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Kant or Cant | Christopher Layne
The Myth of the Democratic Peace

The theory of the
“Democratic Peace” raises important theoretical issues:! the contention that
democratic states behave differently toward each other than toward non-
democracies cuts to the heart of the international relations theory debate
about the relative salience of second-image (domestic politics) and of third-
image (systemic structure) explanations of international political outcomes.
Democratic peace theory has also come to have a real-world importance as
well: Policymakers who have embraced democratic peace theory see a crucial
link between America’s security and the spread of democracy, which is
viewed as the antidote that will prevent future wars. Indeed some democratic
peace theorists, notably Bruce Russett, believe that in an international system
comprising a critical mass of democratic states, “It may be possible in part
to supersede the ‘realist’ principles (anarchy, the security dilemma of states)
that have dominated practice to the exclusion of ‘liberal’ or ‘idealist’ ones
since at least the seventeenth century.”? Because of its theoretical claims and
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1. Tuse the term “democratic peace theory” because it is a convenient shorthand term. However,
strictly speaking, the claim that democracies do not fight democracies is a proposition, or
hypothesis, rather than a theory. Democratic peace “theory” proposes a causal relationship
between an independent variable (democratic political structures at the unit level) and the
dependent variable (the asserted absence of war between democratic states). However, it is not
a true theory because the causal relationship between the independent and dependent variables
is neither proven nor, as I demonstrate in this article, adequately explained. See Stephen Van
Evera, “Hypotheses, Laws and Theories: A User's Guide,” unpub. memo, Department of
Political Science, MIT.

2. Bruce Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace: Principles for a Post—Cold War World (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1993), chap. 7; and Russett, “Can A Democratic Peace Be Built?”
International Interactions, Vol. 18, No. 3 (Spring 1993), pp. 277-282.

International Security, Vol. 19, No. 2 (Fall 1994), pp. 549
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policy implications, the democratic peace theory merits careful examination.?
In this article, I focus primarily on a critique of the persuasiveness of dem-
ocratic peace theory’s causal logic and ask whether democratic peace theory
or realism is a better predictor of international outcomes. I then briefly assess
the robustness of democratic peace theory’s empirical evidence in light of
my conclusions about the strength of its explanatory power.

I begin by reviewing the explanations of the Democratic Peace advanced
by democratic peace theorists. There are two strands to the theory’s causal
logic. One attributes the absence of war between democracies to institutional
constraints: the restraining effects of public opinion, or of the checks and
balances embedded in a democratic state’s domestic political structure. The
other posits that it is democratic norms and culture—a shared commitment
to the peaceful adjudication of political disputes—that accounts for the
absence of war between democratic states. As I demonstrate, the institu-
tional-constraints argument fails to provide a compelling explanation for the
absence of war between democracies. Thus, democratic peace theory’s ex-
planatory power rests on the persuasiveness of the contention that demo-
cratic norms and culture explain why, although democratic states fight with
non-democracies, they do not go to war with each other.

This article’s centerpiece is a test of the competing explanations of inter-
national outcomes offered by democratic peace theory and by realism. This
test is based on case studies of four “near misses”—crises where two dem-
ocratic states almost went to war with each other. These four cases are well-
documented instances of democratic great powers going to the brink of war
without going over it. As such, they present an opportunity to determine
which of the competing hypotheses advanced respectively by democratic
peace theory and realism best account for international political outcomes.*

3. In this article, I build upon and expand the criticisms of democratic peace theory found in
John J. Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe After the Cold War,” International
Security, Vol. 15, No. 1 (Summer 1990), pp. 5-56; and Kenneth N. Waltz, “America as Model
for the World? A Foreign Policy Perspective,” PS (December 1991), pp. 667-670.

4. Other cases of crises between democratic great powers that might be studied include Anglo-
French relations during the Liberal entente cordiale of 1832—48, Franco-Italian relations during the
late 1880s and early 1890s and, if Wilhelmine Germany is classified as a democracy, the Moroccan
crises of 1905-06 and 1911 and the Samoan crises of 1889 and 1899. These cases would support
my conclusions. For example, from 1832 to 1848, the Foxite legacy disposed England’s Whigs
to feel a strong commitment to France based on a shared liberal ideology. Yet Anglo-French
relations during this period were marked by intense geopolitical rivalry over Belgium, Spain,
and the Near East, and the threat of war was always a factor in the calculations of policymakers
in both London and Paris. Foreign Minister Lord Palmerston profoundly distrusted French
ambitions and constantly urged that England maintain sufficient naval power to defend its
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Moreover, they present an easy case for democratic peace theory and a hard
case for realism. The selected cases favor democratic peace theory because,
in each, the pacifying effect of democratic norms and culture was bolstered
by complementary factors (e.g., economic interdependence, or special ties
linking the disputants). I deduce, from both the democratic norms and cul-
ture argument and from realism, sets of indicators—testable propositions—
that should be present if a crisis’s outcome is explained by either of the two
theories. Using a process-tracing approach, I examine each crisis in detail.

