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According to Jack Levy, the democratic peace thesis is “the
closest thing we have to an empirical law in the study of international
relations.”® This theory refers to the idea that democracies by nature
do not go to war with one another, a fact which historically has
guaranteed peace between democratic states, arguably without
exception. The democratic peace thesis offers a strong empirical
attack in the liberal arsenal against the traditional intellectual
hegemony of realism in American IR theory. Perhaps for this reason,
there has been a spirited debate between proponents of democratic
peace theory and critics who level a number of counterattacks.
Among others, these include charges that the theory is a statistical
artifact, that the terms of its definition (‘democratic’ or ‘liberal’, ‘war’,
etc.) are defined in a tautological and self-serving manner, and that
insufficient historical evidence is available to make accurate,
generalizable conclusions since both war between states and the
existence of democracy is historically relatively rare.

Democratic peace is rooted theoretically in the writings of
Immanuel Kant, and in particular his work “Perpetual Peace”. Kant
claims that peace is a reasonable outcome of the interaction of states
with a republican form of government. He believes that the
republican constitution “gives a favorable prospect for the desired
consequence, i.e., perpetual peace. The reason is this: if the consent
of the citizens is required in order to decide that war should be
declared (and in this constitution it cannot but be the case), nothing
is more natural than that they should be very cautious in
commencing such a poor game, decreeing for themselves all the
calamities of war.” Contrasting republicanism with other forms of
governments, Kant argues, “On the other hand, in a constitution
which is not republican, and under which the subjects are not
citizens, a declaration of war is the easiest thing in the world to
decide upon, because war does not require of the ruler, who is the

1 Jack S. Levy, “Domestic Politics in War,” in Robert |. Rotberg and Theodore K.
Rabb, eds., The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), p. 88
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proprietor and not a member of the state, the least sacrifice of the
pleasure of his table, the chase, his country houses, his court
functions, and the like.”?

Because peace under Kant’s paradigm is a function of the form
of government of the two potential parties to a conflict, the logical
implication is that liberal republicanism must be diffused and made
universal in order to achieve perpetual peace among states. Until
states share a common liberal perspective, war will be necessary to
prevent autocratic and despotic governments from oppressing their
own people and from threatening the freedom of citizens in the
liberal states themselves. This semi-evangelical view of liberalism
may also contribute to strengthening the democratic peace theory.
Authoritarian regimes may view liberal states as particularly
threatening because of this ideology that values the diffusion of
liberalism to other states, which would of course threaten the
authoritarian leader’s own power. Liberal states, on the other hand,
would not feel threatened by the universalistic outlook of other liberal
republics since they already share a similar form of government.

It is important to recognize that the term ‘democratic peace’ is
somewhat ambiguous, even misleading, as it tends to conflate
democracy (which can be ambiguously defined itself) with other
terms. Some scholars prefer to talk about the ‘liberal peace theory’
instead of democratic peace, saying that this formulation is more
relevant and easier to define in empirical analyses.®> Kant himself
notes that democracy (a form of sovereignty) is often confused with
republicanism (a form of government). The presence of a republican
constitution is one of his primary criteria for attaining perpetual

2 Immanuel Kant, “Perpetual Peace.” On History, trans L.W. Beck, R.E. Anchor, &

E. Fackenheim (New York: The Liberal Arts Press, 1957), p. 94-95

3 See John M. Owen, Liberal Peace, Liberal War (Ithica: Cornell University Press,

1997); Michael Doyle, Ways of War and Peace: Realism, Liberalism, and Socialism
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1997)
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peace. He claims that “The mode of government is incomparably
more important to the people than the form of sovereignty.”

