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Pacific unions: a reappraisal of the theory 
that 'democracies do not go to war with 

each other' 

RAYMOND COHEN 

Introduction 

Considerable support has emerged over recent years among scholars of inter 

national relations for the theory that 'democracies do not go to war with each 

other.' Bruce Russett and Harvey Starr note that over the last two centuries 

'Democracies were very unlikely to fight each other'.1 This finding is supported, 
R. J. Rummel argues, by both 'Historical studies and empirical social science 

research'.2 Some authors hail it as a law?perhaps the only one we have?of 

international relations.3 References in the literature suggest that the theory has 

acquired the status of a received truth. It is 'the one argument that all the analysts 

agree on', concludes Robert Rothstein.4 'Scholars of contemporary international 

relations are nearing consensus, suggest the Embers and Russett.5 In the latest, 
most comprehensive study of the phenomenon, Russett even finds evidence for it in 

non-industrial societies.6 Believing the facts of the matter to have been established, 
theorists have moved on to seek the causal mechanism generating the phenomenon. 

A great deal hangs on the accuracy or inaccuracy of the democratic-peace 

proposition. If verified, it provides a new point of departure for investigation of 

why wars occur; it apparently refutes the realist view that systemic factors, not 

domestic traits, mould international politics; it constitutes a remarkable achieve 

ment for David Singer's University of Michigan 'Correlates of War' project which 

provided much of the data for research conducted; it suggests the superior ability 
of democratic governments to handle their international disputes. 

Researchers have certainly performed a valuable service by drawing our attention 

to a suggestive finding. The weight of evidence, replicated in repeated studies, 
confirms that 'democratic states', properly defined, have not 'gone to war' against 
each other in the twentieth century. The crucial question is what precisely this 

1 
Bruce Russett and Harvey Starr, World Politics: The Menu For Choice, 4th edn (New York, 1989), 

p. 434. 
2 

Priscilla M. Jensen (ed.), 'Speaking About Democracy and Peace', United States Institute of Peace 

Journal, 3 (1990), p. 3. 
3 

Jack S. Levy, 'The Causes of War: A Review of Theories and Evidence', in Philip E. Tetlock et al. 

(eds.), Behavior, Society, and Nuclear War (New York, 1989), I, p. 270; Volker Rittberger, 'On The 

Peace Capacity of Democracies. Reflections On The Political Theory of Peace', Law and State, 39 

(1989), p. 50. 
4 

Robert L. Rothstein, 'Democracy, Conflict, and Development in the Third World', The Washington 

Quarterly, 14 (1991), p. 47. 
5 

Carol R. Ember, Melvin Ember and Bruce Russett, 'Peace Between Participatory Polities: A 

Cross-Cultural Test of the "Democracies Rarely Fight Each Other" Hypothesis', World Politics, 44 

(1992), p. 573. 
6 

Bruce Russett, Grasping The Democratic Peace (Princeton, 1993). 
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observation means. In this paper I shall argue that, contrary to received truth, the 
existence of a general law of behaviour that democracies as a class do not fight each 
other has not been demonstrated. Rather, the soundest conclusion to draw from 
the evidence is that democratic states in the North Atlantic/Western European area, 

sharing a particular set of historical circumstances and a common cultural heritage, 
have avoided going to war. This is in line with Karl Deutch's 1955 observation that 
a 'security community', a community of nations resolved to settle their disputes 
peacefully, had come into being in the North Atlantic area.7 The finding has not 

been proved to hold throughout history, outside the North Atlantic area, or for 
non-Western cultures. James Lee Ray shows that the generalization only holds 

robustly when democracy is defined in such a way as to exclude its looser, 
non-Western and non-contemporary variants.8 No causal mechanism has been 

shown to exist providing a necessary link between democracies and mutually 
peaceful behaviour. On the contrary, there is reason to suspect that pacific unions 
are liable to occur in particular historical circumstances irrespective of regime type. 

The evidence 

This section is not intended as a comprehensive literature review, simply a brief 

survey of representative work. In the Deutsch account, democracy and the 
renunciation of 'fratricidal war' are viewed as conditions for the emergence of a 

security community. An explicitly causal link between the two was first noted by 
D. V. Babst, who remarked that since 1789 'no wars have been fought between 

independent nations with elected governments'.9 Sustained research into the 

democratic-peace phenomenon, however, began with a study carried out by Small 
and Singer in the 'Correlates of War' project. They define 'democracy' as requiring 
the presence of a parliament elected in fair, contested elections by at least 10 per 
cent of the population, which controls, or at least enjoys parity with, the executive 
branch. Analyzing a list of fifty interstate wars in the 1816-1965 period Small and 

Singer conclude that none involved fully-fledged democracies fighting each other. 
France's attack on Rome in 1849, and Finland's partnership with Nazi Germany 
against the USSR?and hence, indirectly, the allied powers?in the Second World 

War are seen as exceptional cases. Interestingly enough, the authors are cautious 
about the significance of their findings, noting that wars mostly occur between 

neighbouring states, and 'since democracies have rarely been neighbors', they have 

infrequently fought against one another.10 

R. J. Rummel, writing in 1985, appraised sixty-seven relevant statistical surveys 
on the antecedents of war that had accumulated over the years. His analysis 
confirmed what he calls the 'Joint Freedom Proposition,' namely, that 'violence 

and war do not occur between libertarian states'. For Rummel, then, the decisive 

7 
Karl W. Deutsch et al, Political Community and the North Atlantic Area (Princeton, 1955), p. 126. 

8 
James Lee Ray, 

' 
"Wars" Between Democracies: Are There Exceptions (That Prove The Rule)?', 

paper delivered at the annual convention of the International Studies Association, Acapulco, 23-27 
March 1993. 