I conclude that realism is superior to democratic peace theory as a predictor
of international outcomes. Indeed, democratic peace theory appears to have
extremely little explanatory power in the cases studied. Doubts about the
validity of its causal logic suggest that the empirical evidence purporting to
support democratic peace theory should also be revisited. Democratic peace
theorists contend that the theory is validated by a large number of cases.
However, a powerful argument can be made that the universe of cases from
which it can be tested is actually quite small. This is a crucial issue, because
if the theory’s empirical support is based on a small-N universe, this mag-
nifies the importance of possible exceptions to the rule that democracies do
not fight each other (for example, World War I, the War between the States,
the War of 1812). I conclude by discussing democratic peace theory’s trou-
blesome implications for post-Cold War American foreign policy.

The Case for a Democratic Peace: Its Claims and its Logic

Democratic peace theory does not contend that democratic states are less
war-prone than non-democracies; they are not. The theory does, however,
make two important claims, first, that democracies never (or rarely; there is

interests against a French challenge. See Kenneth Bourne, Palmerston: The Early Years, 1784-1841
(New York: Macmillan, 1982), p. 613. Also see Roger Bullen, Palmerston, Guizot and the Collapse
of the Entente Cordiale (London: Athlone Press, 1974); and Sir Charles Webster, The Foreign Policy
of Palmerston, Vol. I 1830-1841, Britain, The Liberal Movement and The Eastern Question (London:
G. Bell & Sons, 1951). Italy challenged France for Mediterranean ascendancy although the two
nations were bound by liberalism, democracy, and a common culture. The two states engaged
in a trade war and came close to a real war. France apparently was dissuaded from attacking
Italy in 1888 when the British Channel Fleet was sent to the Italian naval base of La Spezia.
Italy was prevented from attacking France by its military and economic weakness. See C.J. Lowe
and F. Marzari, Italian Foreign Policy, 1870-1940 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975, chap.
4; C.J. Lowe, The Reluctant Imperialists: British Foreign Policy 1879-1902 (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1974), Vol. I, pp. 147-150; John A.C. Conybeare, Trade Wars: The Theory and Practice
of International Commercial Rivalry (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987), pp. 183-188.
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a good deal of variation about this) go to war with other democracies.> As
Jack S. Levy observes, the “absence of war between democracies comes as
close as anything we have to an empirical law in international relations.”®
Second, when democracies come into conflict with one another, they only
rarely threaten to use force, because it is “illegitimate” to do so.” Democratic
peace theory explicitly holds that it is the very nature of democratic political
systems that accounts for the fact that democracies do not fight or threaten
other democracies.

THE CAUSAL LOGIC
Democratic peace theory must explain an anomaly: democracies are no less
war-prone than non-democratic states. Yet, while they will readily threaten
and fight non-democracies, they do not threaten or fight other democracies.
The key challenge for the theory, then, is to identify the special characteristics
of democratic states that restrain them from using coercive threats against,
or actually going to war with, other democracies. The theory advances two
alternative explanations: (1) institutional constraints; and (2) democratic
norms and cultures.®

There are two major variants of the institutional constraints argument.
Michael Doyle, building on Immanuel Kant, explains that democratic gov-
ernments are reluctant to go to war because they must answer to their

5. Melvin Small and J. David Singer first observed the pattern of democracies not fighting
democracies in a 1976 article: Small and Singer, “The War-proneness of Democratic Regimes,
1816-1865,” Jerusalem Journal of International Relations, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Summer 1976), pp. 50-69.
Their finding has been the subject of extensive further empirical testing which has produced a
consensus around the propositions stated in the text. See Stuart A. Bremer, “Dangerous Dyads:
Conditions Affecting the Likelihood of Interstate War, 1816-1865,” Journal of Conflict Resolution,
Vol. 36, No. 2 (June 1992), pp. 309-341; Steve Chan, “Mirror, Mirror on the Wall . . . Are the
Freer Countries More Pacific?” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 28, No. 4 (December 1984), pp.
617-648; Zeev Maoz and Nasrin Abdolali, “Regime Type and International Conflict,” Journal of
Conflict Resolution, Vol. 33, No. 1 (March 1989), pp. 3-35; R.J. Rummel, “Libertarianism and
International Violence,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 27, No. 1 (March 1983), pp. 27-71;
Erich Weede, “Democracy and War Involvement,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 28, No. 4
(December 1984), pp. 649-664.

