to the one of incentives. For as is known from
the seminal work of Mancur Olson, projects involving large numbers of partici-
pants are bedeviled by collective action problems. The more individuals are needed
to execute project x and the more negligible the contribution of a single actor, the
greater the incentives for free-riding, and the bleaker the chances for the pursuit’s
final success (Olson 1971).

Additionally, the problems of collective action are no less, if not more pro-
nounced in government policies than they are in the private sector. Political deci-
sions are public goods: their outcomes are non-excludable (benefits accrue to the
citizens whether they make any positive contribution or not), which encourages
free riding on the demand side, that is, on the part of the public (Tullock 1971). This
results in the underproduction of effective decisions. In democracies, supposedly
granting each citizen a ‘voice’ on public matters, the insignificant impact of one
vote on the ballot’s outcome magnifies this underproduction problem through the
phenomenon of voters’ rational ignorance. With no profit to expect from political
knowledge (a single vote does not matter), most voters choose not to seek it at all,
succumbing instead to ignorance and biases (Downs 1957; Caplan 2007). Thus, even
if a significant fraction of citizens is as nationalistic as Mearsheimer would like to
have it, they are still disincentivized from (a) garnering relevant information con-
cerning what the national interest is to begin with, (b) acting upon that knowledge
as a cohesive civil society, and (c) keeping the leadership in check as to whether
their policies serve the national interest. Leaders, in turn, are thereby given consid-
erable leeway for pursuing the particular good of their own and their immediate
supporters rather than the public good as defined by the ideology of nationalism
(Hanania 2022).2

11 Interestingly, even Mearsheimer (2018, 84) concedes that attachment to the nation overrides all
other identities of an individual “with the possible exception of the family” [italics added]).

12 To preempt a possible criticism, note that my argument is not that nationalism and the survival
of the nation-state are unimportant to people. They obviously are important to them, and there is
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In response to this critique, a realist might hold that at least ruling politicians
and their associates should normally be interested in keeping the state they control
independent and at least as large as it is, if only for the numerous spoils it provides
them personally in terms of power and treasure. However, such a construal would
demonstrably fall short of the law-like status that Mearsheimer ascribes to OR’s
predictions.

First off, there are a number of leaders whose rule hinges precisely upon for-
eign backing. Just think of Olexandr Lukashenko of Belarus and his dependence
on Russia, or the communist dictatorships in Eastern Europe during the Cold War,
whose grip on power relied heavily on Soviet domination.’®

Second, as the old saying goes, presidents do not fight wars. Although leaders
certainly do have some skin in the game of international politics, more often than
not it is not literally their skin. Some of them die having lost a war, but most do not.!*
Furthermore, in a modern state, war effort is sustained through taxation, inflation,
and regimentation of the economy rather than out of the statesmen’s own pockets.
Hence, not only is their own survival not the same thing as the survival of their
state but they also face relatively weak incentives not to wage military conflicts for
other reasons. After all, the cost will be borne largely by the ruled (Hoppe 2006, 100;
Huemer 2013, 252-3). Yet it is exactly those other reasons for warlike conduct that
OR has nothing to say about.

Third, and final, the importance of handling threats to external sovereignty
and territorial integrity from the perspective of individuals in power has to do with
how pressing those threats are. A state whose very existence is jeopardized by a

ample evidence for that. What is not supported by evidence and theoretically implausible is the
far bolder claim that nationalism is the most important thing in politics.

13 Observe that while Mearsheimer (2001, 415, fn. 13) argued that hegemonic arrangements are
hierarchic rather than anarchic and thus beyond the remit of OR, neither the Soviet Union nor the
Russian Federation can be classified as hegemons on Mearsheimer’s own account of regional hege-
mony. The relationship between Putin and Lukashenko is not hierarchic the way the relationship
between Putin and the mayor of Moscow is: Belarus could in principle have chosen the path taken
by Ukraine, but, for better or worse, it did not. And even if one were to classify the USSR and Rus-
sia as hegemons (perhaps by redefining Mearsheimer’s concept of geopolitical region), this kind
of reply, besides inviting a merely verbal quibble over the precise definitions of anarchy, hierar-
chy, and hegemony, would reduce the explanatory power of Mearsheimer’s theory still more. After
all, given Mearsheimer’s interpretation of modern history, OR is already inapplicable to anything
that happened in the Western Hemisphere after the US achieved hegemony around the year 1900
(Pashahkanlou 2013, 211).