9 
D. V. Babst, 'A Force for Peace', Industrial Research, 14 (1972), p. 55. 

10 
Mel vin Small and J. David Singer, 'The War Proneness of Democratic Regimes', The Jerusalem 
Journal of International Relations, 1 (1976), pp. 50-69. 
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independent variable is 'libertarianism', the preservation by a representative 

government of civil liberties and political rights widely defined. Unlike Small and 

Singer, Rummel argues that the tendency of democratic states to settle their 

differences peacefully is associated with the very nature of democracy. 'Socio 

economic and political freedom', he believes, 'minimizes violence'. Multiple, cross 

cutting interests, regulation of conflict by law, competitive politics, replacement of 

coercion by exchange and reluctance of democratic publics to waste their blood 

and treasure in foreign adventures, all predispose democracies against resort to 

war.11 The weak point of this argument is readily apparent: if it were true, 
democracies should be equally loath to fight against non-democracies. Over 

whelming evidence demonstrates that this is simply not so. As Jack Levy points 
out, democracies are only 'slightly less likely than nondemocractic states to initiate 

wars', and have indeed 'fought wars as frequently as have nondemocratic states'.12 

A widely acclaimed attempt to explain in some depth the observed link between 

democracy and peace is made by Michael Doyle. Drawing up lists of both 'liberal 

regimes' and international wars since 1816, Doyle finds powerful vindication of 

Immanuel Kant's prophecy that the spread of liberalism would draw a zone of 

peace?a pacific union?in its wake. This is due to four essential features of liberal 

regimes: external sovereignty, private property and market economies, juridical 

rights of citizens and representative government. Refuting both Marxist and realist 

claims, Doyle argues that 'neither the logic of the balance of power nor the logic of 

international hegemony explains the separate peace maintained for more than 150 

years among states sharing one particular form of governance?liberal principles 
and institutions'. The explanation is to be found, he believes, in Kant's 1795 study, 

Perpetual Peace. Three reasons for liberal peace are adduced: the constitutional 

guarantee of governmental restraint implicit in regimes whose citizens, unlike 

autocratic rulers or privileged elites, must personally bear the misery and costs of 

war; the mutual respect of like-minded states in agreement on the great principles 
of government; finally, 'the spirit of commerce', the incentive to peace provided by 
trade between free economies.13 The Kantian thesis or some variant of it has 

become a widely accepted explanation for the posited link between democracy and 

peace. It is admired for its prescience and has the advantage over Rummel's theory 
of looking beyond the individual state to the nature of the community of 

democracies. 

A final project worth mentioning is that of Zeev Maoz and colleagues. Their 

approach uses meticulous statistical techniques to check the data, eliminate 

coincidental and spurious factors, and build up an explanation by testing possible 

hypotheses against observed correlations. Democracy is marked by a high score on 

various regime attributes: competitive elections, shared decision making power, 

competition between government and opposition and popular participation in 

politics. In a 1989 study, Maoz and Abdolali confirm that 'Democratic states never 

fight one another' and are also statistically less likely to be involved in disputes 
among themselves. Out of 1,625 disputes (defined as involving either the threat, 

11 
R. J. Rummel, 'Libertarian Propositions on Violence Within and Between Nations', Journal of 

Conflict Resolution, 29 (1985), p. 420. 
12 

Levy, 'The Causes of War: A Review of Theories and Evidence', p. 270. 
13 

Michael W. Doyle, 'Liberalism And World Polities', American Political Science Review, 80 (1986), 

pp.1151-69. 
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display, or use of force) in the 1816-1976 period, only 73 involved pairs of 

democracies. Based on the number of democracies in the total population one 

would have expected 146 inter-democratic disputes.14 In subsequent work con 

centrating on the 1946-1986 period, Maoz and Russett strongly support the 'joint 
freedom' hypothesis. They rule out wealth, alliance affiliation and noncontiguity as 

alternative explanations for the phenomenon. Rather, they suggest that regime 

stability is statistically associated with a low propensity to become involved in 

conflict, suggesting that 'certain norms may evolve in the relations between 

enduring political systems'.15 

Evaluating the evidence 

There is no question that the researchers mentioned above have accumulated an 

impressive body of evidence. Moreover, confidence in results is considerably 
reinforced by replication which suggests the robustness of the observation. In 

tuitively, it seems to be corroborated by common sense and personal experience. I 

suggest that although the evidence adduced is robust, the far-reaching conclusion 

drawn by researchers is unjustified. 
The flaw in their argument is as follows: The democratic-peace project has 

encompassed three basic steps, (1) collection of data, (2) evaluation of the data's 

meaning, (3) explanation of evaluated data. Thus far, researchers, having com 

pleted the first step, are energetically and imaginatively at work on the third step. 
Where they have been insufficiently rigorous is in their performance of the second 

step. Meaning has been attributed to the evidence which goes beyond that which 

can be soundly inferred. The reason for this is obvious, since the assumption 

guiding the whole endeavour was that democracies do not go to war against each 

other. Because this proposition, articulated by Kant, is widely accepted in the 

Western liberal tradition, results were taken, with very little debate, to verify the 

initial hypothesis. Before making that crucial transition, researchers would have 

been well-advised to take a second look at what exactly the data really tell us. Had 

they taken Popper's advice and attempted to refute, rather than confirm the theory, 

they would not have overlooked its manifold weaknesses. 