6. Jack S. Levy, “Domestic Politics and War,” in Robert I. Rotberg and Theodore K. Rabb, eds.,
The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 88.
7. Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 33; Michael W. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies and
Foreign Affairs,” Part I, Philosophy and Public Affairs, Vol. 12, No. 3 (Summer 1983), p. 213.

8. This is the terminology employed by Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace; also see Bruce
Russett and Zeev Maoz, “Normative and Structural Causes of Democratic Peace,” American
Political Science Review, Vol. 87, No. 3 (September 1993), pp. 624-638. Russett points out (pp.
40-42) that, although analytically distinct, these two explanations are intertwined.
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citizens.? Citizens pay the price for war in blood and treasure; if the price of
conflict is high, democratic governments may fall victim to electoral retribu-
tion. Moreover, in democratic states, foreign policy decisions carrying the
risk of war are debated openly and not made behind closed doors, which
means that both the public and policymakers are sensitized to costs of fight-
ing. A second version of the institutional constraints argument focuses on
“checks and balances”; it looks at three specific features of a state’s domestic
political structure: executive selection, political competition, and the plural-
ism of the foreign policy decisionmaking process.’® States with executives
answerable to a selection body, with institutionalized political competition,
and with decisionmaking responsibility spread among multiple institutions
or individuals, should be more highly constrained and hence less likely to
go to war.

The democratic norms explanation holds that “the culture, perceptions, and
practices that permit compromise and the peaceful resolution of conflicts
without the threat of violence within countries come to apply across national
boundaries toward other democratic countries.”!! Democratic states assume
both that other democracies also subscribe to pacific methods of regulating
political competition and resolving disputes, and that others will apply these
norms in their external relations with fellow democracies. In other words,
democratic states develop positive perceptions of other democracies. Con-
sequently, Doyle says, democracies, “which rest on consent, presume foreign
republics to be also consensual, just and therefore deserving of accommo-
dation.”*? Relations between democratic states are based on mutual respect

9. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs,” pp. 205-235. See also Doyle, “Liberalism
and World Politics,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 80, No. 4 (December 1986), pp. 1151
1169; Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, pp. 38—40.

10. T. Clifton Morgan and Sally H. Campbell, “Domestic Structure, Decisional Constraints and
War: So Why Kant Democracies Fight?” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 35, No. 2 (June 1991),
pp. 187-211; and T. Clifton Morgan and Valerie L. Schwebach, “Take Two Democracies and
Call Me in the Morning: A Prescription for Peace?” International Interactions, Vol. 17, No. 4
(Summer 1992), pp. 305-420.

11. Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 31 (second emphasis added).

12. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs,” p. 230. It is also argued that the
predisposition of democratic states to regard other democracies favorably is reinforced by the
fact that liberal democratic states are linked by mutually beneficial ties of economic interde-
pendence. Democracies thus have strong incentives to act towards each other in a manner that
enhances cooperation and to refrain from acting in a manner that threatens their stake in
mutually beneficial cooperation. Ibid., pp. 230-232; Rummel, “Libertarianism and International
Violence,” pp. 27-28. For the “interdependence promotes peace” argument see Richard Rose-
crance, The Rise of the Trading State (New York: Basic Books, 1986). In fact, however, for great
powers economic interdependence, rather than promoting peace, creates seemingly important
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rooted in the fact that democracies perceive each other as dovish (that is,
negotiation or the status quo are the only possible outcomes in a dispute).
This perception, it is argued, is based on a form of learning. Democratic
states benefit from cooperative relations with one another and they want to
expand their positive interactions. In turn, this desire predisposes them to
be responsive to the needs of other democratic states, and ultimately leads
to creation of a community of interests. As democracies move towards com-
munity, they renounce the option to use (or even to threaten to use) force
in their mutual interactions.?

The democratic ethos—based on “peaceful competition, persuasion and
compromise”’—explains the absence of war and war-like threats in relations
between democratic states.’* Conversely, the absence of these norms in re-
lations between democracies and non-democracies, it is said, explains the
paradox that democracies do not fight each other even though in general
they are as war-prone as non-democracies: “When a democracy comes into
conflict with a nondemocracy, it will not expect the nondemocratic state to
be restrained by those norms [of mutual respect based on democratic culture].
It may feel obliged to adapt to the harsher norms of international conduct of
the latter, lest it be exploited or eliminated by the nondemocratic state that
takes advantage of the inherent moderation of democracies.”?> Thus it is a
fundamental postulate of democratic peace theory that democracies behave
in a qualitatively different manner in their relations with each other than
they do in their relations with non-democracies.

