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Introduction:

In this essay, we will briefly discuss the classical liberal political position which tends to favour the view that democratic institutions decrease the likelihood of war in the international realm. The idea of democratic peace is an idea which is re-surfacing and which is principally based on the thoughts of Immanuel Kant (18th century). His conception of perpetual peace was based on the suggestion that democratic institutions, free trade, and the presence of international law and institutions create conditions that lessen the possibilities for war between states.   

This idea of perpetual peace has been re-animated recently by many academics, but under the form of democratic peace theory. I am not going to revise the two studies in depth here, but I am going to examine the tendency in conflict analysis which states that because democracies are more pacific than other political forms, they may very well be a means to international peace. 

I intend to analyse two theoretic models principally, which are: the normative model and the structural model of behaviour. Two models which are found, to varying degrees, in Kant’s perpetual peace and the more recent democratic peace theory. In this manner, the reader will have a better perception of what encouraged Kant, and perhaps, Rummel and others, to emphatically assert that, democracies have a tendency to be more pacifists on the international scene, and consequently, that democracy is a method to peace.

Perpetual Peace: focus on democratic institutions

In “Perpetual Peace”, Immanuel Kant argues that: liberal republics
 are less likely to wage war than monarchies. He was also convinced that the spreading of the former around the world would lead to a “perpetual peace”. One argument put forward was that, in democratic states, citizens, and probably public opinion, would tend to oppose war due to the human costs the mass population would be obligated to endure
. Kant also contended that leaders of liberal republics favouring military alternatives over diplomatic means for resolving conflicts would tend to be removed by the citizens of the state (republic) and replaced by more conscientious leaders
. He concludes this logic by asserting, in the same manner, the logical inverse of this argument.  Autocratic leaders (monarchs), that is, do not need popular consent to get to power, thus, they are freer to manoeuvre in pursuing or favouring, in this case, war policies, and they tend to do so. Indeed, going to war would not damage their popularity abroad or at home, nor their political status, since they hold political power regardless of the public’s approval or disapproval.
 

However, and contrary to conventional wisdom, Kant never contended that republics did or should refrain from going to war under all circumstances.  In fact, Kant took it as normal that liberal republics, being threatened by aggression from non-republics would remain in a state of war with the latter and be obligated to go to war against their aggressor from time to time
.  Still, Kant’s republics are capable of achieving peace among themselves because they exercise democratic caution
 (which means that liberal wars are only fought for popular, liberal purposes), and they are capable of appreciating the international rights of foreign republics
. 

Therefore, on the one hand, Kant’s republics respect other republic’s sovereignty, promote freedom and are generally peaceful
. Yet, they can remain in a state of war with non-republics because each nation “can and ought to demand that its neighboring nation enter into the pacifist union of liberal states
”
“Democratic peace
”: how does it work?

Modern democratic peace theorists do not claim that democracies are less war-prone than non-democratic states, but rather that they rarely, if ever, go to war against each other
.  Thus, this is slightly different from Kant’s proposition, that republics are generally less war-prone than monarchies.  In other words, the democratic peace maintains that democracies can be more peaceful with one another, but are not necessary more peaceful on the international scene, as we will demonstrate. 

The democratic peace does not privilege the state level
 attribute or dyadic level
of analysis. In fact, supporters of the democratic peace theory differ on whether preference should be given to the empirical data supporting the state-level analysis (monadic view), in other words, that democracies are less prone to violence in general. Or, if empirical and statistical evidence should only support the dyadic view, that democracies are simply less war-prone in relations with other democracies. 

Defining democracy:

Our role here is to underline the problem of defining “democracy
” and the fact that there are different ideas and ideals of democracy
.  Some democratic states are considered wholly democratic, mature democracies, and some as emerging democracies. Still, the ambiguity in defining democracy is omnipresent.