Defining the population of democracies 

One problem concerns the identity of the target population. When researchers refer 

to 'democracies' desisting from violence in their mutual relations, precisely which 

states are they referring to? This is not a quibble, since the size and character of 

14 
Zeev Maoz and Nasrin Abdolali, 'Regime Types and International Conflict, 1816-1976', Journal of 

Conflict Resolution, 33 (1989), pp. 20-1, 24. 
15 

Zeev Maoz and Bruce Russett, 'Alliances, Contiguity, Wealth, and Political Stability: Is the Lack 

of Conflict Among Democracies a Statistical Artifact?' International Interactions, 17 (1992), pp. 
245-67. See also Maoz and Russett, 'Normative and Structural Causes of Democratic Peace, 

1946-1986', American Political Science Review, 87 (1993), pp. 624-37. 
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this population will determine whether the observed phenomenon is limited in 

space and time, or is indeed a general 'law' of international behaviour. There is no 

consensus at all among peace researchers about what constitutes democracy. A 

variety of terms and definitions are used. Moreover, while one author talks simply 
of 'democracy', others refer to 'liberal regime', 'liberal democracy', 'libertarian 

states', states enjoying 'political freedom', or societies with a 'high degree of 

political participation'. There is very little discussion of what democracy entails, 
how it has developed, evolved and mutated. Most writers assume that it is 

meaningful to talk of a single, identifiable system of government called democracy, 

yet of all political terms and concepts, democracy and its institutions have been 

most subject to distortion, cross-cultural variation and controversy. 
One working (as opposed to ideal) definition is provided by Robert Dahl. He 

defines democracy as a political system which ensures that the actions of govern 
ment correspond with the wishes of a significant proportion of its citizens for a 

long period of time. For such a state of affairs to hold, he argues, at least eight 
institutional guarantees must be present: freedom to form and join organizations; 
freedom of expression; the right to vote; eligibility for public office; the right of 

political leaders to compete for support and votes; alternative sources of inform 

ation; free and fair elections; institutions for making government policies depend 
on votes and other expressions of preference.16 The absence of any of these guaran 
tees casts serious doubt on the authenticity of a regime's credentials. That a regime 

might possess democratic and authoritarian features at the same time, implied by 
Maoz's use of a linear gauge of democracy, must be particularly suspect. 

This characterization of democracy persuades Arend Lijphart that no true 

democracy existed before the twentieth century. Australia and New Zealand were 

the first countries to establish 'fully democratic regimes with firm popular control 

of governmental institutions and universal adult suffrage'. As of 1980, he identified 

fifty-one contemporary democracies. However, he contends that to qualify as 

democracies states must display long continuity of democratic institutions. Implicit 
in the longevity qualification is the assumption that a true democracy must display 
the ability to overcome serious challenges to its political institutions and civil 

liberties. By this criterion such putative democracies as Surinam and Upper Volta 

failed as they fell to military coups. Spain encouragingly passed the test in 1981 

with the failure of an attempted coup. With the inclusion of the stability criterion, 
the number of true democracies, according to Lijphart, falls to twenty-one.17 Apart 
from Australia, India, Israel, Japan and New Zealand, all are located in the North 

Atlantic/West European area. Note, moreover, that the exceptions inherited their 

system of government from the Anglo-American tradition. 

In cramming disparate systems of government from different continents, civiliz 

ations and eras within a single, catch-all category, there is danger of reductionism. 

After all, the institutions of government are the superstructure erected upon and 

intended to serve an underlying ethos, a set of values and principles grounded in 

culture and ideology. Societies lacking the liberal ethos and possessing antithetical, 

paternalist assumptions of authority, declining to divide the secular from the sacred 

and subjugating individual to group rights, clearly possess their own special 

16 
Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and opposition (New Haven, 1971), p. 3. 

17 
Arend Lijphart, Democracies: Patterns of Majoritarian and Consensus Government in Twenty-One 
Countries (New Haven, 1984), pp. 37-9. 
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conception of the meaning of democracy. They are entitled to adopt and interpret 
democratic institutions in the light of their own traditions and values. This does 

not make them democracies in the Western sense. 

The connection between culture and democracy is stated with particular force by 
Samuel Huntington. He observes that political culture, the underlying beliefs, 

symbols and values which defining political action, is necessarily rooted in culture 

in the broader, anthropological sense of a set of assumptions (often rooted in 

religion) about the nature of man, society and the cosmos. 'Significant differences 

in their receptivity to democracy appear to exist among societies with different 

cultural traditions.' Islam, for example, has not so far proved 'hospitable to 

democracy'. The Hindu and Shinto traditions, relatively tolerant of diversity, have. 

The explanation may be found in acculturated patterns of behaviour, social 

organization and belief. A propensity for 'hierarchical relationships' and 'extreme 

deference to authority' are values likely to be uncongenial to the emergence of 

democracy. In contrast, 'A willingness to tolerate diversity and conflict among 

groups and to recognize the legitimacy of compromise . . . should be helpful to 

democratic development'.18 
The importance of considering political culture in depth rather than just outward 

appearances is illustrated by the case of the Lebanon which, according to Michael 

Doyle, was democratic from 1943 to 1975. It is true that pre-civil war Lebanon 

displayed some of the superficial features of a democratic state: universal suffrage, 
free elections, an open economy and a free press. Beneath the surface, however, 
lurked anti-democratic forces: the dominant influence of certain families running 

powerful patron-client networks; constitutionally enshrined discrimination by the 

Maronite Christian minority against the Moslem majority; confessional, rather 

than national parties; absence of presidential accountability to parliament; dubious 

elections; the total exclusion of the significant Palestinian population from citizen 

ship, franchise and positions of power; chronic covert Syrian interference in 

Lebanon's internal affairs. Worst, the 1943 constitution precluded the possibility of 

peaceful change, which is an essential feature of true democracy. Moslems could 
never acquire power through the ballot, only by resort to civil war. While Lebanon 

looked like a parliamentary democracy, in reality it was more akin to a mediaeval 

oligarchy. Within the context of the Arab world Lebanon was, for a brief period, 
a paragon of enlightenment, but it was not a Western-style democracy.19 

Western-style democracy is contained as much in the unwritten rules and implicit 

working of the system as in any legal provisions. Many states, particularly in Latin 

America, have had interludes of constitutional government in their turbulent 

histories. However, the tendency to preserve constitutional forms, even if the 

constitution has to be adjusted or replaced, may not preclude a tolerance for 

nepotism, corruption and brutal suppression of dissent. A tradition of military rule 

may require that even when civilians assume power in a constitutional manner they 
are obliged to ensure military support, or act within certain implicit constraints? 

serious qualifications on any regime's democratic credentials. 