The Realist Case: The Same Things Over and Over Again

If history is “just one damn thing after another,” then for realists international
politics is the same damn things over and over again: war, great power
security and economic competitions, the rise and fall of great powers, and
the formation and dissolution of alliances. International political behavior is
characterized by continuity, regularity, and repetition because states are con-

interests that must be defended by overseas military commitments (commitments that carry
with them the risk of war). See Christopher Layne and Benjamin C. Schwarz, “American
Hegemony—Without an Enemy,” Foreign Policy, No. 92 (Fall 1993), pp. 5-23.

13. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs”; and Harvey Starr, “Democracy and
War: Choice, Learning and Security Communities,” Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 29, No. 2
(1992), pp. 207-213.

14. Maoz and Russett, “A Statistical Artifact?” p. 246.

15. Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 33.
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strained by the international system’s unchanging (and probably unchange-
able) structure.

The realist paradigm explains why this is s0.'® International politics is an
anarchic, self-help realm. “Anarchy,” rather than denoting chaos or rampant
disorder, refers in international politics to the fact that there is no central
authority capable of making and enforcing rules of behavior on the interna-
tional system’s units (states). The absence of a rule-making and enforcing
authority means that each unit in the system is responsible for ensuring its
own survival and also that each is free to define its own interests and to
employ means of its own choice in pursuing them. In this sense, international
politics is fundamentally competitive. And it is competitive in a manner that
differs crucially from domestic politics in liberal societies, where the losers
can accept an adverse outcome because they live to fight another day and
can, therefore, ultimately hope to prevail. In international politics, states that
come out on the short end of political competition face potentially more
extreme outcomes, ranging from constraints on autonomy to occupation to
extinction.

It is anarchy that gives international politics its distinctive flavor. In an
anarchic system, a state’s first goal is to survive. To attain security, states
engage in both internal and external balancing for the purpose of deterring
aggressors, and of defeating them should deterrence fail. In a realist world,
cooperation is possible but is hard to sustain in the face of the competitive
pressures that are built into the international political system’s structure. The
imperative of survival in a threatening environment forces states to focus on
strategies that maximize their power relative to their rivals. States have
powerful incentives both to seek the upper hand over their rivals militarily
and to use their edge not only for self-defense but also to take advantage of
others. Because military power is inherently offensive rather than defensive
in nature, states cannot escape the security dilemma: measures taken by a
state as self-defense may have the unintended consequence of threatening
others. This is because a state can never be certain that others’ intentions are
benign; consequently its policies must be shaped in response to others’
capabilities. In the international system, fear and distrust of other states is
the normal state of affairs.

16. Classic explications of realism are Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading,
Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979) and Hans J. Morgenthau, rev. by Kenneth W. Thompson, Politics
Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, 6th ed. (New York: Knopf, 1985).
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Here democratic peace and realism part company on a crucial point. The
former holds that changes within states can transform the nature of inter-
national politics. Realism takes the view that even if states change internally,
the structure of the international political system remains the same. As
systemic structure is the primary determinant of international political out-
comes, structural constraints mean that similarly placed states will act simi-
larly, regardless of their domestic political systems. As Kenneth Waltz says:
“In self-help systems, the pressures of competition weigh more heavily than
ideological preferences or internal political pressures.”!” Changes at the unit
level do not change the constraints and incentives imbedded at the systemic
level. States respond to the logic of the situation in which they find them-
selves even though this may result in undesirable outcomes, from the break-
down of cooperation to outright war. States that ignore the imperatives of a
realist world run the risk of perishing. In a realist world, survival and security
are always at risk, and democratic states will respond no differently to
democratic rivals than to non-democratic ones.

Testing Democratic Peace Theory

Institutional constraints do not explain the democratic peace. If democratic
public opinion really had the effect ascribed to it, democracies would be
peaceful in their relations with all states, whether democratic or not. If
citizens and policymakers of a democracy were especially sensitive to the
human and material costs of war, that sensitivity should be evident whenever
their state is on the verge of war, regardless of whether the adversary is
democratic: the lives lost and money spent will be the same. Nor is demo-
cratic public opinion, per se, an inhibitor of war. For example, in 1898 it was
public opinion that impelled the reluctant McKinley administration into war
with Spain; in 1914 war was enthusiastically embraced by public opinion in
Britain and France. Domestic political structure—“checks and balances”—
does not explain the democratic peace either. “This argument,” as Morgan
and Schwebach state, “does not say anything directly about the war-prone-
ness of democracies,” because it focuses on an independent variable—deci-
sional constraints embedded in a state’s domestic political structure—that is
associated with, but not exclusive to, democracies.