Liberal states in Kant’s paradigm are characterized by certain
criteria that distinguish them from authoritarian and other autocratic,
nondemocratic forms of government. These include a republican
form of government based on the rule of law that is governed in a
representative manner through a separation of powers; respect for
human rights; and interdependent social and economic relations.
Taken together, these criteria are necessary and sufficient to create
stable peace between two states with the expectation that this peace
will endure, according to Kant.>

An important part of democratic peace is that liberal,
democratic states® share a common normative dedication to liberal
ideals, and they frequently employ liberal justifications for going to
war. Michael Doyle argues that quite often, the violent interventions
that liberal states engage in “are publicly justified in the first instance
as attempts to preserve a ‘way of life’: to defend freedom and private
enterprise.”’ When the potential adversary shares a commitment to
the protection of basic freedoms and human rights, and its
government truly represents the wishes of the population (as
evidenced by free and fair, competitive elections), it is much more

4 Immanuel Kant, “Perpetual Peace.”, p. 97

® Michael Doyle, Ways of War and Peace: Realism, Liberalism, and Socialism, p.
286-287

® The definitions offered for democracy are varied and contentious, and are very
important for the empirical examination of the theory’s claim. Bruce Russet gives a
typical if slightly broad (by excluding liberal protections of rights from the criteria)
definition, which considers democratic states to be those with governments that
are popularly selected through periodic contested elections in which a substantial
portion of citizens are eligible to vote, and that the possibility exists for the leaders
to be defeated and replaced through election and a peaceful transfer of power.
Finally, he indicates that democracy must exist and exhibit some minimum level of
stability or institutionalization: “some period must have elapsed during which
democratic processes and institutions could become established, so that both the
citizens of the ‘democratic’ state and its adversary could regard it as one governed
by democratic principles.” (p. 16) Bruce Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993)

’ Michael Doyle, "Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs.", p. 335
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difficult for democratic governments to justify war to their own
citizens.

Perception is an important component of liberal peace. Put
crudely, liberal states are peaceful toward one another because they
trust other liberal states to behave rationally and sensibly, whereas
they are suspicious that non-liberal states may not behave in this
manner. John Owen explains that “liberals view foreign states with
prejudice. Prima facie, they believe that, irrespective of physical
capability, liberal states are safe and illiberal states potentially
dangerous. The ground of this belief is the premise that states
whose governments respect their citizens’ autonomy will behave
rationally and responsibly, while coercive governments may not.”®

By extension, it does not matter whether illiberal states are
actually inherently prone to irresponsible or aggressive behavior; if
liberal states believe that this is possible, they will act accordingly,
basing their foreign policy decisions on the perception that liberal
states are to be trusted while autocratic and despotic regimes must
be regarded with some suspicion. This can become a self-fulfilling
prophesy, in which the liberal state instigates a conflict with the
illiberal state (or vice-versa) in an example of what Owen calls
‘liberal war’.

In addition to the enhanced accountability inherent in states
with republican constitutions and the perceptions of the citizens and
elites of these states which view illiberal states with suspicion, there
are several other possible reasons for the peace which prevails
between liberal states (and by extension, the fact that this peace
does not apply reliably between liberal states and autocratic
counterparts). The checks and balances and separation of powers
that characterize liberal republics place restraints on the executive in
making a decision to go to war. The delays and debate that are
natural parts of such republics introduce a period of deliberation in

8 John M. Owen, Liberal Peace, Liberal War, p. 38
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dyad; but they are also significantly affected by the political
distance separating the regimes along the democracy-
autocracy continuum. Democratic pairs are less conflict-
prone than average, all else being equal; but a high level of
democracy in one state does not compensate for the
dangers associated with autocracy in a strategic partner.
Making the less democratic state in a dyad more democratic
IS unambiguously good; it increases the average democracy
score for the pair and reduces the political distance
separating the states, lowering the likelihood of conflict.
Increasing the level of democracy in the more democratic
state, holding the regime score of the other state constant,
raises the danger of a dispute, however. The average level
of democracy within the dyad increases, but so does
political distance..A dichotomous measure of joint
democracy vyields strong support for the democratic peace
because it identifies dyads for which the combined
democracy scores are a maximum and political distance is a
minimum. Continuous measures produce weaker evidence
because the strong influence of political distance is not fully
taken into account.?°

Some liberal peace proponents have advanced the claim
that liberal states are inherently less violent, both in their
relations with other states and with respect to internal violence.
R.J. Rummel, one of the early pioneers of the study of democratic
peace, advanced four propositions—that interstate violence will
occur only if at least one state is not ‘libertarian’; that the more
libertarian two states are, the less likely they will engage in
mutual violence; that libertarian states tend to engage less in

