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Ideology

“Our experience of this new world leads us to conclude that the fundamental
character of regimes matters more today than the international distribution of
power. Insisting otherwise is imprudent and impractical. The goal of our
statecraft is to help create a world of democratic, well-governed states that can
meet the needs of their citizens and conduct themselves responsibly in the
international system. Attempting to draw neat, clean lines between our security
interests and our democratic ideals does not reflect the reality of today’s world.
Supporting the growth of democratic institutions in all nations is not some
moralistic flight of fancy; it is the only realistic response to our present
challenges.”

Condoleezza Rice
“The Promise of Democratic Peace”

Washington Post, December 11, 2005

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/12/09/AR2005120901711.html
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Class Presentation

Camelia and Margaux to present on Lake (1992), “Powerful
Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Two Empirical Regularities

• Relative pacifism: democracies are much less likely to fight
each other than to fight autocracies

• Powerful pacifists: democracies are more likely to win the wars
that they do fight



5/47

Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Research Question

• How can we explain these empirical regularities?
• Lake offers an explanation drawn from the “microeconomic
theory of the state”
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Set-Up of the Model

• State: profit-maximizing firm that trades services for revenues
• Profit: includes both normal profit and rents
• Normal profit: revenue minus opportunity cost of the factor of
production

• Rents: revenue minus what it necessary for the factor of
production to remain in its current use
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Set-Up of the Model

• State provides the following service: defense from external
threats

• State has local monopoly: only one state exists in any area at
any given time

• Protection from foreign threats is a local public good; state
will supply this service only if it is granted some coercive
ability over society
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Demand and Supply of ProtectionAmerican Political Science Review Vol. 86, No. 1 
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any given time. Similarly, as protection from foreign 
threats forms a local public good, whose suboptimal 
provision is otherwise ensured by the large number 
of citizens involved, the state will supply this service 
only if it is granted, or is able to obtain, some coercive 
ability over its society. These two aspects of the 
protection service, local monopoly and coercive sup- 
ply, are consonant with Weber's classic definition of 
the state as a "compulsory organization with a terri- 
torial basis" that monopolizes the legitimate use of 
force (1978, 1, 58). 

The Demand and Supply of Protection 
All individuals possess a positive demand for protec- 
tion; and as price declines, they increase the quantity 
they demand. Accordingly, the demand curve for 
protection slopes downward and to the right, as in 
Figure 1.4 The precise slope is a function of societal 
preferences (which are considered to be exogenous) 
and the availability of substitutes (which, given the 
nature of protection, tend to be few), suggesting that 
demand is relatively inelastic and the curve corre- 
spondingly steep. Although theoretically possible, it 
is unlikely that the demand for protection is perfectly 
inelastic (i.e., that the demand curve is perpendicular 
to the horizontal axis), since this implies that society 
is willing to pay virtually any price for even small 
amounts of the service. To the extent that society 
places any value on goods and services other than 
protection, or, if there is any trade-off between guns 
and butter, the demand curve must possess at least a 
slight negative slope. It is equally unlikely that the 
demand for protection can be saturated. Historical 
experience suggests that even high levels of defense 
spending do not create feelings of total security. To the 
extent that the security dilemma holds at all (Jervis 
1978), the demand for protection can be sated not at 

some high level of military spending but, rather, only in 
a world where everyone else is completely disarmed.5 
In short, under most feasible conditions, the demand 
curve for protection is sensitive to price. 

The level of protection demanded by society, in 
turn, is primarily a function of the level of external 
threat. The greater the external threat, ceteris pari- 
bus, the higher the demand for protection will be. 
This is depicted in Figure 1 as a shift outward in the 
demand curve (D' > D). 

As in any monopoly, the state enjoys some mea- 
sure of market power and can, within the limits set 
by the demand schedule, control the quantity of 
the good (protection) supplied; and as with any 
profit-maximizing firm, the state will set its output at 
the level that equates marginal cost with marginal 
revenue and charge what the market will bear.6 In 
Figure 1, price p represents the normal profit level; 
but since in all monopolies the profit-maximizing 
level of production lies below the demand curve, the 
final price charged to consumers will be higher and 
may be as high as r. The difference between p and the 
price charged, say r, defines the rent or supernormal 
profit earned by the state-represented graphically 
by the rectangle p-r-a-b.7 

Unlike other monopolists, however, states can also 
act opportunistically against their own societies by 
artificially increasing the demand for their services 
through extortion or racketeering. Extortion occurs 
when states magnify, exaggerate, or "oversell" for- 
eign threats to society, whether by supplying incom- 
plete information or engaging in outright deception 
(see Ames and Rapp 1977; Lowi 1967). States conduct 
protection rackets by actively creating foreign threats, 
from which they then protect society (see Tilly 1985). 
In both cases, a state effectively shifts the demand 
curve outward (D' > D) and thereby earns greater 
rents (p'-r'-a'-b' > p-r-a-b). 