17. Kenneth N. Waltz, “A Reply to My Critics,” in Robert O. Keohane, ed., Neorealism and Its
Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 329.
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Because these explanations fall short, the democratic norms and culture
explanation must bear the weight of the democratic peace theory’s causal
logic. It is there we must look to find that “something in the internal makeup
of democratic states” that explains the democratic peace.’®

Democratic peace theory not only predicts a specific outcome—no war
between democracies—but also purports to explain why that outcome will
occur. It is thus suited to being tested by the case study method, a detailed
look at a small number of examples to determine if events unfold and actors
act as the theory predicts. The case study method also affords the opportunity
to test the competing explanations of international political outcomes offered
by democratic peace theory and by realism. To test the robustness of dem-
ocratic peace theory’s causal logic, the focus here is on “near misses,” specific
cases in which democratic states had both opportunity and reason to fight
each other, but did not.

The case studies in this article use the process-tracing method (opening
up the “black box”) to identify the factors to which decisionmakers respond,
how those factors influence decisions, the actual course of events, and the
possible effect of other variables on the outcome.’ As Stephen Van Evera
says, if a theory has strong explanatory power, process-tracing case studies
provide a robust test because decisionmakers “should speak, write, and
otherwise behave in a manner consistent with the theory’s predictions.”?

Democratic peace theory, if valid, should account powerfully for the fact
that serious crises between democratic states ended in near misses rather
than in war. If democratic norms and culture explain the democratic peace,
in a near-war crisis, certain indicators of the democratic peace theory should
be in evidence: First, public opinion should be strongly pacific. Public opinion
is important not because it is an institutional constraint, but because it is an
indirect measure of the mutual respect that democracies are said to have for
each other. Second, policymaking elites should refrain from making military
threats against other democracies and should refrain from making prepara-
tions to carry out threats. Democratic peace theorists waffle on this point by

18. Maoz and Russett, “Normative and Structural Causes,” p. 624.

19. Alexander L. George and Timothy J. McKeown, “Case Studies and Theories of Organiza-
tional Decision Making,” in Robert F. Coulam and Richard A. Smith, eds., Advances in Information
Processing in Organizations, Vol. 2 (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1985), p. 35.

20. Stephen Van Evera, “What Are Case Studies? How Should They Be Performed?” unpub.
memo, September 1993, Department of Political Science, MIT, p. 2.
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suggesting that the absence of war between democracies is more important
than the absence of threats. But this sets the threshold of proof too low.
Because the crux of the theory is that democracies externalize their internal
norms of peaceful dispute resolution, then especially in a crisis, one should
not see democracies threatening other democracies. And if threats are made,
they should be a last-resort option rather than an early one. Third, democra-
cies should bend over backwards to accommodate each other in a crisis.
Ultimata, unbending hard lines, and big-stick diplomacy are the stuff of
Realpolitik, not the democratic peace.

A realist explanation of near misses would look at a very different set of
indicators. First, realism postulates a ratio of national interest to democratic
respect: in a crisis, the more important the interests a democracy perceives
to be at stake, the more likely that its policy will be shaped by realist
imperatives rather than by democratic norms and culture. When vital inter-
ests are on the line, democracies should not be inhibited from using threats,
ultimata, and big-stick diplomacy against another democracy. Second, even
in a crisis involving democracies, states should be very attentive to strategic
concerns, and the relative distribution of military capabilities between them
should crucially—perhaps decisively—affect their diplomacy. Third, broader
geopolitical considerations pertaining to a state’s position in international
politics should, if implicated, account significantly for the crisis’s outcome.
Key here is what Geoffrey Blainey calls the “fighting waterbirds’ dilemma,”
involving concerns that others watching from the sidelines will take advan-
tage of a state’s involvement in war; that war will leave a state weakened
and in an inferior relative power position vis-d-vis possible future rivals; and
that failure to propitiate the opposing state in a crisis will cause it to ally
with one’s other adversaries or rivals.?!

I have chosen to study four modern historical instances in which demo-
cratic great powers almost came to blows: (1) the United States and Great
Britain in 1861 (“the Trent affair”); (2) the United States and Great Britain in
1895-96 (the Venezuela crisis); France and Great Britain in 1898 (the Fashoda
crisis); and France and Germany in 1923 (the Ruhr crisis).? I focus on great

21. Geoffrey Blainey, The Causes of War, 3rd ed. (South Melbourne: Macmillan Co. of Australia,
1988), pp. 57-67. As the parable goes, while the waterbirds fight over the catch, the fisherman
spreads his net. .