There is a related problem which is the spasmodic nature of democratic trends in 

many Third World countries. Was Haiti democratic for the few months in 1991 its 

18 
Samuel P. Huntington, 'Will More Countries Become Democratic?' Political Science Quarterly, 99 

(1984), pp. 207-9. 
19 

Samir Khalaf, Lebanon's Predicament (New York, 1987), pp. 73-101. 
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elected president was permitted to remain in power? What precisely was President 

Clinton thinking of in October 1993 when he called for a Haitian 'return to 

democracy'? Is it meaningful to include Bolivia, Peru, Nigeria and Sri Lanka? 

'liberal regimes' at various times according to Michael Doyle?in a list together 
with Switzerland and the Netherlands? The continuity of institutions, tolerance of 

dissent and diversity in troubled times, peaceful change and the full confidence of 

electors and elected that extra-constitutional forces will not intervene in govern 

ment, are all essential components of a democratic society in the Western sense. 

Other cultures are entitled to their own philosophies of governance, formal and 

informal, and will often consider themselves impeccably democratic. One must 

beware of the procrustean exercise of accommodating them all within a single 
catch-all category. 

It follows, then, that many of the states supposedly constituting the pacific union 

of democracies are doubtfully democratic. This observation is not in itself fatal to 

the democratic-peace thesis. On the contrary, Bruce Russett insists on 'lowering the 

standards by which a country can be labeled a democracy', excluding civil rights 
and economic liberty from his definition.20 Believing that participatory governments 
are inherently more peaceful in their mutual relations irrespective of constitutional 

niceties, he is not interested in limiting the generality of the theory. A similar view 
was put to the author by James Lee Ray in 1992. He argued that if democracies, 

loosely defined, avoid war in their relations, then this surely strengthens rather than 

weakens the democratic-peace thesis. 

There are two objections to Professor Ray's argument. First, extending the 

definition of democracy to accommodate dubious states effectively shifts the goal 

posts. If all sorts of states are included in the democratic category, one will have to 

come up with a new theory, for it is not their common democratic qualities that 

incline them to peace in their mutual relations. Second, broadening the population 
of cases brings in a number of counter-examples of quasi-democratic states fighting 
each other: Britain and the United States (1812); France and the Papal States 

(1849); the United States and Spain (1898); Britain and the Boer Republics 

(1899-1902); India and Pakistan (1948); Israel and the Lebanon (1948); Turkey 
versus Cyprus (1974); Peru vs Ecuador (1981). 

Professor Ray has now proposed an alternative defence. In contrast to his 

maximalist 1992 stance, he suggests a minimalist position. 'If one adopts a 

sufficiently restrictive definition of "democracy", (or "international war" for that 

matter), then none of the conflicts listed in Table 1 [a collection of twenty 

exceptions to the rule] could be categorized as wars between "democracies".'21 

Accordingly, Ray adopts three criteria of democracy: competitive, fair elections 

involving at least two independent parties; suffrage of no less than half the adult 

population; and at least one peaceful, constitutional transfer of power from 

government to opposition.22 Thanks to this definition, Ray is able to demonstrate 

that all counter-examples to the democratic-peace thesis involve at least one state 

that is not truly democratic. The Spain of 1898 displayed corrupt electoral practices 
and political leaders who manipulated office without risk of defeat. In the Boer 

20 
Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 15. 

21 
Ray, 

' 
"Wars" Between Democracies', p. 1. 

22 
Ray, 

' 
"Wars" Between Democracies', p. 11. 



214 Raymond Cohen 

Republics of 1899 the franchise was restricted.23 All extra-European exceptions to 

the rule are similarly eliminated. 

The geographical scope of the theory 

Taken to its logical conclusion, Ray's defence seriously restricts the scope of the 

democratic-peace theory. This possibility was already anticipated by Singer and 

Small in their seminal 1976 article when they observed that the apparent absence of 
war between democracies might simply be explicable by geographical distance (and 
hence of a lack of opportunity). After three wars in seventy years, the post-World 

War II success of France and Germany in peacefully settling their differences is a 

noteworthy achievement.24 On the other hand, the absence of war in relations 

between Israel and Canada is irrelevant. For the absence of war between states to 

be of any significance three prerequisites are needed: motive, means and oppor 

tunity. To be considered for inclusion in the pantheon of non-warring pairs, 
democracies have to be more than peaceful, they also have to have important, 

potentially opposing interests that come into contact; possess a war-fighting 

capability; and be able to project that capability against each other's territory, 

possessions or allies. States that have no access to and very little business with each 

other are not candidates for conflict. 

If we break down Professor Doyle's list of 'liberal regimes' for the post-1945 

period into regional clusters, and sort them on the basis of political culture 

and opportunity for belligerency, the more geographically limited scope of the 

democratic-peace phenomenon emerges. Some regional clusters can be discarded as 

theoretically uninteresting. Doyle gives three democracies in the Caribbean area: 

Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and the Dominican Republic. These all fail the 
means test. They are too remote from each other?1,000 miles?and too weak 

militarily to pose an armed threat to each other. The same holds for Africa, where 

Nigeria ('democratic' from 1961-1964 and from 1979-1984), Senegal and Botswana 
are given. Even if we agree to Nigeria's doubtful admission to the halls of 

democracy, there was no real prospect of these states fighting each other. 

In other regions of the globe, disaggregation reveals the absence of war to be less 

significant than the global statistics might suggest. In the Eastern Mediterranean 

area, Turkey, the Lebanon and Israel are listed as democratic members of the 

'pacific union'. However, neither Israel nor the Lebanon has a common border 

with Turkey, and no grounds for conflict exist. Moreover, as already noted, the 

classification of the Lebanon as a democracy must be queried. Even if we concede 

the point, it weakens Doyle's case, since Israel and its northern neighbour have 

only intermittently been at peace (and never enjoyed full diplomatic relations). The 

Lebanon invaded Israel in 1948 and after 1970 was a major jumping-off point for 

23 
Ray fails to observe an inconsistency in his case. On the one hand he refuses the 1899 Orange Free 

State the status of democracy on the grounds that it denied blacks and women the vote. On the 

other hand he does wish to grant the United States this qualification throughout the nineteenth 

century, although the 15th Amendment to the Constitution granted blacks the vote only in 1870, 
while women were excluded until 1920. 