Two important points follow from this analysis. 
First, the level of protection supplied by the monop- 
oly state will always be less than that produced under 
conditions more closely approximating "pure compe- 
tition."8 While society would benefit from higher 
levels of protection, given prevailing costs of produc- 
tion, the profit-maximizing or optimal strategy for the 
state is to restrict supply-whether it can successfully 
capture the potential rents or not. Insecurity is an 
inherent feature of life under the modern state. 

Second, the state faces strong incentives to seek 
rents at the expense of society. In other words, the 
state can benefit itself by charging consumers the 
monopoly price for protection (r in Figure 1) and by 
artificially inflating demand through extortion or 
racketeering. 

Societal Constraints on State Rent Seeking 
Consumers clearly prefer to purchase protection at 
the lowest sustainable price (p in Figure 1). The state, 
on the other hand, clearly prefers to sell protection at 
the highest possible price, which is determined by 
the slope of the demand curve and represented by r. 

25 

This content downloaded from 129.194.8.73 on Mon, 04 Jan 2016 19:49:48 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



9/47

Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Demand and Supply of Protection

• Society has positive demand for protection; and as price
declines, demand increases → downward sloping demand
curve for protection (D)

• Level of protection demanded by society is a function of the
level of external threat; all else equal, the greater the external
threat, the higher society’s demand for protection (D′ > D)

• As monopolist, state can control the quantity of protection
supplied (within the limits set by demand)

• Profit-maximizing state sets supply of protection at level that
equates marginal cost (MC) with marginal revenue (MR)



10/47

Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Demand and Supply of Protection

• p is normal profit level, but price charged may be as high as r

• Price charged (e.g., r) minus p defines rent (rectangle p-r-a-b)
• State can artificially increase society’s demand for protection
by exaggerating foreign threats or by actively creating foreign
threats; by doing so, state shifts demand curve outward
(D′ > D) and earns greater rents (p′-r′-a′-b′ > p-r-a-b)

• Monopolist state supplies less protection than society
demands; therefore, insecurity is an “inherent feature of life”
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Societal Constraints on State Rent Seeking

• Society prefers lowest possible price for protection (p); on the
other hand, state has incentive to seek rents at the expense of
society (by charging monopoly price r and artificially inflating
demand for protection)

• Actual price for protection—and thus the level of rents the
state can extract from society—is determined by how well
society can control rent-seeking behavior of the state
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Societal Constraints on State Rent Seeking

• Society’s ability to control the state depends on the costs of
three activities: monitoring state behavior, voice, and exit

• Monitoring: the higher the society’s cost of acquiring
information about the state’s costs of producing protection
and the level of foreign threat, the greater the ability of the
state to earn rents

• Voice: the higher the costs of political participation, the
greater the state’s ability to earn rents

• Exit: the higher the cost of exit (leaving the current state for a
low-rent state), the greater the state’s ability to earn rents



13/47

Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Expansion and the Rent-Seeking State

• The higher the costs of controlling the state, the greater the
rent-seeking ability of the state, and the more expansionist the
state becomes

• There are three reasons for this “imperialist bias”:
• If through expansion a state can eliminate a low-rent

competitor, expansion may increase the state’s rent-seeking
ability (by reducing benefits of exit)

• A state’s expansion may provoke other states into threatening
its own society, thus increasing demand for protection and
rents that can be earned

• The larger a state’s rent-seeking ability, the higher the total
revenue of the state. The more revenue, the larger the optimal
size of the state (see Figure 2)



14/47

Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Expansion and the Rent-Seeking StateAmerican Political Science Review Vol. 86, No. 1 

extent that a state can earn rents, state and societal 
interests will diverge and the state will be biased 
toward an expansionary foreign policy.14 This rela- 
tionship is continuous. The higher the costs to society 
of controlling the state, the greater will be the rent- 
seeking ability of the state, the more the interests of 
state and society will diverge, and the more expan- 
sionist the state will become.15 This imperialist bias 
arises for three reasons. 