22. My classification of the United States in 1861 and 1895 and of Germany in 1923 as great
powers might be challenged. By the mid-nineteenth century British policymakers viewed the
United States, because of its size, population, wealth, and growing industrial strength (and
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powers for several reasons. First, international relations theory is defined by
great powers: they are the principal components of the international system,
and their actions—especially their wars—have a greater impact on the inter-
national system than do those of small powers.? Moreover, while democratic
peace theory should apply to both great and small powers, realist predictions
about great power behavior are not always applicable to small powers, be-
cause the range of options available to the latter is more constrained.? Crises
between democratic great powers are a good head-to-head test because dem-
ocratic peace theory and realism should both be applicable.?

The cases selected should favor democratic peace theory for more than the
obvious reason that none of them led to war. In each crisis, background
factors were present that should have reinforced democratic peace theory’s
predictions. In the two Anglo-American crises, a common history, culture
and language, and economic interdependence were important considera-
tions.? In the Fashoda crisis, the factors that led to the 1904 Anglo-French
entente were already present and both countries benefited significantly from
their economic relations.?” The Franco-German Ruhr crisis tested both the
Wilsonian prescription for achieving security in post-World War I Europe
and the belief (increasingly widespread among French and German business
elites, and to a lesser extent the political elites) that the prosperity of both
states hinged on their economic collaboration.

latent military power), as “a great world power,” notwithstanding the fact that it was not an
active participant in the European state system. Ephraim Douglass Adams, Great Britain and the
American Civil War (New York: Russell and Russell, 1924), Vol. I, p. 10. In 1895 the perception
of American power had heightened in Britain and in other leading European powers. In 1923,
Germany, although substantially disarmed pursuant to Versailles, remained Europe’s most
economically powerful state. As most statesmen realized, it was, because of its population and
industry, a latent continental hegemon. Democratic peace theorists have classified all eight states
as having been democracies at the time of their involvement in the crises under discussion. See
Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs,” part I, pp. 214-215. Russett, Grasping the
Democratic Peace, pp. 5-9, briefly discusses the Venezuela and Fashoda crises, but his bibliog-
raphy has few historical references to these two crises (and related issues), and omits most
standard sources.

23. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 72-73.

24. See Robert L. Rothstein, Alliances and Small Powers (New York: Columbia University Press,
1968), especially chap. 1.

25. As noted above, other such crises also support my argument.

26. For a brief discussion of the cultural, social, and economic bonds between Britain and the
United States during the mid-nineteenth century, see Martin Crawford, The Anglo-American
Crisis of the Mid-Nineteenth Century: The Times and America, 1850-1862 (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1987), pp. 39-55.

27. Stephen R. Rock, Why Peace Breaks Out: Great Power Rapprochement in Historical Perspective
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), pp. 91-119.
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ANGLO-AMERICAN CRISIS I: THE TRENT AFFAIR, 1861

In 1861, tensions arising from the War Between the States brought the Union
and Britain to the brink of war. The most important causes of Anglo-American
friction stemmed from the Northern blockade of Confederate ports and the
consequent loss to Britain of the cotton upon which its textile industry
depended. The immediate precipitating cause of the Anglo-American crisis,
however, was action of the USS San Jacinto which, acting without express
orders from Washington, intercepted the British mail ship Trent on November
8, 1861. The Trent was transporting James M. Mason and John Slidell, the
Confederacy’s commissioners-designate to Great Britain and France; they
had boarded the Trent, a neutral vessel, in Havana, Cuba, a neutral port. A
boarding party from the San Jacinto, after searching the Trent, placed Mason
and Slidell under arrest. The Trent was allowed to complete its voyage while
the San Jacinto transported Mason and Slidell to Fort Warren in Boston harbor,
where they were incarcerated.

