
































 Democratic Peace Thesis  

 

7. Michael Doyle (1986) – Liberalism and World Politics 
Abstract 
Building on a growing literature in international political science, I re-examine the traditional liberal claim that governments 
founded on a respect for individual liberty exercise "restraint" and "peaceful intentions" in their foreign policy. I look at three 
distinct theoretical traditions of liberalism, attributable to three theorists: Schumpeter, a democratic capitalist whose 
explanation of liberal pacifism we often invoke; Machiavelli, a classical republican whose glory is an imperialism we often 
practice; and Kant, a liberal republican whose theory of internationalism best accounts for what we are. Despite the 
contradictions of liberal pacifism and liberal imperialism, I find, with Kant and other democratic republicans, that liberalism 
does leave a coherent legacy on foreign affairs. Liberal states are different. They are indeed peaceful. They are also prone to 
make war. Liberal states have created a separated peace as Kant argued they would, and have also discovered liberal 
reasons for aggression, as he feared they might. I conclude by arguing that the differences among liberal pacifism, liberal 
imperialism, and Kant's internationalism are not arbitrary. They are rooted in differing conceptions of the citizen and the 
state. 
 
1. Doyle re-examines the claim that liberal governments (founded on respect for individual liberty) exercise restraint and 
peaceful intentions in their foreign policy: 

(a) When the citizens who bear the burdens of war elect their governments, wars become impossible. 
(b) Citizens appreciate that the benefits of trade can be enjoyed only under conditions of peace. 
(c) Thus the very existence of liberal states makes for peace. 

2. Doyle looks at 3 distinct theoretical traditions of liberalism, attributable to three theorists: 
(a) Schumpeter – Liberal pacifism 
(b) Machiavelli – Liberal imperialism 
(c) Kant – Liberal internationalism 

3. Doyle concludes that liberal states are different: 
(a) They are peaceful but they are also prone to make war with non-liberal states. 
(b) In this way, they have created a ‘separate peace’ as Kant argued they would. 
(c) They have also discovered liberal reasons for aggression, as Kant feared they might. 
(d) Doyle finds these differences rooted in different conceptions of the citizen and the state. 

4. Liberalism – there is no canonical description, more of a family resemblance of principles and institutions: 
(a) individual freedom 
(b) political participation 
(c) private property 
(d) equality of opportunity 

5. Liberal Pacifism (Schumpeter) 
(a) Schumpeter argued coherently that there are pacifying (non-aggressive) effects of liberal institutions and 
principles. 
(b) S saw the interaction of capitalism and democracy as the foundation of liberal pacifism. 
(c) Blamed modern imperialism on: 

(i) A war machine – develops a life of its own and controls foreign policy 
(A) Recall Eisenhower’s warning about the military-industrial complex 

(ii) A warlike disposition  
(iii) Export monopolism – export monopolists push for imperialist expansion as a way to expand their 
closed markets. 

(d) War is a minority interest - imperialist wars were fought for imperialists’ private interests, not for national 
interests. 
(e) Capitalism and democracy are forces for peace, antithetical (opposed and incompatible) to imperialism: 

(i) Capitalism produces an unwarlike disposition - production and markets absorb people’s energies and 
train them in economic rationalism 
(ii) Schumpeter cited the United States, the most capitalist society, as having the least imperialistic 
tendencies (written in 1986) 
(iii) No democracy would pursue a minority interest (war) 

(f) Studies: 
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(i) Michael Haas (1974) found a cluster that associates democracy, development and sustained 
modernization with peaceful conditions. 
(ii) HOWEVER Small & Singer (1976) found no negative correlation between democracy and war in the 
period 1816-1965 
(iii) R J Rummel (1983) found that free states (enjoying political and economic freedom) had considerably 
less conflict than non-free states, but this data was limited to the period 1976-80. 

6. Liberal Imperialism (Machiavelli) 
(a) Liberal republics are not only not pacifistic, they are the best form of state for imperial expansion. 
(b) Machiavelli’s republic is not a democracy, though there is political participation, social equality and popular 
liberty 
(c) Political survival calls for expansion. 
(d) Since the people and the rulers have different social characters, the people need to be ‘managed’ by the few 
to prevent them undermining the ability of the state to expand. 
(e) Polybius’s Rome, Thucydides’ Athens and the post-war USA are imperial republics in the Machiavellian sense 
(f) The current record of liberal pacifism, weak as it is, calls some of Machiavelli’s insights into question. 
(g) We can conclude either: 

(i) Liberal pacifism has taken over with the development of capitalist democracy, as Schumpeter predicted 
it would, or 
(ii) The mixed record of liberalism – pacifism and imperialism – indicates that some liberal states are 
Schumpeterian democracies while others are Machiavellian’ republics 