First, expansion may increase the state's rent-seek- 
ing ability by reducing the benefits of exit. The net 
benefit of exit to any individual (and thus that indi- 
vidual's incentive to engage in this action) is deter- 
mined by both the push of high rents at home and the 
pull of lower rents abroad. When all states extract 
equally high rents, there is no incentive to move. If 
through expansion a state can eliminate or engulf a 
low-rent competitor, it increases its own ability to 
earn rents. This suggests that low-rent states will 
often be objects of expansion for rent-seeking auto- 
cracies. 

Second, a state may also expand so as to provoke 
others into threatening its own society. Both extor- 
tion and racketeering rest upon persuading citizens 
that foreign threats are larger and more real than they 
are or otherwise would be. If successful, the state 
convinces consumers to increase their demand for 
protection and, in turn, earns more rents. Even with 
incomplete and costly information, however, citizens 
may eventually discern the true level of threat and 
lower their demand. Through expansion short of 
universal empire, the state lends credibility to extor- 
tion and supports racketeering, thereby strengthen- 
ing its ability to earn rents at the expense of society. 

Third, and most important, the larger the state's 
rent-seeking ability, the higher the total revenue 
earned by the state. The more revenue (ceteris pari- 
bus), the larger the optimal size of the political unit. 
These relationships are depicted in Figure 2. 

For all states, an optimal size exists defined by the 
costs of collecting revenue and producing protection 
and the revenues earned by providing this service to 
society. Each additional unit of territory acquired by 
the state produces additional revenue: the state be- 
comes the new local monopoly supplier of protection, 
and it taxes consumers in that region accordingly. 

On the other hand, the costs of governing rise with 
the size of the political unit, placing an effective cap 
on the size of nation-states. These resource costs 
occur primarily in the form of transactions costs of 
revenue collection (see Levi 1988; North 1981). Over 
some limited range, the state may enjoy increasing 
returns to scale in revenue collection; but soon, the 
addition of more territory begins to strain the admin- 
istrative abilities of the state, leading to diminishing 
returns. 

When combined with the costs of producing pro- 
tection, the state's total cost curve typically resembles 
that in Figure 2. Economies of scale in protection, in 
conjunction with initial increasing returns in revenue 
collection, suggest that the slope of the total cost- 
curve declines for some substantial distance, flattens 
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as the marginal costs of revenue collection begin to 
rise more rapidly, and eventually increases as the 
costs of revenue collection accelerate and the econo- 
mies of scale in protection are exhausted. 

If revenues increase monotonically, there is a single 
optimal size of the political unit where marginal 
revenue equals the marginal costs of collection and 
production. Geometrically, this occurs where a line 
tangent to the cost curve is equal to the slope of the 
revenue line, as at size 0. At 0, the economic profit 
to the state is measured by the line segment bc. No 
profit-maximizing state has any incentive to expand 
beyond the point where marginal cost is equated with 
marginal revenue. 

Rents earned by the state, however, cause the total 
revenue line to rotate counterclockwise from the 
origin (TR' > TR). Although the total cost curve may 
also increase as state rent seeking stimulates higher 
transactions costs of revenue collection, the curve 
must rise at a lagging rate. Higher state rents do not 
increase the costs of producing protection from exter- 
nal threats per se, and this is likely to be the major 
component of the cost curve. And even if the trans- 
actions costs of revenue collection increase, because 
important social groups demand compensation or 
public unrest must be suppressed, collective action 
problems thwart a fully countervailing societal re- 
sponse. Assuming for expositional clarity that total 
costs remain constant, state rent seeking raises total 
revenue and expands the optimal size of the political 
unit from 0 to O'. Intuitively, with rents, each unit of 
territory produces greater revenue for the state. The 
greater the revenue, the greater the equilibrium costs 
that can be borne to capture that revenue. Thus, a 
state with an increased rent-seeking capacity has an 
incentive to expand until marginal revenue and mar- 
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Theory: Expansion and the Rent-Seeking State

• The optimal size of the state, O, is where marginal revenue
equals the marginal costs of protection production and
revenue collection (this is where a line tangent to the cost
curve is equal to the slope of the revenue line)