20 John R. Oneal & James Lee Ray, “New Tests of the Democratic Peace: Controlling
for Economic Interdependence, 1950-85,” Political Research Quarterly, vol. 50, no.
4 (December 1997), p. 770
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interstate violence in general; and that the more libertarian a
state is, the less internal violence it will have. Based on empirical
tests, Rummel found positive support for all of these propositions,
but only the proposition that interstate war will occur only if at
least one state is not libertarian could be supported at a level of
significance that he called ‘robust’. As the subsequent literature
has reflected, it is probably not true that liberal states are less
likely to engage in war in general or to have lower levels of
internal conflict.

Criticisms and Weaknesses of Liberal Peace Theory

By no means is the liberal peace thesis accepted universally
within the field of international relations. It represents a robust and
active research program, but like most such groups of theory, it has
attracted energetic criticism from several sides. One weakness of
liberal peace theory is that there is a fairly small sample from which
to draw conclusions. Democracies were quite rare until relatively
recently, and combined with the fact that war is actually fairly rare
(when considered from the perspective that of all interactions
between sets of two countries, or dyads, across time and space, only
a few develop into war), the data set is quite limited. Some scholars
have alleged that this creates uncertainty about whether the lack of
war between democratic states is any more significant than would be
a statistical analysis that revealed a lack of war between states
whose names begin with a particular letter.

In addition to this criticism, Farber & Gowa concluded from
their segmented analysis of historical war periods that most new
democracies emerged during the Cold War, and that liberal peace
was only significantly different during this period (as opposed to
earlier periods, when the difference in the occurrence of war between
democracies and that between other types of states was not

12
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significant).?> This suggests the possibility that liberal peace during
this period could have been explained by the need to balance against
a hostile and threatening Communist bloc. For this reason, liberal
states would have avoided going to war against each other for fear of
presenting weakness before the greater perceived threat which was
the Soviet bloc. In other words, the statistical evidence for liberal
peace could actually be an artifact reflecting alliance factors during
the Cold War.

James Lee Ray refutes this attack, saying that it is inconsistent
to apply the expectation that opposition to a common enemy leads to
peace only to democracies without applying it also to the
nondemocratic allies against communism and to the Communist bloc
itself, which faced a formidable set of common enemies in the West.
He claims,

One might reasonably infer that if the opposition of the
communists was sufficient to create common interests
guaranteeing peace among the democratic (or
anticommunist) states of the world, then the opposition of
the ‘Free World’ (even more formidable, by most measures)
should have been sufficient to guarantee peace among the
communist states. Yet during the Cold War the Soviet
Union invaded Hungary and Czechoslovakia, as well as
Afghanistan, and experienced serious border clashes with
communist China. Meanwhile, Vietnam attacked and
occupied most of Cambodia, provoking a retaliatory attack
by communist China. The ‘opposition leads to common
interests leads to peace’ idea would also be hard-pressed to
account for the fact that peace did not prevail uniformly on
the anticommunist side of the Cold War divide. For
example, El Salvador fought a war with Honduras in 1969,
Turkey and Greece became embroiled in a war over the fate
of Cyprus in 1974, and Great Britain clashed with Argentina

21 Farber & Gowa, “Polities and Peace”
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over the Falkland/Malvinas islands in 1982. These cases
are not anomalies for advocates of the democratic peace
proposition; each of those wars involved at least one
undemocratic state.??

Raymond Cohen argues that democracy is not adequate as an
explanation for the phenomenon of ‘liberal peace’ that has been
noted so extensively by scholars. He argues 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. The finding has not been proved to hold
throughout history, outside the North Atlantic area, or for
non-Western cultures.?®

Similarly to those mentioned earlier who claim the liberal peace
to be an artifact or coincidence attributable to other factors such as
time period, Cohen concludes that “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

22 James Lee Ray, “Does Democracy Cause Peace?” Annual Review of Political
Science (1998), p. 38

23 Raymond Cohen, “Pacific Unions: A Reappraisal of the Theory That ‘Democracies
Do Not Go to War with Each Other’,” Review of International Studies, vol. 20 no. 3
(July 1994), p. 208
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circumstances irrespective of regime type.”®* If Cohen is correct,

then, democracies are just as likely to go to war with one another as
with any other type of regime, given similar circumstances and
controlling for extraneous variables. The problem with this criticism,
of course, is that democracies have not gone to war against one
another, and a number of significant empirical studies that have
attempted to control for any variable that seems remotely relevant to
international war have found that controlling for the extraneous
variables does not negatively affect the statistical significance and
importance of the absence of war between democracies.?”