As far as the democratic peace and defining democracy are concerned, Ray states that predicting the degree of stable, continuous peace between democratic states is a very difficult task
. This is especially when the empirical evidence diverges in terms outcomes because there is no theoretical ground for harmony on the definition of democracy. In other words: “ (…) there is no full agreement (on) how to define a “democratic state” or exactly how many states fall into that category today.”
 It vaguely appears though, that the narrower the definition of democracy, the stronger is the case that democracies do not wage war on each other
.

Why the democratic peace theory?

Levy and Russett affirm that this dyadic-level of analysis and its thesis, democracies do not wage war on one another, is possibly the most valid statement that exists in international political beliefs because: “(it) comes as close as anything we have to an empirical law in international relations.”

The fact that liberal or democratic states do not fight each other was first emphasised by Babst in 1972 and has been worked upon since. R.J. Rummel has provided a scrupulous analysis of how Western democracies do not wage war with one another at both state and dyadic levels. He contends that, if more countries were allowed to function as democracies, the phenomenon of war, which Kelman defined as “a societal and inter-societal action conducted within a national and international political context”
 could positively be reduced internationally.  

Rummel extensively reports, on the monadic front, that democratic states
 sharing the same liberal political attributes, and what is often called “mature democracies”, are less likely to go to war against one another
. This is a parallel to Weart’s vision on how peace is being maintained: ”Similar republics, when well established, do not fight each other; republics of different types can and do”
 A statement shared by Mansfield and Snyder who reported that democratic-authoritarian dyads are more war-prone than authoritarian dyads:” they are two thirds more likely over the course of a ten-year period to fight wars than those undergoing no regime change”
 

Furthermore, according to Rummel, on the dyadic front, violence does not occur between democratic dyads, but the likeliness of hostility between two states is nearly inevitable if one of the two nations involved in a conflict is partially or completely non-libertarian. That reinforces what he calls the Democracy/Dyadic Violence Proposition, which sustains that the more democratic two regimes, the less severe their violence against each other. In other words: “Rummel subsequently conceded that democracies may not be less war prone once they are involved in a military confrontation, but that they are less likely to enter into such confrontations.”
 

Normative and Structural models of behaviours
Maoz and Russett, fully aware of the fact that democracies may not be less war prone than other states, enthusiastically support the dyadic-level democratic-peace results
. Thus they inquire what lay at state level that permits the dyadic democratic peace enthusiasm.  Indeed, they ask whether this is the result in part of a normative model of behaviour, in which domestic political norms are externalised in relations with other states. Or, perhaps, the result of a structural model, in which, the process of mobilization for wars is significantly more complicated and cumbersome in democratic states.  

They acknowledge the difficulty in distinguishing between the conceptual framework of the two models (normative/cultural and structural/institutional), and the difference in cost-benefit calculations of war for richer democracies and poorer non-democracies. They also put forward that democracies in transition might still experience some interstate conflict, for the same state-level reasons given by Rummel and Weart’s and outlined above. Yet, the spread of democracy, they believe, may contribute to a more constant international system, one in which norms and rules become more peaceful and cooperative, reflecting the internal cultural and political values of systems in which governments are popularly controlled. Thus, once more, supporting Kant and Rummel’s Democratic Peace Proposition, that democracy is a method of non-violence
 as well as the view that popular control and desire are peaceful: a claim to which we shall turn to, later.  

The plausibility of the normative model of democratic peace, however, is weakened by the fact that such norms have not prevented democratic states from starting imperial wars against weaker opponents despite the absence of any menace of exploitation by the latter, or from fighting wars against autocracies with intensity disproportionate to any plausible security threat.  Thus do system-wide rules and norms always reflect custom?

This is perhaps, in part what encouraged Small and Singer in 1976 to claim that: “there have been no significant differences between democratic or non-democratic states in terms of the proportional frequency of their war involvement or the severity of their wars
“ In other words, Small and Singer do not share the universal view that democracies are more peaceful, partly because, they believe that “regime-type is unrelated to violent foreign conflict”
 They even suggest different levels of analysis
 to understand both war and peace, but elements, which, unfortunately, will not be expanded upon here.