7. Liberal Internationalism  (Kant) 
(a) Modern liberalism has two legacies:  

(i) Pacific federation – the pacification of foreign relations among liberal states. 
(ii) Liberal imprudence – peaceful restraint only operates between liberal states – they use force to 
protect + promote democ 

(b) Kant’s Pacific federation 
(i) Beginning in C-18, Kant observed a growing ‘zone of peace’ among liberal societies – the ‘pacific 
federation’ of 40+ states 
(ii) Liberal states have established a ‘separate peace’ amongst themselves 
(iii) Doyle refers to an absence of war between liberal states for almost 200 years – but not feudal, fascist, 
communist, authoritarian or totalitarian states. 
(iv) This separate peace provides a solid foundation for alliances (e.g. NATO) 
(v) Liberal states also tend to wind up fighting on the same side in wars 
(vi) Peaceful restraint only seems to work in relations with other liberal states - liberal states have fought 
numerous wars with non-liberal states (Britain, France, US fought expansionist colonial wars in C-19) 
(vii) Neither Realist balance-of-power politics nor Marxist theory accounts well for these two legacies – in 
(a) above 
(viii) In Perpetual Peace (1795) Kant anticipates the widening of a liberal pacific union, explains it and 
explains why liberal states are not pacific in their relations with non-libs 

(c) Kant argues for the acceptance of 3 ‘definitive articles’ to guarantee perpetual peace: 
(i) Constitutional - A republican constitution is a guarantee of caution 
(ii) International law – an expanding pacific federation that maintains the rights of each state by 
international law 
(iii) Cosmopolitan law – recognising universal hospitality for foreigners in each other’s territory (access, 
right to trade) 
No single constitutional, international or cosmopolitan source is sufficient; only together do they connect 
the characteristics of liberal economies and polities with peace 
*Kant also says that it is only under conditions of peace that men can treat each other as ends, rather 
than as means to ends 

(d) Constitutional sources of liberal peace: 
(i) Kant’s guarantee of perpetual peace does not depend on ethical conduct 

(A) ‘asocial sociability’ draws men together to fulfil their needs for security and material welfare 
(B) ‘asocial sociability’ also drives them into conflicts over the distribution and control of social 
products 
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(C) ‘asocial sociability’ inevitably leads towards republican governments (to tame selfish ambitions 
and meet foreign threats), which are a source of liberal peace 

(ii) If consent of the citizenry is required to make war, the citizenry will hesitate to call down on 
themselves the miseries of war. 
(iii) These domestic republican constraints do not end war; they introduce caution 
(iv) Wars are still fought for popular liberal purposes – to promote freedom, to protect private property or 
to support liberal allies against non-liberal enemies  
(v) Kant regards these wars as unjust and argues that each nation ought to demand that its neighbours 
join the pacific union 

(e) International sources of liberal peace:  
(i) Explains why pacific union removes only wars between liberal states – international law adds a 
guarantee of mutual respect 
(ii) International law promotes understanding and accommodation between like republics that rest on 
consent 
(iii) Fellow liberal states benefit from a presumption of amity; non-liberals suffer from a presumption of 
enmity 

(f) Cosmopolitan sources of international peace – adds material incentives to ethical commitments  
(i) Cosmopolitan right to hospitality permits commerce to thrive and spread – impelling states to promote 
peace and avert war 
(ii) Economic interdependence gives each an incentive to avoid policies that would break economic ties 
(iii) The international market removes direct responsibility for production and distribution from the 
sphere of state policy – states can stand above contentious market rivalries and step in to resolve crises 
(iv) International and transnational organizations create interests in favour of accommodation 

8. Schumpeter’s liberal pacifism, Machiavelli’s liberal imperialism and Kant’s liberal internationalism rest on different view 
of human nature, the state and international relations: 

(a) Schumpeter – humans are rationalized, individualized and democratized.  Their material interests lie in 
peaceful trade so they (and the state they control) are pacifistic. 
(b) Machiavelli – citizens either seek to rule or fear being dominated – each calls for imperial expansion. 
(c) Kant – citizens are (like Machiavelli’s) diverse in their goals and (like Schumpeter’s) individualized and 
rationalized.  Most importantly, they recognize the moral equality of all and are capable of treating individuals as 
ends rather than as means.   