24 
However, France's development of nuclear weapons, together with German constitutional 

restrictions on their possession, irreversibly changed the nature of the relationship. 
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Palestinian guerrilla infiltration and airline hijacking. Another zone of peace that 

turns out to be irrelevant is the Australasian area, where three democracies are 

listed: Australia, New Zealand and Papua New Guinea (since 1982). Australia and 

New Zealand are 1,000 miles apart, owe their amicable relations to common 

origins, and have never had cause for strife. Papua New Guinea was administered 

by Australia as a mandated territory until 1982 and was granted independence only 
at Australian insistence. Dependent on Australian economic assistance and with a 

population of only two million, it must be considered a most unlikely potential 

challenger for its southern patron. 
It is in the Americas that the general validity of the democratic-peace theory 

stands or falls. Of Doyle's fifty 'liberal regimes', fourteen are located in the New 

World, and no example of war between them can be found. North America, 

consisting of Canada, the United States and Mexico, has unquestionably been a 

zone of peace since Mexico's New Constitution of 1917; there has not been a single 
international crisis threatening war in the area since that time. The question is 

whether this is because the North American states are democracies or because of 

US hegemony. Given the colossal preponderance of US power, the Kantian thesis 

is not the most straightforward explanation. Certainly, Mexican observers deeply 
mistrust American purposes and resent what they perceive to be a historical pattern 
of interference.25 

Leaving Central America?with its history of US intervention?aside, South 

America poses a fascinating challenge to the democratic-peace theory. Over the last 

100 years the region has proved to be more stable in international terms than 

Western Europe. Once the struggles of the early independence era had subsided, the 

states of Latin America became skilled at avoiding war in their mutual relations 

irrespective of regime type. Gregory Treverton points out that 'conflict with 

neighbors seldom has dominated the foreign policy agenda of any Latin American 

state. Most conflicts have been contained short of war or even shooting and many 
incidents between states have not become lasting conflicts.'26 In the 1929-1979 

period, there were only nine crises in South America, compared to twenty-four in 

Central America, the lowest of any region in the world apart from North 

America.27 Only two crises have escalated to violence, the Chaco War of 1932-1935 

between Paraguay and Bolivia, and the more limited 1981 border incident between 

Peru and Ecuador. This record of relative tranquillity was achieved despite the 

preponderance of autocratic regimes and widespread resort to violence by Latin 

American regimes in the resolution of their domestic disputes. A key argument of 

democratic-peace theorists such as Bruce Russett,28 that habits and norms of 

domestic conflict resolution are projected onto the international arena, is rebutted, 

therefore, in the South American case. Here is a zone free of war that has evolved 

quite different norms of conduct at the regional level from those maintained 

domestically. 
How is South America's generally pacific record to be accounted for? One 

25 
Robert A Pastor and Jorge G. Casta?eda, Limits to Friendship: The United States and Mexico 

(New York, 1988), pp. 56-60. 
26 

Gregory Treverton, 'Interstate conflict in Latin America', in Kevin Middlebrook and Carlos Rico 

(eds.), The United States and Latin America in the 1980s (Pittsburgh, 1986), p. 567. 
27 

Jonathan Wilkenfeld, Michael Brecher and Sheila Moser, Crises in the Twentieth Century (Oxford, 

1988), II, pp. 172-3. 
28 

Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, pp. 30-8. 
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explanation echoes the democratic-peace argument to similarity, hence sympathy. 

Gregory Treverton suggests that 'inter-state conflict' may be mitigated by 'the 

shared history and relative similarity of governing elites'.29 Walter Little proposes 
two explanations which parallel Maoz and Russett's argument 'that certain norms 

may evolve in the relations between enduring political systems', noting that the 

long-standing nature of many hemispheric disputes suggests that states may have 

learned over time to live with their problems: 'old grievances may die hard, but 

they are not always allowed to intrude on a more pressing present'. Little's second 

suggestion relates to the growing sophistication and maturity of states as they 

emerged from the cradle of the post-independence era of the early nineteenth 

century: 'conflict between states declined as their economies developed and their 

governmental structures became better organized. The disputes of the earlier years 
were largely about resolving the legal ambiguities of boundaries and competencies 
inherited from Spain. Once these were settled, diplomacy rather than force . . . 

became the norm.' Little does not accept the proposition that the United States 

played a 'moderating role' in regional conflicts. He notes that Washington 
continued to use force in relations with its neighbours long after the South 

Americans had given up the practice. Ironically, US interventions may have 

actually pushed Latin-American states in a non-democratic direction.30 

One region, then, is left as both democratic and pacific: the North Atlantic/ 
Western Europe area in the post-1945 period. With a few exceptions (Spain, 

Portugal and Greece) virtually all states in the area were unreservedly democratic. 

They possessed the means, motive and opportunity for violent conflict. Ancient 

rivalries, hatreds and issues under contention abounded. They nevertheless 

succeeded in solving their problems by peaceful means. Apart from the Anglo 
Icelandic 'Cod Wars' of the 1970s (in which Icelandic gunboats fired shells over the 

bows of British fishing vessels), and the Greek-Turkish conflict on the periphery, 
the region was spared from war and almost completely free of international crisis. 

