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The study of international affairs should be understood as a protracted competition between the
realist and liberal traditions. Although not a monolithic paradigm itself, realism depicts that
international affairs is a struggle for power among self-interested states and is generdly
pessimistic about the prospects for eliminating conflict and war. This paradigm dominated the
field in the Cold War years because it provided simple, yet powerful explanations for war,
aliances, imperialism, and obstacles to cooperation and because its emphasis on competition was
consistent with the central features of the American-Soviet rivalry. The principa challenge to
realism comes from a broad family of libera theories, which does not constitute a monolithic
view, either. While one strand of liberal thought has argued that economic interdependence
would discourage states from using force against each other because warfare would threaten each
side’s prosperity,? the second, more recent liberal view has suggested that international
institutions and regimes could overcome selfish state behaviours, mainly by encouraging states
to forego immediate gains for the greater benefits of enduring cooperation.> The third view,
however, probably has had the most popularity in both scholarship and policy circles, which sees
the spread of democracy as the key to world peace, based on the claim that democratic states are

inherently more peaceful than authoritarian states. This essay is about the third variant of
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liberalist thought, namely the “democratic peace.” The essay will review the “democratic peace”
literature critically and will argue that the “democratic peace” is theoretically and empirically
overdetermined.

“Demaocratic Peace” Theory Defined:

The argument that democracy is an important force for peace has its most forceful
advocate the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who nearly two centuries ago argued that the
moral element that helps the framework for peaceful relations between democratic states is based
on the common principles of cooperation, mutual respect and understanding. More recently,
many observers have followed his footsteps and regarded democratic governance as the “path to
peace.”® Indeed, since the early 1980s, the view the democracies do not wage war with one
another has been regarded “as close as anything we have to an empirical law in international
relations.”

The theoretical foundations of the ‘democratic peace proposition, labeled by Bruce

Russett, can be divided into 1) the monadic propositionand 2) the dyadic proposition® Monadic

and dyadic interpretations of the democratic peace differ in the extent to which the regime type

of the target state is considered important. Monadic proposition simply suggests that the more

democratic the state, the less violent its behaviour toward all other states, including both
democracies and non-democracies, will be® Most quantitative works done on the monadic
proposition seem to have supported the argument. Rummel argued that democracies are in fact
the most pacific of regimes because costly and unsuccessful wars can increase a leader’ s chances
of losing his or her position, which makes leaders in democracies less likely to initiate wars that
are expected to be severely violent or that are likely to have high overall costs.” Zeev Maoz and

Nasrin Abdolai have also found that democratic states are less likely to escalate disputes into
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wars,® which has been confirmed by others,® who suggested that domestic political structures
constrain democratic leaders from choosing war as a foreign policy. Jack Snyder’s qualitative
anaysis of democratic state behaviour also supported the monadic proposition, which argued
that consolidated [added by the author] democratic states are less likely to extend their
commitments beyond their capabilities;, democratic institutions assert an identifiable pacifying
effect, regardless of the domestic regime type of others.°

According to the proponents of the dyadic model, which has usually been seen as more
accurate proposition in any discussion on “democratic peace,” on the other hand, democratic
states do not wage war with each other while they are no less war-prone than other types of
states.'! In opposition to the monadic proposition, this proposition suggests that the regime type
of the opponent will crucially affect war decision and democratic states can be war-prone when
facing non-democratic counterparts. Hostility toward non-democratic states is more likely
because it is easier to mobilize public support for military actions because non-democratic
governments are “in a state of aggression with their own people,” which makes “their foreign
relations deeply suspect for democratic governments.”*?

The “democratic peace” proponents suggest two explanations why democracies do not
fight war with each other. The first explanation lies in the structural/institutional constraints.®
According to the structural/institutional model, democracies keep mutual peace because of the
constitutional checks and balances that tie the hands of decision-makers and the whole complex
of structure of democratic civil society. The institutional constraints on a leader’s actions
sgnify that the decison-makers are likely to face high political costs for using force in its
diplomacy.** Moreover, democratically elected leaders are unable to act quickly and this

cautious foreign policy behaviour reduces the likelihood that a conflict will escalate to war.®
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The second reason why democracies are considered more peaceful is related to the understanding
that democracies have shared cultural/democratic norms among themselves. According to this
argument, democratic political culture encourages peaceful means of internal conflict resolution,
which “come to apply across national boundaries toward other democratic states,”*® and the
decision-makers are in the habit of expecting that their actions will be reciprocated by the other
democratic states. The cultural/democratic norms argument has been considered as more robust
and explanatory than the institutional/structural explanations since the latter is silent on the issue
of democratic public’s willingness to fight wars against non-democracies,'’ while some scholars
have argued that the normative and institutional arguments are not mutually exclusive; they work
in “tandem.”*®

Deconstructing “Democr atic Peace” Theory:

Although “democratic peace” theory seems persuasive and relevant in the first place, one
can criticize the “democratic peace” theory and the findings of its proponents from different
angles ranging from mere definitional issues® to the existence of “democratic peace’ at all.?®
One can argue in the first place that a clear definition of both democracy and war or the mere
exemption of their definitions has allowed the “democratic peace” proponents to exclude
numerous cases of democratic war.?* Many “democratic peace” proponents use the concepts of
democracy®? and war differently and the value-laden and usually ambiguous character of these

concepts makes it impossible to measure the nature of “democratic peace.”*

Spiro, for example,
insists that the changing definition of democracy has made the proponents of the theory to
exclude important incidences of “dyadic democratic war” such as the US Civil War, the 1982

Israeli invasion of Lebanon. This definitional obscurity seems to have made the “democratic

peace” appear more significant than it really is. Moreover, the aggregate data seems to provide
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insufficient support for the theory, since democracy is a relatively new phenomenon and
interstate wars are generally rare occurrences.®* Farber & Gowa have found no statistically
significant correlation between democracy and war before 1914.%° Instead, they have rightly
argued that it is only after 1945 that the probability of war and serious disputes is significantly
lower between democratic states, which, they have proposed, can be explained by neither
institutional nor cultural explanations but rather by the Cold War.?® One can, therefore, suggest
that peace could be the result of foreign hegemony, mutual deterrence, or acquiescence to status
quo and not necessarily the result of democracy.?’ This point has also been elaborated by Layne,
a major opponent of the “democratic peace” theory, who criticized the “democratic peace”
theory by incorporating in his study what he calls the “near misses,” such as the 1861 Trent
Affair the US and Great Britain, 1898 Fashoda crisis between France and Great Britain among
others.?® Layne claimed that the countries involved in these disputes acted in ways much closer
to the redlist view rather than behaving in accordance with the norms and structures that the
“democratic peace’ theory predicts.

One can also dispute the fact that democracy produces peace by claiming that it is the
peace that produces democracy.?® This argument presents a new problem to the “democratic
peace’ theory, suggesting an unclear causal link. Furthermore, as Hermann and Kegley
suggested,” democratic peace”’ theorists have overlooked instances of coercive actions short of
formal war by suggesting that there were at least fifteen incidents of unequivocally democratic
states intervening with military force against other democracies.®® Thisis aresult of “democratic
peace” theorists not making any explicit clams about the sources of non-democratic war or

peace, land their total negligence, if not ignorance, of constraints on the authoritarian leaders.3!
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More seriously, however, “democratic peace’ theorists cannot adequately account for the
tendency towards was in democratizing countries, especially after the end of the Cold War. Asit
has been demonstrated many times since the late 1980s, democratizing states are most often very
volatile and dangerous and, thus more inclined to fight wars “than are mature democracies or
stable autocracies.”®? The “rocky transitional period” to democratization may make countries
more aggressive and war-prone due to not only domestic competition but also utilization of
nationalistic feelings by political leadership and mass public support for aggression. If the
“democratic peace” theorists would want to make their cases more persuasive, then, those
authors should be more attentive to what is going on in newly democratizing countries and
modify, not necessarily change, some of their propositions.

The ‘democratic peace theory also underemphasizes the role of the political leadership.
The scholars of the ‘democratic peace’ theory do not ask the questions of how different leaders
view national goals and how they try to achieve them. This neglect downplays the role that
extraordinary individuals often play in war and peace decision-making.®® Literature from
political psychology has suggested that when we take into account what happens within the
decision-making process in democracies, institutional and cultural obstacles may not aways
restrain what decisions are reached, “making democracy and peace more complex and nuanced

than is conventionally pictured.”3*

Although regime characteristics constantly push for the
election of leaders who “respect and respond to democratic values,” as Hermann & Kegley have
argued, ideologically driven leaders can come to power, i.e., Reagan in the US, Thatcher in Great
Britain. These leaders may either challenge institutional and cultural constraints or be less open

to incoming information in order to maintain their positions and/or divert attention from more

disturbing issues. Additionally, even if we accept that institutional and cultural explanations
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account for the “democratic peace,” the questions of how these constraints and the nature of
other countries, whether they are democratic or not, are perceived by the leadership are not
answered by the “democratic peace’ literature.

Conclusion:

The discussion above suggests that the most important drawback of the “democratic
peace’ theory is the essentialization of the political regime as the only factor contributing to
international peace and war. The ‘democratic peace’ theory underemphasizes, and most often
neglects, the importance of other domestic factors such as political culture,®® degree of
devel opment, socio-economic and military considerations,® the role of interest-groups and other
domestic constituencies,®” strategic culture®® among others in decision-making. In other words,
it is easily the case that the “democratic peace theory” lacks sensitivity to context and decision-
making process.  Although one should not dispute the fact that domestic political
structure/regime type is an important component of any analysis of war and peace, this should be
seen as only one of domestic variables, not necessarily the variable. Devoid of an anaysis that
gives respect to a number of other factors, superficia and sweeping generaizations will leave
many details in decision-making unaccounted for. Consequently, although “democratic peace”
theory should not be discarded entirely, current emphasis on the importance of “democracy” in
eliminating bloody conflicts in the world should not blind scholars and policy circles alike to the

fact that “ democratic peace’ is theoretically and empirically overdetermined.
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