(i) Unlike Machiavelli’s republics, Kant’s republics are capable of achieving peace between themselves 
because they exercise democratic caution and are capable of appreciating the international rights of 
foreign republics. 
(ii) Unlike Schumpeter’s capitalist democracies, Kant’s liberal republics remain in a state of war with non-
republics – they see themselves threatened by aggression from non-republics that are not constrained by 
representation.  Liberal states are prepared to forcibly protect and even promote democracy 

9. Nuclear peace between the superpowers – the bipolar stability of the international system, and the near certainty of 
mutual devastation resulting from superpower nuclear war have helped to constrain the tendency toward miscalculation 

(a) This ‘nuclear peace’ is limited to the superpowers 
(b) It has not curbed military interventions in the Third World 
(c) The nuclear arms race itself has pushed the superpowers to the brink of war 

10. Doyle prescribes 
(a) Improving strategy – improving the strategic shrewdness of foreign policy, calculations of the long-run 
national interest, and more flexible responses to changes in the international political environment. 
(b) Constraint on intervention – constraining indiscriminate meddling  

8. Layne (1994) – Kant or Cant: the myth of the democratic peace 
1. Overview 
Layne critiques the causal logic of Democratic Peace Theory and tests the competing explanations of international outcomes 
offered by DPT and by realism.  He first identifies two strands of DPT: (1) institutional constraints and (2) democratic norms 
and culture.  He argues that institutional constraints are not persuasive as a cause, so DPT actually rests on the explanation 
afforded by democratic norms and culture.  Realism argues that, since survival and security are always at risk, democratic 
states respond similarly to democratic and non-democratic states. 
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2. Introduction 
1. DPT proposes a causal relationship between democratic political structures at the unit level (an independent variable) 
and the asserted absence of 1war between democratic states (the dependent variable). 
2. DPT cuts to the heart of the debate between systemic structure (3rd image) explanations and domestic politics (2nd 
image) explanations of international political outcomes 

(a) Layne tests the competing explanations of international outcomes offered by DPT and by realism.   
(b) He examines four case studies – ‘near misses’ where democratic great powers nearly went to war 
(c) Layne concludes that realism is superior to DPT as a predictor of international outcomes (in these 4 cases). 
(d) For this reason, Layne suggests that the empirical evidence purporting to support DPT should be revisited. 
(e) It strikes me that Layne’s focus on near misses may be too narrow - DPT doesn’t just apply to cases where 
conflict boils up but not over – it applies to the much wider population of instances in which conflict doesn’t 
even escalate because it is diffused by common understanding, negotiation, institutions, etc. 

3. Layne discusses DPT’s troublesome implications for post-Cold War American foreign policy 
(a) DPT has acquired real-world importance since US policymakers see a crucial link between America’s security 
and the spread of democracy as an antidote to future wars 
(b) DP theorist Bruce Russett believes that a critical mass of democratic states may overcome ‘realist’ principles 
of anarchy and security dilemma that have dominated practice since C-17 

4. Layne identifies two strands of Democratic Peace Theory: 
(a) Institutional constraints 

(i) e.g. restraining effect of public opinion, checks and balances embedded in democratic political 
structures 
(ii) Layne argues that the institutional constraints argument fails to explain the absence of war between 
democracies 
(iii) Thus DPT’s explanatory power rests on the persuasiveness of the second strand … 

(b) Democratic norms and culture 
5. Layne argues that DPT is not a theory at all but a hypothesis or proposition 

(a) Layne says it isn’t a theory because it is neither proven nor adequately explained 
(b) I’m sure Waltz and others say that political science theories can’t be proven, only disproven, and that they 
hold until something better comes along 

3. DPT Claims and its Logic 
1. DPT makes two important claims: 

(a) Democracies never (or rarely) go to war with other democracies. 
(i) Small & Singer (1976) first observed the pattern of democracies not fighting democracies in “The War-
Proneness of Democratic Regimes, 1816-95”  
(ii) Jack Levy – “This absence of war between democracies comes as close as anything we have to an 
empirical law in international relations” (p.662 in ‘Domestic Politics and War’) 

(b) When democracies come into conflict, they only rarely threaten to use force because it is illegitimate to do so 
(Russett, Doyle) 

2. DPT does not claim that democracies are less war-prone than non-democracies – they are not.   
(a) The anomaly is that while democs threaten and fight non-democs, they do not threaten and fight other 
democs. 
(b) DPT holds that it is the very nature of democratic political systems that accounts for the fact that democs do 
not fight or threaten other democs 
(c) The challenge for DTP is to identify the characteristics of democratic states that restrain them from 
threatening and fighting their kind 

3. DTP advances two alternative explanations: 
(a) Institutional constraints – there are two major variants of this argument: 

(i)  
(b) Democratic norms and cultures 
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4. The Realist Case 

 

5. Two Strands of the DPT 

(1) Institutional Constraints 
1. The institutional-constraints argument fails to explain the absence of war between democracies 

(2) Democratic Norms and Culture 
1. Includes a shared commitment to the peaceful adjudication of political disputes 

6. Testing Democratic Peace Theory 
 

7. Theoretical Conclusions 
 

8. Policy Conclusions 
 