Although interesting, this finding is hardly revolutionary. The peculiar historical 

and societal factors that gave rise to this pacific union were insightfully dissected by 
Karl Deutsch, though he was more interested in the process of integration, and saw 

the renunciation of war as a cause rather than an effect of the emergence of 

community.31 

The changing nature of war 

A further problem arises with the meaning of the second half of the proposition 
that 'democracies do not go to war with each other'. The significance of inter 

national violence has changed since World War II. 'Since relatively few of the 

democracies bordered each other in the 1920s and 1930s, it is not surprising that 

they generally avoided war with each other', Russett acknowledges. 'But by the 

29 
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1970s', he adds, 'with increasing number of democracies in the international 

system, the empirical fact of peace among democracies became harder to ignore'.32 
The trouble here is that it was only before 1945 that full-scale, declared war was a 

reliable index of hostility between states. Since then the forms of armed combat 

have diversified. It is no longer possible, as Kal Holsti argues, to 'speak of war as 

a single institution of the state system'.33 Consequently, the absence of war implies 
less today than meets the eye. 

At one time it was reasonable to define war, as does the 'Correlates of War' 

project, as an armed clash between sovereign states involving at least 1,000 battle 

casualties. Today this definition must be considered unrealistic. State instigators of 

violence may conceal themselves behind non-state, irregular operatives. On other 

occasions, the 1,000-casualty threshold reflects neither the intent nor the reper 
cussions of the event. In the bombing of US marine headquarters in Beirut in 1983, 
241 servicemen were killed; a clear act of war by Shiite groups operating out of 

Syrian-controlled areas. Yet Syria, a key actor in Arab-Israeli peace moves, was 

never directly confronted. Later in 1983, though, US servicemen were killed in 

direct military clashes with Syrian troops. As a result the United States withdrew 

its forces from the Lebanon and reconciled itself to Syrian control of that country. 
The United States and Syria both suffered less than 1,000 casualties but, in effect, 

Syria had inflicted a military reverse on the United States. 

With the outbreak of the Cold War, the Soviet Union colluded with anti 

colonialist forces to strike at Western interests throughout the world. In the 

Bolshevik tradition, open warfare provoking an equally violent Western response 
became less common than violence by other means: guerrilla infiltration, wars of 

'national liberation' conducted by irregular forces, covert operations and sub 

version, terrorism, involvement in civil war, armed intervention of various kinds 

and proxy war. Moreover, nuclear weapons, the trauma of two world wars and 

television combined to discredit the overt exercise of military force by Western 

governments. As a result, the incidence of 'war' in the modern world has declined 

while the incidence of other forms of armed intervention has actually increased.34 

Clearly the formal absence of war?in the structured pre-twentieth century sense? 

has ceased to be a reliable indicator of the peaceable nature of an international 

relationship. 
In an attempt to avoid the main weaknesses of the rigid Singer definition of war, 

Maoz and colleagues propose the concept of the Militarized Interstate Dispute. 

They define this as 'a set of interactions between or among states involving threats 
to use military force, displays of military force, or actual uses of force. To be 

included, these acts must be explicit, overt, nonaccidental and government sanc 

tioned'.35 Although an improvement, this definition still excludes clandestine, proxy 
or surrogate forms of violence?precisely the kinds of non-attributable action taken 
to avoid the opprobrium of open warfare. Since successful undercover operations 
of this kind are by definition not explicit or overt one may never know whether 

they were indeed nonaccidental and government sanctioned or not. In other words, 
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the concept of a Militarized Interstate Dispute overlooks the possibility that 
democracies are not more peaceful than autocracies in their relationships with each 

other, simply that they are more sensitive to public relations considerations. To 

avoid the embarrassment and political cost of public disclosure they may resort 

to precisely those forms of non-attributable violence excluded from the Maoz 

definition. 

In its global struggle with the Soviet Union, the United States had to invent 

methods of intervention to meet perceived communist threats that would neither 

distress public and congressional sensibilities nor tarnish its credentials as the 

'leader of the Free World'. Covert action, largely carried out by the Central 

Intelligence Agency, was born. Writing of his service in Italy in the mid-1950s 
William Colby, later Director of Central Intelligence, provides a detailed account 

of one such programme. He and his colleagues saw the operation as 'an un 

paralleled opportunity to demonstrate that secret aid could help our friends and 

frustrate our foes without the use of force or violence'.36 In this instance the 

purpose of covert action was to prop up the democratically elected Christian 

Democrat Party. In the early 1970s, however, the United States used economic 

sanctions and intervened against the government of Salvador Allende in Chile. 

Allende's socialist programme did not nullify the elections that had brought him to 

power. Asked at a press conference about US covert activities in Chile, President 

Gerald Ford replied: T am not going to pass judgment on whether it is permitted 
or authorized under international law ... It is a recognised fact that historically, as 

well as presently, such actions are taken in the best interests of the countries 

involved'.37 

Covert action was preferred, then, because intervention in the internal affairs of 

other states, let alone the destabilization of their leaderships, is most certainly not 

'permitted or authorized under international law'. Another reason, Gil Merom 

explains, was domestic: 

American public opinion and Chile's finger pointing would have killed the prospects of 

any open effort to overthrow the Allende regime. The Nixon administration was quick to 

realize that if the destablization of Chile was executed properly the American public 
would be ignorant of it, and the deterioration in Chile would be attributed to the Allende 

regime and its policies rather than to a foreign power.38 

The irony of US intervention in Chile is that it was precisely because Chile was not 
an autocracy that its decentralized and independent institutions could be penetrated 
and turned against the president.39 The Chile episode illustrates a grave flaw in the 

democratic-peace theory. As a result of US intervention, an elected leader was 

deposed in a military coup which led to his and some of his followers' deaths. In 

the nineteenth century, European powers had used gunboat diplomacy and other 

warlike actions to achieve similar goals in Africa and Asia. Modern great powers 
have a greater range of options at their disposal. Allende's downfall was not war 

by Singer or Maoz's definitions. But it was war by other means. 
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Democracy and peaceful international behaviour 

Bruce Russett does not conceal his discomfort with the frequency of US covert 

action in the post-war era. He cites Guatemala (1954), Brazil (from 1961), Chile 

(1973) and Nicaragua (from 1981) as examples of intervention by the United States 

to install governments that 'were less democratic than their predecessors'. To 

account for these episodes Russett puts forward two counter-arguments: First, that 

the US only intervened against governments that 'were not fully democratic'; 

secondly 'that American military units did not fight in an organized fashion'. 