• At O, the normal profit to the state is given by the line
segment bc

• Rents earned by the state increase total revenue (TR′ > TR)
• The increase in total revenue expands the optimal size of the
state from O to O′

• At O′, b′c′ is the state’s normal profit and a′b′ is the rent that
is redistributed away from society to the state (without
expansion the rent would be ab)
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for War

Based on the above theory, Lake derives the following propositions
about the propensity for war:
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for War

Proposition (1)
The larger the rent-earning ability of a state, the greater its
optimal size, and the greater its incentives to try to reach this
optimal size. As democracies have lower rent-earning abilities than
autocracies, the former are less expansionist than the latter. It
follows that democracies are less war-prone than autocracies.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for War

Proposition (2)
Democracies extract lower rents from their societies, which gives
citizens of autocracies an incentive to migrate to democratic
states. In addition, by observing democracies, citizens in
autocracies may become aware of the rent-seeking behavior of
their states. Autocracies therefore have an incentive to eliminate
democracies. It follows that democracies may become targets of
the expansionary activity of autocracies, which increases their war
involvement despite their own pacific nature.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for War

Proposition (3)
Democracies engage in expansion when the initial costs of
conquest and the future costs of rule are less than the discounted
present value of future economic profits (note that under these
conditions, expansion is optimal regardless of regime type).
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for War

Proposition (4)
Democracies may also preemptively intervene in the domestic
affairs of an autocracy to construct democratic political structures
as long as the costs of the intervention are less than the expected
costs of a war stimulated by the autocracy’s rent seeking.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for War

Together, the above propositions imply that democracies are, on
average, no more or less war prone than autocracies. However,
democracies are less likely to fight each other.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for Victory

Based on his theory, Lake derives the following propositions about
the propensity for victory:
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for Victory

Proposition (5)
Democracies earn fewer rents, which creates fewer economic
distortions. Therefore, they possess greater national wealth,
allowing them to devote more absolute resources to producing
protection.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for Victory

Proposition (6)
Autocracies capture more state rents than democracies. Therefore,
citizens of democracies have an incentive to demand—and to pay
for—protection against the threats autocracies pose to their
current and future wealth. On the other hand, citizens in
autocracies may benefit from defeats against democracies (if
victorious democratic states democratize defeated autocracies).
Therefore, citizens in autocracies have less incentive for protection.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for Victory

Proposition (7)
Autocracies are more likely to target democracies. In addition,
autocratic expansion poses a greater threat to democracies
because of the larger rents autocracies tend to extract. The
greater the threat, the greater the incentive to build
countercoalitions. Therefore, democracies should form
overwhelming countercoalitions against autocratic states.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
The Propensity for Victory

Based on the above propositions, Lake derives the following
hypothesis about the propensity for victory:

Hypothesis
Because democracies devote more absolute resources to producing
protection and form overwhelming countercoalitions, the
democratic coalition should be more likely to win against
autocracies.
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Empirical Evidence

American Political Science Review Vol. 86, No. 1 

used to extract resources; but this implies higher 
transactions costs for revenue collection, which will 
further disadvantage them relative to democracies. 
At the very least, the lack of societal support places a 
real constraint on their extractive capabilities. Lam- 
born's (1983, 1991) study of the great powers during 
the late nineteenth century supports this expectation, 
as does the tendency of states to expand the franchise 
or otherwise liberalize politically during or immedi- 
ately after major wars. 

Finally, to the extent that states balance threats, 
rather than power (as Walt [1987] has argued and as 
is consistent with the logic I have developed), dem- 
ocratic states should form overwhelming counterco- 
alitions against autocratic states. Not only are autoc- 
racies more likely to seek territorial expansion, they 
are more likely to target democracies (to reduce exit 
options). In addition, autocratic expansion poses a 
greater threat to democracies because of the larger 
rents the state is likely to extract if successful. The 
greater the threat (ceteris paribus), the greater the 
balancing reaction by other states. 

Given its imperialist bias and likely behavior if 
successful, the threat posed by an autocracy is pro- 
portionately greater than the sum of its aggregate 
resources, the traditional measure of national power. 
It follows that the countercoalition that forms against 
any autocracy should be disproportionately large or 
overwhelming. If autocracies have greater incentives 
to expand, democracies have greater incentives to 
resist. As a result, this coalition should also be 
disproportionately composed of democractic states.30 
The overlarge "democratic" coalition should deter 
autocratic expansion (by raising the costs of conquest) 
and, if deterrence fails, be more likely to win. Com- 
bined with the greater wealth and extractive capabil- 
ities of the individual states, this suggests that the 
democratic coalition should be virtually invincible. 
The overlarge coalitions formed during World Wars I 
and II and, more strikingly, the Cold War (often 
understood as anomalies in realist theories of inter- 
national relations; see Waltz 1979) bear out this ex- 
pectation. 