14 To give a vivid example, while Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini did lose their lives having
lost World War 1I, death spared all the leaders complicit in the outhreak of World War I except
Nicholas II, whose execution was caused by Russia’s poor military performance only indirectly.
Note also that a number of leaders are killed in the wake of domestic upheavals anyway, with war
failure being just one of many possible triggers.
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foreign bully will likely get closer to the unitary actor model, while one that is rela-
tively safe will be busy managing other problems, including internal challenges to
the power elite (Hanania 2022, 37; for a similar neoclassical realist argument, see
Rathbun 2008, 308). Remarkably, this makes OR particularly ill-suited to explain
what it is primarily meant to explain: the conduct of great powers. For states such
as contemporary USA, Russia, and China are exceptionally secure, with very little
to fear in the way of foreign invasion or territorial loss.

5.2 The Cost of Survival and Diminishing Marginal Utility

Whatever the case, that is, whether states are seen as propelled to seek survival by
nationalism or the interest of the ruling class, the idea that survival is the overarch-
ing goal of states still would not follow even if national survival were tantamount to
biological survival (which it is not). The chief reason is the very starting point of eco-
nomic analysis: the universal fact of scarcity (see the classic exposition in Robbins
1932, 12-5). Insofar as security-seeking is concerned, this fact brings about twofold
implications. First off, all goods are weighed against and exchanged for other, com-
peting goods. If a state invests a sizable fraction of its budget in armaments, the
opportunity cost of this decision encompasses all viable alternatives that those very
financial means could have sustained. In the life of the individual, it is one thing to
say that health matters a great deal. (In point of fact, health truly is the precondition
for the pursuit of almost anything else.) But it is a completely different, and indeed
a far less plausible claim to hold that actors will take care of their health condition
at all cost. The same, for that matter, is true of security in international relations.
Yes, leaders and societies generally want to be secure from foreign invasion, yet
this does not entail that they are willing to sacrifice everything else to achieve
that end.

Moreover, military security, education, public transport, social security, and all
kinds of privately provided amenities are incommensurable goods, that is, there
exists no objective measure or common denominator that would help order them
hierarchically, be it on the individual or societal level. Simply put, there is no
knowing just how important security is as compared to alternatives. Some polit-
ical philosophers (see Berlin 2002; Gray 2000) even go as far as to argue that it
is precisely this constraint that amounts to the genuine tragedy of human life: in
the last analysis, all meaningful choices come at a great and objectively unjustifi-
able cost. Funnily enough, Mearsheimer’s neorealism, which ostensibly arises from
the recognition of the tragic nature of international politics, fails to acknowledge
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this fundamental kind of tragedy by depicting security as a goal that trumps every-
thing else under the sun.”

Relatedly, OR quite astonishingly overlooks one of the most basic economic
laws: the law of diminishing marginal utility (Snyder 2002, 153—4). Each additional
unit of a good is less valuable than the previous one since it could serve goals that
occupy a lower position on an actor’s preference scale. Security-providing goods
are no exception. The more secure one is, the less interest in the further aggrandize-
ment of security one has. In like manner, the value of additional units of security-
providing goods (such as weapons, strategic parcels of territory, etc.) decreases
vis-a-vis competing goods that serve other, so far unfulfilled needs. As a result, a
great power contemplating a bid for hegemony must take account not only of the
military risk involved but also all alternative ends it must forego to build every new
tank, missile, or mortar. (Note that even if leaders act for self-interested reasons,
they still have to cater to other interests as well to garner their support. And in most
modern states, powerful concentrated civilian interests arise that tend to offset the
influence of the usual suspects of warmongering: the notorious ‘military-industrial
complex’ [Trantidis 2023].)