Covert, deniable action was necessitated by a lack of domestic political support and 

democratic restraints. Tn a very important sense, the US democratic political 
system worked to limit intervention.'40 

It seems to me Russett has missed the point. Counter-examples can always be 

explained away in an attempt to salvage a paradigm. The main weakness of the 

theory is not just that there are accumulated exceptions to the rule but that 

the theory has ceased to be a useful explanation of behaviour. Within the 

realist paradigm?which the democratic-peace theory purports to overthrow?it is 

accepted that states will resort to violence in the pursuit of valued goals or if they 

perceive their vital interests to be threatened. They may do this with regret; they 
may prefer covert to overt action; they may resist war if at all possible. But in the 

final analysis, realism asserts, they will fight rather than quit. The character of the 

target regime is of secondary importance. When the United States intervened 

against elected governments, it did so for Realpolitik reasons with the means both 

available and appropriate in the circumstances. Russett admits as much when he 

points out that US intervention was a product of the Cold War, taking place 
against governments that were felt to be 'politically leftist and . . . too sympathetic 
to communism'.41 There is little doubt that the United States would have felt 

equally obliged to do what was needed to keep elected communist governments 
from power even in France and Italy. 

Historical confrontations involving democratic states demonstrate their readi 
ness to resort to force against each other if they believe it necessary. War is a 

possibility, even between democracies, when vital interests bring them into conflict. 
At the end of the nineteenth century, there were several crises and conflicts between 

democracies. The logic of competition over territory and prestige superseded that 

mutual respect envisaged by Kant. The Tunis crisis of 1891 pitted France against 
Italy, and the Fashoda crisis of 1898 brought France and Britain to the brink of 

war. In the face of a British ultimatum and the mobilization of the British Fleet, 
the French Government decided on a humiliating and unconditional withdrawal.42 

Balance of power considerations, not sentiment, were uppermost. The French Fleet 
was no match for the Royal Navy, France was diplomatically isolated and at 

Fashoda itself the small French force would have been swiftly annihilated. Public 

opinion on both sides clamoured for war.43 In the final analysis, France had no 

alternative but to back down, but for Realpolitik, not ideological reasons.44 
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As late as June 1945 British and French forces confronted each other in the 
Eastern Mediterranean in a struggle over spheres of influence. Churchill seriously 
considered the possibility of Anglo-American military action45 and suggested an 

attack on the French battleship Jeanne d'Arc. He minuted the First Lord of the 

Admiralty: 'Why do we not arrest her and turn her back on the high seas under 

threat of superior force? Probably only a few minutes firing would be necessary and 

this would be far less bloody than shooting at the little boats when they try to pull 
ashore'.46 Ultimately, General de Gaulle had little choice but to accept a ceasefire, 
but lesser crises have spiralled out of control. The fact that both states were 

democratic was simply not a relevant consideration. 

In the Arab-Israel War of 1948-9 Britain had significant interests in supporting the 

autocratic Arabs and opposing the democratic Jews.47 Britain equipped the Arab 

armies invading Israel, provided them with unswerving diplomatic backing in the 

United Nations Security Council and behind the scenes, sent RAF reconnaissance 

flights over the area and kept British officers seconded to Transjordan's Arab 

Legion.48 Following an Israeli counter-attack against retreating Egyptian forces in the 

Sinai in December 1948, Britain issued an ultimatum to Israel through the United 
States and ordered troops to Aqaba to defend the port against possible Israeli attack. 

On 7 January 1949, five RAF Spitfires, flying reconnaissance over the combat zone in 

the Sinai, were shot down by Israeli fighter planes.49 The whole important episode 
does not merit a mention in any of the democratic-peace studies because it does not 

fall under a narrow definition of war. It stands, nevertheless, as a blatant instance of 
one democratic state backing the use of force against another. Wider security interests 

outweighed normative considerations for both Britain and Israel.50 

Explaining the democratic-peace phenomenon 

In the light of my observations so far, it should be clear that no universal law of 

international relations has been discovered by researchers. Their claim does 

contain, incontestably, an historical core of truth. Since 1945 the North Atlantic/ 
Western European states have enjoyed an uninterrupted period of peaceful rela 

tions. However, as this phenomenon is observably restricted in time, place and 

civilization, it makes no sense to seek general laws to explain it.51 At issue is not, 
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as Brawley and many others would have it, the general question of 'what is it 

about democracies that leads them to reduce or restrain their hostility to each 

other?'52 Rather, it is the very specific query as to what inclined them to peaceful 
behaviour in the particular circumstances of the West during the Cold War. 

At this point, explanation becomes a question of historical judgement or, as 

Weber would suggest, of evaluating the significance of a cultural phenomenon. 
Mearsheimer explains the absence of war among the Western democracies as due to 

the unifying effect of an external Soviet threat.53 Clearly the shared trauma of two 

catastrophic world wars also dampened internecine strife. Within this historical 

context two unique developments occurred: one was democratization, an accom 

paniment rather than a prior condition of peace. World War II discredited 

autocracy in the shape of fascism and Nazism, and vindicated the form of 

government represented by the United States and Britain. Secondly, there was a 

decisive trend towards economic interdependence, or broadening of 'mutual trans 

actions', as Deutsch put it. In Western Europe this took the form of a movement 

for economic integration. These two factors distinguish the North Atlantic pacific 
union from the phenomenon observed in South America. Indeed, it is the existence 

of this contrasting zone of peace, located elsewhere and ruled by very different 

traditions of government, that casts doubt on the democratic-peace connection. 