When word was received in Britain, the public was overcome with war
fever. “The first explosion of the Press, on receipt of the news of the Trent,
had been a terrific one.”?® An American citizen residing in England reported
to Secretary of State William H. Seward, “The people are frantic with rage,
and were the country polled I fear 999 men out of 1000 would declare for
war.”? From Edinburgh, another American wrote, “I have never seen so
intense a feeling of indignation in my life.”*

The British government was hardly less bellicose than the public and the
press. Fortified by legal opinions holding that Mason and Slidell had been
removed from the Trent in contravention of international law, the Cabinet
adopted a hard-line policy that mirrored the public mood. Prime Minister
Lord Palmerston’s first reaction to the news of the Trent incident was to write
to the Secretary of State for War that, because of Britain’s “precarious”
relations with the United States, the government reconsider cuts in military
expenditures planned to take effect in 1862.3' At the November 29 Cabinet
meeting, Palmerston reportedly began by flinging his hat on the table and
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The Myth of the Democratic Peace | 17

declaring to his colleagues, “I don’t know whether you are going to stand
this, but I'll be damned if I do!”%?

The Cabinet adopted a dual-track approach towards Washington: London
used military threats to coerce the United States into surrendering diplomat-
ically, while on the diplomatic side, Foreign Secretary Lord John Russell
drafted a note to the Union government in which, while holding firm to the
demand that Mason and Slidell be released, he offered Washington an avenue
of graceful retreat by indicating that London would accept, as tantamount to
an apology, a declaration that the San Jacinto had acted without official
sanction. Nevertheless, the note that was actually transmitted to Washington
was an ultimatum. Although the British minister in Washington, Lord Lyons,
was instructed to present the communication in a fashion calculated to max-
imize the chances of American compliance, his charge was clear: unless
within seven days of receipt the Union government unconditionally accepted
Britain’s demands, Lyons was to ask for his passports and depart the United
States. As Russell wrote to Lyons: “What we want is a plain Yes or a plain
No to our very simple demands, and we want that plain Yes or No within
seven days of the communication of the despatch.”3

Although some, notably including Russell, hoped that the crisis could be
resolved peacefully, the entire Cabinet recognized that its decision to present
an ultimatum to Washington could lead to war. The British believed that
there was one hope for peace: that Washington, overawed by Britain’s mili-
tary power and its readiness to go to war, would bow to London’s demands
rather than resisting them.?* As the Undersecretary of State for Foreign
Affairs stated, “Our only chance of peace is to be found in working on the
fears of the Government and people of the United States.”%

Driven by the belief that Washington would give in only to the threat of
force, London’s diplomacy was backed up by ostentatious military and naval
preparations. Anticipating a possible conflict, the Cabinet embargoed the
export to the United States of saltpeter (November 30) and of arms and
ammunition (December 4). Underscoring the gravity of the crisis, for only
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the fourth time in history the Cabinet created a special war committee to
oversee strategic planning and war preparations. Urgent steps were taken to
reinforce Britain’s naval and military contingents in North America. Begin-
ning in mid-December, a hastily organized sealift increased the number of
regular British army troops in Canada from 5,000 to 17,658, and Royal Navy
forces in North American waters swelled from 25 to forty warships, with
1,273 guns (compared to just 500 before the crisis).* These measures served
two purposes: they bolstered London’s diplomacy and, in the event diplo-
macy failed, they positioned Britain to prevail in a conflict.

London employed big-stick diplomacy because it believed that a too-con-
ciliatory policy would simply embolden the Americans to mount increasingly
serious challenges to British interests.?” Moreover, British policymakers be-
lieved that England’s resolve, credibility, and reputation were at stake inter-
nationally, not just in its relations with the United States. The comments of
once and future Foreign Secretary Lord Clarendon were typical: “What a
figure . . . we shall cut in the eyes of the world, if we lamely submit to this
outrage when all mankind will know that we should unhesitatingly have
poured our indignation and our broadsides into any weak nation . . . and
what an additional proof it will be of the universal . . . belief that we have
two sets of weights and measures to be used according to the power or
weakness of our adversary.”® Thus “the British were prepared to accept the
cost of an Anglo-American war . . . rather than sacrifice their prestige as a
great power by headlong diplomatic defeat.”’

London’s hard-line policy was fortified by its “general optimism about the
ultimate outcome” of an Anglo-American war.*’ Queen Victoria said a war
would result in “utter destruction to the North Americans” and Secretary of
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State for War George Cornewall Lewis said “we shall soon iron the smile out
of their face.”#! Palmerston was therefore untroubled by the discomfiture
imposed on the Union by London’s uncompromising policy. In his view,
regardless of whether the crisis was resolved peacefully or resulted in war,
Britain’s interests would be upheld. He wrote to Queen Victoria:

If the Federal Government comply with the demands it will be honorable to
England and humiliating to the United States. If the Federal Government
refuse compliance, Great Britain is in a better state than at any former time
to inflict a severe blow upon, and to read a lesson to the United States which
will not soon be forgotten.*