Admittedly, Mearsheimer’s claims do not contradict the law of diminishing
marginal utility: after all, it is logically and psychologically conceivable that some
actors will put as great a premium on security as Mearsheimer has it, that is, when
confronted with a choice between security and other needs, they will always pre-
fer the former. Still, to build a theory on the assumption that this is the preference
most actors will normally have is to ignore diminishing marginal utility. For if OR
were to be reformulated in marginalist terms, it would have to presuppose that
for most policymakers, the relevant unity of security is precisely OR’s holy grail:
regional hegemony supplemented by the absence of other hegemons elsewhere.
But this is vividly untenable: it amounts to the proposition that it does not make
a difference for leaders whether a state is a regional power such as Turkey or a
lightweight fully dependent on its allies such as the Baltic states. Now given that it
does make a difference, rational statesmen are likely to be content with the secu-
rity level guaranteed by being a Turkey and forgo any attempts at further power
maximization if its marginal utility proves lower than that of alternative ends.

In other words, while not antimarginalist, OR is plainly amarginalist. It envi-
sions individuals making choices based on the cardinal value of holistic goods (‘How

15 This tendency looms particularly large in Mearsheimer’s criticism of liberal peace theories.
When confronting the institutional and trade peace theories, he simply asserts, without any jus-
tification, that all long-term benefits of cooperation pale in comparison to security issues. Thus,
whenever a state must choose between security and economic prosperity allowed by international
cooperation, it will always defect (Mearsheimer 2018, 191-4).
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important is security?’) rather than, as should be done, on ordinal comparisons
between units of goods (‘How valuable is, at the moment, more security versus
less prosperity?’). This calls to mind the philosophers of old grappling in vain with
the question of why people are willing to pay more for diamonds than they do for
water (on the significance of the so-called marginalist revolution in economics for
resolving this kind of conundrums, see Blaug 1999, chap.8).

The problem of not taking opportunity costs and diminishing marginal util-
ity seriously pertains as well to the standard neorealist claim, central also to OR,
that what states are primarily interested in are relative, not absolute gains (Walt
1998, 35). In an anarchic, self-help world marked by fierce security competition,
it is essential that, so the argument runs, a state outperform its peers in terms of
the demographic, economic, and military power; if need be at the cost of a worse
performance as measured by absolute standards. As Waltz (1979, 105) phrased it,
in anarchy, actors “are compelled to ask not ‘Will both of us gain?’ but ‘Who will
gain more?’.” Hence the specific neorealist position on the freedom of trade: it may
well be that, as the vast majority of economists have argued since the inception of
their discipline, free trade promotes prosperity, while protectionism impedes it (see
Driskill 2012). However, for the sake of national security, it is often justified to adopt
protectionist policies as long as the losses incurred by another power exceed the
cost borne by the protectionist state (Mearsheimer 2001, 48).

Now this argument raises familiar the familiar question: just how much more
important are relative gains (Donnelly 2000, 58)? What if a state enjoys a reasonably
high level of security anyway (such as that enjoyed by the USA even with China on
therise?), while facing pressing challenges of a different nature, be it economic, eco-
logical, or otherwise? What remains unaddressed is whether the interest in security
competition overtops all other goals states may strive for, including those enabled
by cooperation and trade with other states. Speaking more technically, we still do
not know why the marginal utility of security — attained through increasing rela-
tive gains — is supposed to be always higher than that of the alternatives, achievable
via increasing absolute gains.

Moreover, contra Hanania (2022), who appears to view all varieties of realism
as more or less equally faulty by virtue of their reliance on the unitary actor model,
itshould be noted that it is OR that suffers from this pervasive neglect of opportunity
costs and diminishing marginal utility decidedly more than defensive realism does.
The defensive realist does not, after all, maintain that states seek as much security as
humanly possible; the security guaranteed by the balance of power is enough. With
the hegemonic ideal championed by the offensive realist, the opportunity costs rise
and the marginal utility of security diminishes correspondingly in comparison to
the relatively moderate defensive-realist doctrine.
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In sum, as Glenn Snyder (2002, 154) writes, “aggressiveness does not follow
necessarily from Mearsheimer’s explicit assumptions. It follows implicitly from
an unstated assumption: that great powers place a very high value on security,
much higher than Waltz’s actors do.” As has been seen, “a very high value” is in
fact an understatement: what Mearsheimer needs to arrive at his world of fierce
hegemony-seeking are policymakers placing an absolute value on security. This
world is not our world: it is one where the most elementary economic laws do not

apply.