Evidence 
Many of the concepts central to the theory summa- 
rized here are difficult to operationalize or lie beyond 
current data-gathering techniques. Extractive capabil- 
ity, for example, is unmeasurable: military spending 
as a proportion of gross national product (a com- 
monly used indicator) may be distorted and inflated 
by state rents. Nonetheless, the propositions I have 
developed suggest that democratic states should tend 
to win wars-a derived hypothesis that provides an 
indirect test of the theory. 

The historical record is striking. Of the 30 wars 
listed in the Appendix, 3 (the Korean, Israeli-Egyp- 
tian, and Israeli-Syrian Wars) must be excluded from 
this analysis for want of a clear victor. I also exclude 
the Spanish-American War, fought between two 
democracies, but include World War II despite Fin- 

EA- 

Regime Type and Victory in War 
(Individual Participants) 

SUCCESS NATURE OF REGIME 
IN WAR AUTOCRATIC DEMOCRATIC TOTAL 

Loser 42 9 51 
Winner 32 38 70 

Total 74 47 121 
Note: All wars in the Appendix are included except the Spanish- 
American War of 1898 and wars in which no clear winner emerged. 
Gamma = .694; chi squared = 16.673; df = 1; p = .000046. 

land's exceptional position. Of the 26 wars fought 
since 1816 between democracies and autocracies, the 
former have won 21 (81%) and lost 5 (19%). In other 
words, democratic states, either singly or in combi- 
nation with other states, have won four times as 
many wars as autocratic states. Excluding the First 
and Second Balkan Wars, where Greece was the sole 
democracy on the winning side, does not appreciably 
change these results: the democracies still win 19 
(79%) of 24 wars. 

Scoring each participant individually yields a 
strong and significant correlation between democratic 
victory and autocratic defeat. Table 1 breaks down all 
121 participants in the 26 wars according to regime 
type and outcome. This construction biases the re- 
sults against the hypothesis by coding as winners the 
not-inconsequential number of autocracies who 
fought as members of victorious democratic coali- 
tions. Nonetheless, the degree of association is 
strong, indicating that even with this bias democratic 
states are significantly more likely to win-and auto- 
cratic states more likely to lose-than the converse. 

Rather than relying upon a simple dichotomy, it is 
possible to examine the average degree of democracy 
in the sets of winners and losers of these 26 wars. 
Using an 11-point scale of democracy (0-10), the 
mean of the 70 winners is 5.60 and the mean of the 51 
losers is 2.55.31 The probability that these figures 
would emerge by chance is less than .001 (t = 4.43; 
df = 119). 

Finally, the relationship between democracy and 
victory is quite robust. Table 2 presents a logit anal- 
ysis performed with the 121 war participants as the 
units of observation. Along with democracy, the 
analysis included military personnel, a measure of 
military strength, iron and steel production, a proxy 
for industrial capacity, and a dummy variable indi- 
cating whether or not the country initiated the war.32 
Common sense and, for war initiation, previous 
research (Bueno de Mesquita 1981, 22), suggest that 
all of these relationships should be positively related 
to victory. 

Democracy is consistently positive and significant, 
offering strong support for the argument developed 
here. Military personnel and iron and steel produc- 
tion, on the other hand, are insignificant at standard 
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Lake (1992): “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War”
Empirical Evidence

Democratic States and War March 1992 

Logit Analysis of Victory in War 

EQUATION EQUATION 
VARIABLE 1 2 

Constant .4214 -.7527* 
(.4461) (.3346) 

Democracy (0-10) .1933* .2524*** 
(.0763) (.0597) 

Military personnel (millions) .3701 .4968 
(.5325) (.4188) 

Iron and steel production 
(millions of tons) .0024 -.0334 

(.0542) (.0201) 
Initiatora - 1.3982** 

(.5126) 
Log likelihood -48.05 -71.63 
n 87 121 
Percent correctly predicted 72.41 67.77 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. Dependent variable is war 
outcome (loser = 0; winner = 1). 
ao = no; 1 = yes. 
Up < .02. 
**p < .01. 
***p < .001. 

levels in both equations, suggesting that in this set of 
wars neither military nor economic strength is asso- 
ciated with victory. When included, war initiation is 
significant but in the wrong direction; surprisingly, in 
wars between democracies and autocracies, noniniti- 
ators win more frequently. 