We could complement the normative model argument with Russett’s constructivist emphasis on shared identity and distinction between self and other, which, he argues, provides a more plausible explanation for democratic hostility toward non-democratic states
. The logic of this argument would be that for the sake of sharing and understanding the same semantic identity, democracies do not fight democracies; democracies wage war against non-liberal states. Yet democracies do engage in covert action against each other, and they occasionally use low levels of military force against each other, which is not consistent with the idea of a shared identity of democratic states not waging war against each other.  Thus, to what extend is the normative model of behaviour infallible?  

The structural model of behaviours on the other hand, emphasises checks and balances, the diffusion of power, and the role of a free press. These institutions prevent political leaders from waging unilateral military action, guarantee an open public debate, and oblige leaders to secure a broad base of public support before adopting risky policies. As a result, leaders are risk-averse with respect to decisions for war and can take forceful actions only in response to serious immediate threats
. 

Perhaps, the structural/institutional model provides a plausible explanation for the relative absence of wars between democracies.  Yet, like the normative model of behaviours it fails to explain why democracies repeatedly fight imperial wars despite the deficiency of serious threats
. It also fails to explain, as Small and Singer underlined, why democracies get involved in wars just as frequently as do non-democratic states. In addition, most versions of the institutional model take for granted that leaders have more warlike preferences than do their publics, which is why leaders need to be controlled. This is not always true, as we will expand on shortly, because in fact, belligerent publics sometimes pushed their leaders into wars, like, for instance, the U.S. in the Spanish-American War
.

In any case, many of these institutional or normative abnormalities have been put on the spot by Bueno de Mesquita et al. by focusing on an alternative institutional explanation of the democratic peace theory based on a game-theoretic model
 that embrace more extensively strategic interaction between democracies and their adversaries. The model emphasises political survival as the primary goal of political leaders. It suggests that the political survival of leaders with larger winning coalitions, plausibly a particularity of democracies, depends on successful public policies, whereas the political survival of leaders with smaller winning coalitions, plausibly a feature of authoritarian states, depends on their ability to satisfy their core supporters through the distribution of private goods
. Additionally, in light of the political advantages of successful wars and the political costs of unsuccessful wars (removal of office), democratic leaders tend to initiate wars they are positive of winning and, once in war, devote massive resources to win those wars. 

Thus, the normative model of behaviour which functions through an aura of peaceful norms extended on the international scene, and the structural model, which rely on more active actors such as public opinion or political leaders, two models defended by Kant, do not elucidate the continuous ad hoc war involvement of democracies
.  The following section runs through the matter-of-factness of this quasi-fatality. 

Is popular control more peaceful?

Democratic electorates have often voted for war. In ancient Greece, Pericles stirred up the people of Athens to go to war. In 1898, the American electorate dragged President McKinley into the Spanish-American War. In 1991, opinion polls and a congressional vote supported President Bush Sr. in the war against Iraq.

According to Nye, one should realise that in a democracy the people can vote against war. Yet, the fact that a country is democratic does not mean its people will always vote against war.
 Still, Kant was convinced that popular control was peaceful, especially when he put the fate of “perpetual peace” between the hands of free and intelligent “devils” who, motivated by fear, force and calculated advantage would tend to pursue a course of action with no other outcome than “perpetual peace” 
 
Have democracies gone to war against each other?

Yes but it all depends how one defines democracy. Nevertheless, democratic England’s declaration of war against democratic Finland during World War II is an example of war between democracies.  The embryonic status of democracy in Israel followed by the outbreak of war with the peculiar democracy of Lebanon in 1948, is also, of course arguably, another example of democracies that have gone to war with each other
.  

Have democracies not gone to war against each other?

Again, it all depends on how one defines democracy. Ray’s preference is that democratic states never fight international war between democratic states.  According to him, and others, the proposition that democratic states never fight international wars against others, which are theoretically grounded, can be defended.  He then strongly affirms that: “Within the last 200 to 250 years, at least, there does not appear to be any exceptions to the rule that democratic states do not fight international wars against each other”
 

Are democracies more peaceful?