6 States’ Rationality

As has been shown, Mearsheimer’s notions of uncertainty and survival, married
with the assumption of states’ rationality, do not suffice to prove that a rational
state will pursue hegemony to secure its survival in an uncertain world. But per-
haps something is amiss in Mearsheimer’s concept of rationality as well? Some
critics charge that the rational actor assumption, which sits underneath the struc-
tural realist theories, is oversimplistic and psychologically untenable in and of itself
(Freyberg-Inan 2004, 111). Mearsheimer and Rosato (2023), however, are right when
they hold that to rid oneself of this assumption entirely would be to lay the entire
enterprise of IR theory in its grave. While acknowledging the limitations of human
rationality, robust political economy suggests that instead of throwing the baby out
with bath water, one should rather compare different institutional frameworks with
an eye on the constraints on rationality they produce (Caplan 2007; Pennington
2011).16

16 An anonymous referee of this journal objects to the entire argument of the present section by
suggesting that while Mearsheimer’s notion of rationality is demonstrably unrealistic, perhaps it
might still be theoretically productive. After all, argues the reviewer, theoretical assumptions are
of necessity somewhat simplified and thereby unrealistic. I disagree. There are, fundamentally,
two ways in which this kind of claim might be construed, corresponding to the two major posi-
tions on the role of truth in science: (scientific) realism and instrumentalism. Both camps concur
that science rests upon abstract concepts and models; where they part company is in recommend-
ing different types of abstraction, the distinction harking back at least to Thomas Aquinas. On the
realist account, theoretical assumptions are arrived at via nonprecisive abstraction, i.e., by making
certain characteristics ‘absent from specification.’ Instrumentalism, on the other hand, commences
with precisive abstractions, “in which certain actual characteristics are specified as absent” (Long
2006, 7). As Aquinas put it, precisive abstraction “implies falsehood,” whereas nonprecisive abstrac-
tion does not (Summa Theologice 1. 85. 1 ad 1; Aquinas 1999, 157). To borrow an apt example from
Roderick T. Long (2006, 7), in precisive abstraction, we conceive of a horse along Platonic lines “as
not having a determinate color”, that is, as a horse that simply has no color. By contrast, in non-
precisive abstraction, we think of a horse “not as having a determinate color,” i.e., we just think of
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To start with, recall that in The Tragedy, Mearsheimer (2001, 31) characterizes
his rationality assumption as follows: states “are aware of their external environ-
ment and they think strategically about how to survive in it.” Thus, Mearsheimer
introduces survival to the very notion of rationality as a substantive, motivational
facet (cf. Donnelly 2000, 63). This view has been reiterated explicitly in How States
Think, where Mearsheimer and Rosato (2023, 211) defend what they refer to as
states’ goal rationality: “[a]lthough rational states invariably have many goals, they
rank survival as the most important,” they write.

To elevate survival’s priority to the rank of rationality’s defining feature is
a very bold move. For sure, far more argumentative effort is needed here than
Mearsheimer’s standard “survival is the prerequisite of all other goals” talk. In addi-
tion to what has already been said on that matter in the previous section, several
further observations regarding states’ rationality are worth making.

When elaborating on the fifth bedrock assumption of OR, Mearsheimer adds
one more substantive element to his idea of rationality. He (2001, 32) asserts:
“[s]tates pay attention to the long term as well as the immediate consequences of
their actions” (italics added). This, too, is by no means self-evident. Some people are
future-oriented, some are not. Depending on multifarious variables such as person-
ality, age, wealth, or institutional arrangements, the level of what Austrian school
economists call time preference (i.e., the premium placed on the current satisfac-
tion of wants) varies across the population (on the concept of time preference, see