The failure of these alternative explanations to 
predict victory or loss correctly does not imply that 
common sense or previous research is wrong. Rather, 
it highlights the exceptional nature of war between 
democracies and autocracies. In these conflicts, mili- 
tary strength, industrial capacity, and the ability to 
choose to wage war appear to be far less important 
determinants of victory than governmental form. 

CONCLUSION 

Regime type does matter in international politics. 
Democracies are less likely to fight wars with each 
other. They are also more likely to prevail in wars 
with autocratic states. This syndrome of powerful 

pacifism accords, in part, with "Kantian" liberalism; 
but because of inconsistent behavioral assumptions, 
this normative frame cannot be said to constitute a 
positive theory of international relations. 

I have offered an alternative explanation drawn 
from the macroeconomic theory of the state. Specifi- 
cally, state rent-seeking creates an imperialist bias in 
a country's foreign policy. This bias is smallest in 
democracies, where the costs to society of controlling 
the state are relatively low, and greatest in autocra- 
cies, where the costs are higher. As a result, autoc- 
racies will be more expansionist and, in turn, war 
prone. To the extent that democracies do wage occa- 
sional wars of expansion, intervene in the domestic 
affairs of autocracies, and are targets of autocratic 
expansion, there should be no significant overall 
difference in their frequency of war involvement. 
Only in their relations with each other does the 
relative pacifism of democracies appear. In addition, 
democracies (constrained by their societies from earn- 
ing rents) create fewer economic distortions and 
possess greater national wealth, enjoy greater societal 
support for their policies, and tend to form over- 
whelming counter-coalitions against expansionist au- 
tocracies. Thus, democracies will be more likely to 
win wars. 

If democracies are powerful pacifists, why do au- 
tocracies persist within the international system? It 
follows from the arguments I have outlined that 
democracy is an evolutionarily superior and stable 
form of rule. If so, why has democracy not displaced 
autocracy? 

On the one hand, democracy has expanded. The 
number of democratic countries has grown from a 
mere handful in the eighteenth century to over 60 in 
the early 1980s.33 The recent transformations in East- 
ern Europe suggest the promise of further liberaliza- 
tions elsewhere, although in my opinion the tide 
could easily be reversed. But given the relative infre- 
quency of war, there is no reason to presume that 
political change will be rapid; the evolutionary pace 
of the global system may well be glacial. 

On the other hand, democracies only tend to win 
wars; historically, for every four they win, they lose 
one. Nor is there any consistent trend in favor of the 
democracies: autocracies were most successful in the 
1960s, winning half of the wars in which they were 
engaged, but entirely unsuccessful in the 1970s and 
1980s (see Appendix). Any evolution toward greater 
democracy is likely to be characterized by fits and 
starts. Four steps forward, one step back. 
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Class Presentation

Claire to present on Rosato (2003), “The Flawed Logic of
Democratic Peace Theory”
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Research Questions

• Goal of the article is to assess democratic peace theory
• This requires answering two questions:

• Do the data support the claim that democracies rarely fight
each other?

• Is there a compelling explanation for why this should be the
case?
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Do Democracies Fight Each Other?

• Democracies rarely go to war or engage in militarized disputes
with one another

• Some scholars argue that while there is peace among
democracies, it may be caused by factors other than the
democratic nature of the states

• To resolve this debate, we need to evaluate the causal logic
behind democratic peace theory
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Normative Logic

• Mechanism #1: Norm Externalization
• Democracy socializes political elites to act on the basis of

democratic norms, which mandate negotiation and nonviolent
conflict resolution

• Because democratic leaders are committed to these norms,
they also adopt them in the international arena
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Normative Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #1
• Democratic norms circumscribe the situations in which

democracies can justify the use of force to self-defense and
prevention of human rights violations

• During Europe’s imperialist era (1815-1975), liberal
democracies were involved in 66 of the 108 wars listed in the
COW data set

• Of the 66 wars, 33 were fought against previously independent
people and 33 were fought against existing colonies