“Once aroused, democracies adopt crusading spirit and often fight particularly destructive wars »
 The American Civil War is an example of how the more democratic a regime, the more deadly a potential war. Furthermore, by fear of being exploited, democracies disregard norms of peaceful conflict resolution in relations with non-democratic states.
  Rummel’s answer is that everything is relative: “Actually, the United States does have the highest murder rate among Western democracies, but there is much more criminal and social violence in other countries, such as Colombia, Peru (…)”
 and he compares the democratic United States of America with other states in the world to demonstrate that after all, democracies are generally more peaceful. 

Democracy: a means to international peace
?

The literature analysed has proven the futility to rest one’s case in favour of one argument solely. The question that perhaps could help to understand better the means to peace is certainly that which R.J. Rummel and al. ask: are political systems linked to collective violence and war? To which Rummel replies, entre-autre, that yes, democracies are less violence prone, because the more liberal a state, the less abrupt its foreign violence, and no, political systems and violence are not related
 

Therefore, perhaps democracy is not a panacea that will eradicate the plague of war or conflict. Perhaps conflicts will never cease to exist which implies that war may very well remain a probable means of resolving conflicts. However, the likes of Rummel et al. are convinced that democracy provides a mechanism for more diplomatically peaceful means of resolving conflicts, because democracies under certain characteristics are, more often than not, more peaceful, in di Zerega’s words: “The goal of a democracy is democratic politics, and its specific activities are determined by whatever policies arise out of the democratic political process. So long as it does not undermine democratic procedures, any policy adopted by a democracy is democratic”

One could conclude that democracy, according to the variety of its definitions, not expended upon here, has the potential to be a successful conflict prevention instrument, provided it is used appropriately, as Sen chillingly emphasises: “A country does not have to be deemed fit for democracy; rather, it has to become fit through democracy”
. Thus, while there is sufficient evidence to acknowledge the significance of the dyadic democratic peace theory, it is also imperative to wonder if sometimes, “the end justifies (some of) the means”
.

Weart, on the other hand, strongly supports and even suggests a structural/normative combination to make sense of the question of democracy as a means to peace.  Indeed, he concludes that the impressive peaceful record of republican confederations is enough evidence of a prevailing inclination for political culture to extend from domestic into foreign affairs, among those who recognise each other as sharing the same identity
. Should NATO and the UN come to mind?  

Conclusion:

The question of war proneness of top-down, non-democratic, versus bottom-up, democratic, political systems will indubitably persist, but so will the question of the war-proneness of democracies tout court.

We explored Kant’s “Perpetual Peace” and outlined why he believed that democratic institutions were a means to international peace. We then established that, to this day, democratic peace supporters favour the view that “republics” are not necessarily less war-prone than “monarchies”, at state-level, contrary to Kant’s initial observation.   

Indeed, throughout the normative and structural models of behaviour, we threw light on the fact that democracies do not have the same tendency to declare a state of war between others. Yet, despite the fact that, sometimes, norms reflect customs, both models fail to elucidate why democracies repeatedly fight imperial wars and why, as Small and Singer pertained, democracies get involved in wars just as frequently as non-democratic states.  Thus, at state-level analysis, democracies are not more peaceful than illiberal states; they just declare war “differently
”.

 

On the other hand, notwithstanding the ambiguity in defining democracy, we shall conclude that yes, the dyadic democratic peace, can be defended: democracies are statistically less violent, towards democratic states.
 Nonetheless, even granting the empirical evidence that democracies are more peaceful with each other, it is genuine to wonder whether this trend will hang around ad infinitum assuming the number of democratic states increases.  

 

As a result, the question persists: is democracy a means to international peace? Indeed, in the light of recent events
, one could and does wonder whether democratic governments targeted by terrorists should give priority to a long-term strategy of military action against terrorists? Is this what Kant had in mind when he wrote that a republic “can and ought to demand that its neighboring nation enter into the pacifist union of liberal states
”?

​​​​_____________
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