the horse in general while leaving all the contingent traits of particular horses (such as their indi-
vidual colors) aside. Now what this article, and the following section in particular, submits is that
OR unintendedly ends up employing precisive abstractions: it depicts policymakers as not having
certain highly relevant characteristics that may be reasonably attributed to their trade such as self-
interestedness or myopia; in other words, it ‘implies falsehood.” Whether this fact should be seen
as a problem obviously depends on whether one seeks to analyze OR through the realist or instru-
mentalist lens. In this paper, I deliberately adopted the former perspective on twofold grounds.
First, under instrumentalism, there is not much room for theoretical critique anyway: assumptions
should be mutually consistent, and that is pretty much it. There is no point quibbling over this or
that premise of a theory, because at the end of the day, the proof of the theory is in forecasting, not in
soundness. Atleast to a degree, therefore, many of the theoretical debates that rage on in the field of
IR tacitly presuppose scientific realism. Second, scientific realism is the philosophy Mearsheimer
himself explicitly adheres to (Mearsheimer and Walt 2013, 432—4). Moreover, it is not that scien-
tific and offensive realism just happen to be professed by one and the same scholar. Rather, there
exists a pragmatic relationship between specific claims of OR and scientific realism, namely that of
presupposition. Again, if theoretical assumptions were not supposed to somehow correspond with
reality, it would be futile to even raise various arguments that Mearsheimer invokes in defense
of OR’s assumptions (e.g., that states care deeply about their survival because survival is a pre-
condition for attaining anything else; or that the survival in question is national survival because
the nation is the entity people feel primarily loyal to). All this justificatory work would make no
sense if theory was not expected to tell us what is and why — which is a genuinely realist and anti-
instrumentalist way of thinking about science (for the opposition between scientific realism and
instrumentalism in the social sciences, see Long 2006; Maki 1998).
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Herbener 2011; Mises 1998, 480-6; Rothbard 2009, 15). Likewise, the time prefer-
ence exhibited by one person can change significantly under different incentives.
For instance, an increase in one’s money stock helps save a greater part of one’s
income, which reveals lower time preference (Block, Barnett I, and Salerno 2006;
Rothbard 2009, 410-16). On the other hand, there are factors contributing to high
time preference. One of them may be the political system. Given the temporal lim-
itations of the democratic term, democracy incentivizes decision-makers to act in
a myopic fashion, i.e., to display high-time preference. For if one’s continued stay
in office hinges upon the outcome of the next election, it is the time horizon of this
election, not the distant ramifications of present decisions, that matters the most.
Even if leaders were as public-spirited as Mearsheimer tacitly assumes them to be,
they would still lack the incentives to pursue the long-term interests of the coun-
try whenever that goal collided with the need to win elections (which must be won
if the public interest, as politicians see it, is to be sought at all). Things are not so
much different in dictatorships. Unlike hereditary monarchs, dictators do not hold
a legal title to pass their office down to the future generations of the dynasty, so the
link between the long-term interest of the country and their own remains tenuous
(Hoppe 2007).

By contrast, OR posits relatively low time preference on the part of state lead-
ers, irrespective of systemic conditions. Admittedly, when negating the long-term
benefits of institutions envisioned by liberal institutionalism, Mearsheimer (1995,
82) asserts that “[i]nstitutions cannot get states to stop behaving as short-term
power maximizers” (italics added). This is hardly surprising, since it is a well-
founded insight of liberal institutionalism that iterated games favor cooperative
strategies over defection (Axelrod 1984): a highly unwelcome result for someone
who has little faith in international cooperation.

Nevertheless, Mearsheimer’s own theory as well is premised on the
assumption of politicians being long-term strategic players, only that it oddly
ignores the prospects for interstate cooperation that come with such a posture. As
Tang (2008, 460) notes, in Mearsheimer, states “must have a very long time-horizon
when preparing for conflict. At the same time, however, states must also have a very
short time-horizon when considering whether to forge cooperation.”

Consider three points made by Mearsheimer time and again. He argues that
even if great powers are safe now, they must make sure that things stay that way in
the future: they must be alert to the future changes of other states’ intentions as well
asin the distribution of power (Mearsheimer 2001, 34-5). Consequently, the balance
of power is not enough. Instead, states pursue regional hegemony and see to it that
a competing hegemon not emerge in another part of the world (Mearsheimer 2001,
chap.2). Mearsheimer (2014; 2018, 171-9; 2022) applies this contention to Russia’s
foreign policy: as a great power protecting its sphere of influence, Russia cannot
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but go to great lengths to prevent Ukraine from joining NATO. Otherwise, Ukraine
could one day be used by the West as a stationing ground for an invasion of Russia.
By the same token, whereas the PRC should attempt to become a regional hegemon,
the US must do (and should have done decades ago) everything it can to prevent
that from coming to pass (Mearsheimer 2001, chap.X; 2006).