One further weakness exhibited by liberal peace theory is
similar to the scientifically questionable action in an experiment of
peeking at data before formulating one’s hypotheses. It is possible
that some of the power of the empirical support for the liberal peace
proposition comes from the careful crafting of the criteria used to
define concepts like ‘democracies’ and ‘war’. The Correlates of War
project, which has produced much of the empirical data used by
scholars on all sides of the liberal peace debate, defines interstate
war as being conflict between two independent states resulting in at
least 1,000 battlefield casualties. The definition of a ‘liberal’ or
democratic state includes several criteria, such as external
sovereignty, private property and market economies, juridical rights
of citizens and representative government.?® Both of these
definitions are potentially controversial, and they have been subject
to charges that they were shaped to fit existing data. The research
on liberal peace may be driven to some extent by scholars’
assumptions, which reflect the widespread belief that mutual
democratic institutions result in peaceful relations, and that the
central research agenda, beyond confirming empirical support for the

24 H

Ibid.
25 See Maoz and Russett, ‘Normative and Structural Causes of Democratic Peace,
1946-1986'.

26 Michael Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affaris,”
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correlation between peace and liberalism, is to figure out why this
phenomenon occurs.

Cohen expands on this criticism, saying that “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.”*’

In addition, Cohen points out that as the international system
evolved during the twentieth century, the concept of war also has
changed. It is now difficult to define war as being significant only
when it is conflict between two independent states resulting in at
least 1,000 battlefield deaths. In the wake of World War 11, overt
war between Great Powers has become essentially nonexistent
(possibly due to immense increases in violence interdependence),
while Great Powers and other democracies continue to engage in
conflict through proxy wars posing as civil conflicts as well as through
less bloody conflicts that are still extremely significant from a political
standpoint. The significance of new types of conflict that do not fall
neatly into either the realist or liberal peace paradigms are borne out
by a number of scholars, especially those writing on areas of the
world outside of Western Europe and the United States.?®

27 Raymond Cohen, “Pacific Unions,” p. 222

28 See Steven David, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” World Politics, vol. 43
(January 1991), pp. 233-56; K.J. Holsti, “International Relations Theory and
Domestic War in the Third World: The Limits of Relevance” in Stephanie G.
Neuman, ed., International Relations Theory and the Third World (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1998); Arlene Tickner, “Seeing IR Differently: Notes from the Third
World,” Millenium: Journal of International Studies, vol. 32, no. 2 (2003), pp. 295-
324; Steven David, “Why the Third World Still Matters,” International Security, vol.
17 no. 3 (Winter 1992-1993), pp. 127-59
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Liberal peace, despite the doubts of its critics, is still a very
active and robust set of theories and research programs. It offers
perhaps the most comprehensive and persuasive attack on the
theoretical hegemony of realism within the field of international
relations. Furthermore, the empirical evidence is difficult to deny—
liberal states generally do not go to war against each other. The
criticism of the theory has mostly focused on questioning the validity
of interpreting causal relationships from limited empirical data, not
on the actual lack or presence of war between democracies (although
there are a couple of exceptions in the literature). This is an
important proviso to remember for advocates and critics alike—both
democracies and wars are still rather rare, so it may still be
somewhat premature to proclaim based on empirical evidence that
democratic peace should be considered to have the strength of a law.
The combined evidence, however, of the Cold War period when
democracies proliferated enormously, plus the past fifteen years after
the fall of the Soviet Union, when presumably any intervening
variable having to do with alliance effects against the USSR would
have collapsed, serve as persuasive support for the theory. Every
year that passes in which democracies behave peacefully toward one
another simply reinforces the validity of democratic peace theory.

17
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