In other respects, the two pacific unions do present some striking commonalities, 

opening up an intriguing avenue of exploration. Both appeared in parts of the 

world bound together by ancient ties of civilization and culture, possessing 

diplomatic linguae francae (Spanish and Portuguese in the one case, French and 

English in the other) and well-established diplomatic traditions. Christianity was a 

shared feature. Governing elites had much in common. Both regions had acquired 
a strong sense of shared identity enshrined in communal organizations and 

legislation. Both regions had come to accept the norm outlawing war as a 

legitimate instrument of statecraft within the community and had developed (albeit 
with varying degrees of success) mechanisms for the peaceful resolution of inter 

national conflict. Western Europe was more effective at actually resolving its 

boundary quarrels; those in Latin America were tolerated rather than removed. 

On the other hand, quite different factors may have performed functionally 

equivalent roles in the two cases. The sense of solidarity?mutual responsiveness in 

Deutsch's terminology?engendered in Latin Americans by their common origins 
and history of liberation may have been inculcated in Western Europeans by the 

shared catastrophe of two world wars. Similarly, the part played by democratic 

moderation in the North Atlantic case may have been taken by the traditional 

preoccupation of national armies with domestic concerns in the South American 
one. Professor Little's critical view of US hemisphere policy notwithstanding, 
in both Western Europe and South America the United States was an over 

whelming?and usually benign for a superpower?presence which had inherited 

Britain's nineteenth century liberal agenda: respect for international law and the 

peaceful resolution of international disputes; free trade; freedom of the seas; the 

independence of small states; the prevention of continental hegemony by a hostile 

power, whether Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union. A final feature common to 
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members of the two pacific unions worth mentioning is their long-established 

independence. With lengthy periods of nationhood and experience of government 
behind them, states were arguably able to develop effective regional diplomatic and 

legal mechanisms while putting their differences in perspective. 

Conclusion 

In the light of the arguments presented above it seems reasonable to conclude that 

the scope of the democratic-peace proposition is more circumscribed than usually 
claimed. Indeed, the correlation may be spurious altogether in that a common 

cultural preference for the peaceful resolution of conflict may have preceded both 

the appearance of democracy and the emergence of a pacific union in the North 

Atlantic area.54 The universality of the theory is cast in doubt by a series of 

considerations. First, the only way to eliminate counter-examples of war between 

democracies is by defining democracy in such a way that it applies only to a 

handful of states, but a narrow definition of democracy limits the validity of the 

generalization to the North Atlantic/West European area after 1945. Before 1945 

there were few opportunities for democracies to fight. After 1945 many states 

classified as democratic by early researchers such as Doyle turn out, on closer 

examination, to possess dubious credentials. Secondly, innovations in the state use 

of violence water down the validity of the democratic-peace phenomenon still 

further. During the Cold War the United States was able to resort to a broad 

repertoire of hostile activities other than formally declared war to achieve state 

goals. Thirdly, examples of the use of covert action against elected governments, 
and cases where democracies weighed the use of force against each other, indicate 

that the form of government of the target regime is not a decisive consideration for 

policy makers should raison d'?tat require resort to arms. When Britain perceived 
that its vital interests were endangered it threatened to use force both against 

France (1945) and Israel (1948-9). Fourthly, there is no need to posit a necessary 
causal connection between democratic government and peaceful international 

behaviour; contingent historical explanation is as compelling. Western democracies 

did not fight after 1945 because they possessed shared interests in opposing Soviet 

hegemony, reconstructed their economies and societies after the war, and co 

operated in the expansion of world trade. Finally, and most tellingly, South 

America has displayed many of the features of a Kantian pacific union even 

though most states in the hemisphere are not democracies. This severs the 

necessary link between democracy and peaceful behaviour. 

The effect of this finding is to take the wind out of the sails of the democratic 

peace armada. Whatever reasons one might have to dispute the unique wisdom of 

realism, the link between democracy and peace is not one of them. On the basis of 
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my analysis it is clear that democracies resolved their disputes peacefully during the 

Cold War because they possessed powerful interests to do so. It may well be that 

Western Europe, like South America, has succeeded in constructing highly effective 

mechanisms of conflict resolution thanks to long experience of government and 

diplomacy. However, it would be seriously mistaken to credit these instruments 

with infallibility. Moreover, if democratic states were to be divided at some time in 

the future by what they perceived to be vital national interests, can there be much 

doubt that war might again become conceivable? Although this may be far-fetched 

under current circumstances, there are at least two parts of the world where 'war 

between democracies' is more than a remote possibility: the Balkans, where 

unforeseen circumstances could draw Greece and Turkey into open conflict; and 

the Indian subcontinent, where an Indo-Pakistani war can never be ruled out. John 

Mearsheimer is correct to warn that nationalism and religious fundamentalism, for 

long written off in the West, are still potent forces elsewhere; more potent than that 

'transnational respect for democratic rights' that researchers have professed to 

detect in the modern world.55 

This would simply be of academic interest was there not evidence that policy 
makers have begun to take the claims of the democratic-peace school at face value. 

The theory is taken to vindicate the view 'that the United States should support 
transitions to democracy because that policy will lead to a more peaceful world'.56 

This could easily justify military action to install 'democracy' in totally in 

appropriate circumstances. It could foster a dangerous complacency about regional 

disputes and a false sense of security towards Russia. Conversely, it could be 

adduced to refute the possibility of peaceful relations between the West and 
states with non-democratic systems of government, such as China. Indeed, the 

democratic-peace 'law' is already being paraded by opponents of the Arab-Israeli 

peace process in Israel. They argue that since peace can only be reliably concluded 

with other democracies, Israel would be well advised to postpone any peace 
settlement to await the democratization of the Arab world.57 Theories do influence 

human conduct. Despite the claims of its advocates there is no proof that the 

democratic-peace proposition constitutes a universal law. It would be unfortunate 
were policy makers to accept as a guide to behaviour a formula that looks to be 

the product of both conceptual imprecision and wishful thinking. 
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