Observe that each of these claims is informed by the assumption that leaders
devise their plans having the long run in mind. Indeed, China subjugating the Amer-
ican allies in its neighborhood and then aligning with Mexico to threaten the US
with nuclear warheads planted on Mexico’s territory, or the US Army using the
plains of Ukraine to initiate Operation Russian Freedom, are highly hypothetical
possibilities that in all likelihood will not materialize in decades, if whenever.” It is
debatable whether leaders of a liberal democracy and two post-communist dictator-
ships even think that far ahead, let alone make such developments their principal
concern. While this is certainly not impossible, a general theory presupposing this
degree of far-sightedness in politicians rests on very shaky foundations.®

In summary, OR again betrays a good deal of idealistic thinking. Not only are
statesmen deeply concerned about the interest of their nation but, so we are being
told, they are also busy securing it for generations to come. Recall now the dis-
cussion of the concept of survival in Mearsheimer’s theory. The conclusions of the
present section supply an additional reason for Mearsheimer’s adopting a nation-
alist rather than a self-interest-based account of that concept. Were statesmen
thought to be driven by narrow self-interest, the suggestion that they care about
their states’ survival in the distant future would become strikingly groundless, per-
haps save for hereditary monarchs. It is only provided that leaders’ intentions were
benign that they could possibly devise their plans in such a far-sighted manner.

It is worth noting that this far-sightedness assumption once more makes OR
even less plausible than defensive realism is. The struggle for the balance of power
may well proceed with the politicians involved thinking within the confines of their
normal electoral business and the related time horizon. Hardly any leader wants to
be attacked by a superior power on their own watch. As mentioned, when a country
is being threatened by a foreign power; its behavior may begin to resemble more

17 From the standpoint defended in this article, those explanations of Russia’s aggression that
underscore the Putin regime’s fear of the spread of democratic movements in the wake of the
Maidan revolution appear far more plausible (see Edinger 2022, 1890; Person and McFaul 2022).
Not only do they focus on short-term threats but they also emphasize those that affect the regime
rather than the state as a whole.

18 Of course, the world has seen a number of statesmen, also democratic ones, whose vision
was anything but confined to the upcoming months or years. The question is whether this can
be assumed as the starting point for a universal theory.
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closely the unitary actor model and to follow the precepts of balance of power poli-
tics. Offensive realism, on the other hand, posits that those are followed all the time
and with regard to the distant future. By the same token, the assumption of far-
sightedness aggravates OR’s uniquely acute problems with opportunity cost and
diminishing marginal utility: the theory presupposes that not only the present but
also the future utility of security never decreases in comparison to alternative uses
of scarce resources, including present uses.

Embracing statesmen’s narrow self-interestedness by the structural realist
would have one more ramification germane to the theory of rationality in politics.
If the chief concern of foreign policymakers is to stay in power, then, in most cases,
the most pressing threats to that endeavor usually lurk at home, not abroad. These
are posed by domestic competitors and the public. Yet with this fact acknowledged,
the concept of states’ rationality has to be cleansed from elements of the national
interest such as the primacy of state survival or long-term planning. The question
thus becomes not if policy X was rational insofar as the national interest is con-
cerned, but whether it was rational given the presumed purposes of the individual
actors and groups they form below the state level.'® Accordingly, the researcher
has to attend to the specific configuration of organized interests in a state; they
have to figure out what those interests are, how powerful they are relative to one
another, and how likely the policymakers are to respond positively to them given
their own purposes and the incentive structures they operate in. In a word, the
national interest must be disaggregated.