• It is hard to justify those wars in terms of self-defense or
prevention of human rights violations
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Normative Logic

• Mechanism #2: Mutual Trust and Respect
• A democracy believes that other democracies adhere to the

same norms and are therefore worthy of accommodation
(mutual respect)

• Moreover, a democracy believes that any other democracy will
also respect and not use force against its fellow democracies
(mutual trust)

• Mutual trust and respect generally ensure that conflict
between democracies is resolved peacefully
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Normative Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #2
• Evidence suggests that democracies do not have an inclination

to treat each other with trust and respect when their interests
clash

• Examples here are the US interventions in democracies in the
developing world during the Cold War period

• With the exception of Nicaragua, each of these interventions
lead to a US-backed dictatorial regime

• Furthermore, research shows that crises in which democracies
almost went to war with one another, war was avoided not
because of mutual trust and respect, but because of realist
factors
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Mechanism #1: Domestic Accountability
• In a democracy, citizens can monitor and sanction their

office-seeking leaders
• Therefore, democratic leaders will only engage in war if there is

broad domestic support
• Domestic groups may oppose war because it is costly, because

they can gain politically from opposing it, or because they
deem it morally unacceptable
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #1
• Accountability is determined by the consequences as well as the

probability of loosing office for adopting an unpopular policy
• Rosato argues that democratic leaders have not been removed

much more often from office than their autocratic counterparts
• However, loosing autocrats have been more likely to suffer

severe punishment than their democratic counterparts
• Looking only at involvement in “costly wars,” autocrats have

been more likely both to loose office and to be punished
severely after they became involved in a costly war
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Mechanism #2: Public Constraint
• General public is averse to war
• Because accountability leads democratic leaders to respond to

the preferences of the public, they are unwilling to go to war
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #2
• If pacific public opinion were to constrain democratic war

proneness, then democracies would be more peaceful in their
relations with all types of states

• However, democracies are just as likely to go to war as
nondemocracies

• In many cases, the public is likely to be unaffected by war and
therefore adopts a permissive attitude

• If there is public aversion to war, it may be overwhelmed by
the effects of nationalism
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Mechanism #3: Group Constraint
• Because democratic leaders respond to the wishes of antiwar

groups, they are unwilling to go to war
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #3
• Democratic representation is skewed towards groups that are

better organized and have more at stake in an issue
• Although antiwar groups may be well organized and have an

incentive to avoid war, other groups such as the military
industrial complex are likely to have just as much at stake and
be equally proficient at furthering their interests

• The historical record suggests that proponents of war often
prevail democracies

• On the other hand, autocratic leaders have an incentive to
avoid war because raising money to finance war may trigger
social and political changes

• Finally, nonmilitary leaders of autocracies have an incentive to
maintain weak militaries for fear of coups
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Mechanism #4: Slow Mobilization
• Persuading the public and antiwar groups to support military

action is a long and complex process
• Democracies therefore cannot mobilize quickly
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #4
• American presidents often sped up the war decision making

process by circumventing or ignoring the checks and balances
• The US has taken military action more than 200 times during

its history, but only five of these actions were wars declared by
Congress
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Mechanism #5: Surprise Attack
• In democracies, mobilization takes place in the public domain
• This makes it difficult for democracies to launch surprise

attacks
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #5
• In general, attacks achieve surprise because defenders are poor

at evaluating information, not because attackers are good at
withholding information

• Even if we accept that the achievement of surprise is a
function of regime type, there is little historical support for the
claim that democracies are less able to conceal their intentions
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Mechanism #6: Information
• Because democratic leaders are accountable to their citizens

and domestic groups may oppose their policies, they will be
cautious about leading their countries to war

• They will only go to war if they place a high value on the issue
of a conflict, if they expect war to be popular at home, if there
is a good chance that they will win the war, and if they are
prepared to fight hard

• This sends a signal to the adversary: if a democracy is
prepared to fight, then its resolve is high
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Rosato (2003): “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory”
Causal Logics: Institutional Logic

• Evidence Against Mechanism #6
• There is evidence showing that while open political systems

provide a great deal of information about their intentions, the
volume of information either has confused those who observe it
or has served to reinforce their prior misperceptions

• Even signals sent by the domestic opposition might be
uninformative: since publics and oppositions generally rally
rally to the government’s side during crisis, opposition support
for war is not an informative signal
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