As it happens, political economists have long been exploring the topic of how
government policies tend to serve the special interests of politicians and pres-
sure groups at the expense of the majority of citizens (for classic discussions, see
Buchanan and Tullock 1987; Caplan 2007; Downs 1957; for applications in IR, see
Coyne 2008, 2023; Hanania 2022; Huemer 2013; Trantidis 2023). One of the ques-
tions that have never been properly addressed by neorealism is why foreign policy
should be any different. If it is not, then policies of aggression and bids for hege-
mony, ultimately left unexplained by structural realism, could be understood as
both rational and deleterious to the commonweal. Curiously enough, one of the
persistent themes in Mearsheimer’s own scholarship is his contention that the US
continued commitment in the Middle East conflict on the side of Israel does not stem
from careful security calculations but instead from the prevalence of the ‘Israel
lobby’ in American domestic politics (Mearsheimer and Walt 2007). From the struc-
tural realist perspective, this situation can only be seen as an anomaly, to be tackled

19 Which tallies well with the meta-scientific commitments of structural realists themselves. As
mentioned at the beginning, structural realism has been originally modeled by Waltz on main-
stream economics, which tends to be premised on methodological individualism (Arrow 1994).
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by an analysis along the lines of type I neoclassical realism. In a manner of speaking,
the Mearsheimer who penned The Tragedy and the one that co-authored The Israel
Lobby are two different scholars: the former set forth the theory of OR, whereas the
latter was pushed to deviate from it by the theory’s inability to account for a major
phenomenon of our day. The follower of a robust political economy, in turn, will
consider the US commitment to Israel anything but vexing. For him, it is only natu-
ral that foreign policy serves organized interests, whereas the public is (rationally)
too ignorant and passive to keep them in check.

7 Conclusions

This article has subjected Mearsheimer’s theory of offensive realism to a thorough-
going critique. Upon examination, it transpired that Mearsheimer’s conceptions
of uncertainty, survival, and rationality are either insufficient to substantiate the
claims of OR or seriously strained. As the paper submits, this lack of soundness is
in no small part down to the neglect of economics and political economy.

The inquiry found Mearsheimer’s reasoning not only wanting but also surpris-
ingly idealistic and utopian, especially for a theory advertised as realist. As regards
idealism OR apparently cannot get off the ground without positing (a) that policy-
makers and citizens are motivated primarily by the common good defined in terms
of the ideology of nationalism, and (b) that both groups are capable of overcom-
ing numerous disincentives that stand in the way of such altruistic conduct. These
presuppositions are implicit in Mearsheimer’s absolutist account of national secu-
rity, thought of as an ungradable, non-exchangeable good that must be assured
irrespective of the cost involved. It is this notion that justifies the tremendously
hazardous and costly policies advised by OR. The absolutist account of national
survival is also the real key to understand OR: as has been shown, the other two
contentious premises of it, that is, the ideas about uncertainty and rationality, are,
in the last analysis, parasitic upon that conception. Its inherent idealism contrasts
sharply with the feature that has long been a hallmark of political realism, espe-
cially in the classical tradition: the emphasis on human imperfection (see Donnelly
2000, 6—42; Kimla 2009, 147-60).

In thinking that way, the offensive realist resembles E.H. Carr’s (1946, 6) per-
sonification of the utopian: “The thought of the alchemist was purely purposive.
He did not stop to enquire whether the properties of lead were such as to make
it transmutable into gold. He assumed that the end was absolute (i.e. that gold
must be produced), and that means and material must somehow be adopted to it.”
Mearsheimer’s gold is absolute security guaranteed by regional hegemony and the
absence of another hegemon anywhere else in the world. This, as Kirshner (2012,
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66-8) aptly notes, may run counter to yet another view commonly associated with
IR realism: the acknowledgement of power and its limits. The lack thereof in OR,
combined with the downplaying of political goals other than national survival and
the embrace of a peculiar, non-biological and nationalist understanding of the lat-
ter; makes the theory not only erroneous but also potentially dangerous in the time
when great power rivalry is back on the table. Despite Mearsheimer’s repetitive
calls for ‘restraint’ regarding enemies he finds insignificant for the US national
interest, OR proves singularly instrumental as a rationale for threat inflation and
imperialism (Kurowska 2023; Specter 2022). The very same theory that dovishly
advises the US to appease Russia and sever its military ties to Israel simultaneously
shows its hawkish face when it comes to justifying Russia’s own adventurism or
the rising tensions in the US-China relations. Robust political economy, on the other
hand, supplies much more consistent grounds on which to doubt the benignity of
state leaders claiming to wage ‘necessary’ wars in the public interest.?°
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