In late 1861, the war against the Confederacy was not going well for
Washington and the one major engagement, the first Battle of Manassas, had
resulted in a humiliating setback for the Union army. Whipped up by Sec-
retary of State Seward, who was a master at “twisting the lion’s tail” for
maximum domestic political effect, Northern opinion was hostile in London
and resented especially Queen Victoria’s May 1861 neutrality proclamation,
which Northerners interpreted as de facto British recognition of Southern
independence. News of the seizure of Mason and Slidell had a double effect
on Northern public opinion. First, it was a tonic for sagging Northern morale.
Second, it was seen as a warning to Britain to refrain from interfering with
the Union’s prosecution of the war against the Confederacy. Thus, although
some papers (notably the New York Times and the New York Daily Tribune)
urged that Washington should placate the British, public opinion strongly
favored a policy of standing up to London and refusing to release Mason
and Slidell.® In response to Britain’s hard line, “a raging war cry reverberated
across the Northern states in America.”** Charles Francis Adams, Jr., whose
father was U.S. minister in London at the time, wrote later of the affair: “I
do not remember in the whole course of the half-century’s retrospect . . .
any occurrence in which the American people were so completely swept off
their feet, for the moment losing possession of their senses, as during the
weeks which immediately followed the seizure of Mason and Slidell.”*®
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The Lincoln administration was aware of the strength of anti-British sen-
timent among the public and in Congress (indeed, in early December, Con-
gress passed a resolution commending the San Jacinto’s captain for his action).
There is some evidence that in order to placate public opinion, President
Lincoln was inclined toward holding on to Mason and Slidell, notwithstand-
ing the obvious risks of doing s0.%¢ Nevertheless, after first toying with the
idea of offering London arbitration in an attempt to avoid the extremes of
war or a humiliating climb-down, the United States elected to submit to
Britain’s demands. Given that Washington “could not back down easily,” it
is important to understand why it chose to do so.

The United States bowed to London because, already fully occupied mili-
tarily trying to subdue the Confederacy, the North could not also afford a
simultaneous war with England, which effectively would have brought Brit-
ain into the War Between the States on the South’s side.*” This was clearly
recognized by the Lincoln administration when the cabinet met for two days
at Christmas to decide on the American response to the British note. The
cabinet had before it two critical pieces of information. First, Washington had
just been informed that France supported London’s demands (ending Amer-
ican hopes that Britain would be restrained by its own “waterbird” worries
that France would take advantage of an Anglo-American war).*® Second,
Washington had abundant information about the depth of the pro-war sen-
timent of the British public. The American minister in London, Charles
Francis Adams, wrote that the English “were now all lashed up into hostility”
and that: “The leading newspapers roll out as much fiery lava as Vesuvius
is doing, daily. The Clubs and the army and the navy and the people in the
streets generally are raving for war.”# Senator Charles Sumner passed on to
the Lincoln administration letters from the noted Radical members of parlia-
ment, Richard Cobden and John Bright. While deploring their government’s
policy and the tenor of British public opinion, both Cobden and Bright
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stressed that war would result unless the United States gave in to London.
Cobden observed:

Formerly England feared a war with the United States as much from the
dependence on your cotton as from a dread of your power. Now the popular
opinion (however erroneous) is that a war would give us cotton. And we,
of course, consider your power weakened by your Civil War.*

Facing the choice of defying London or surrendering to its demands,
Washington was compelled to recognize both that Britain was serious about
going to war and that such a war almost certainly would result in the Union’s
permanent dissolution. During the cabinet discussions, Attorney General
Edward Bates suggested that Britain was seeking a war with the United
States in order to break the Northern blockade of Southern cotton ports and
he worried that London would recognize the Confederacy. The United States,
he said, “cannot afford such a war.” He went on to observe, “In such a crisis,
with such a civil war upon our hands, we cannot hope for successina . . .
war with England, backed by the assent and countenance of France. We
must evade it—with as little damage to our own honor and pride as possi-
ble.”?! Secretary of State Seward concurred, stating that it was “no time to
be diverted from the cares of the Union into controversies with other powers,
even if just causes for them could be found.”®> When the United States
realized that Britain’s threat to go to war was not a bluff, strategic and
national interest considerations—the “waterbird dilemma”—dictated that
Washington yield to Britain.

The Trent affair’s outcome is explained by realism, not democratic peace
theory. Contrary to democratic peace theory’s expectations, the mutual re-
spect between democracies rooted in democratic norms and culture had no
influence on British policy. Believing that vital reputational interests affecting
its global strategic posture were at stake, London played diplomatic hardball,
employed military threats, and was prepared to go to war if necessary. Both
the public and the elites in Britain preferred war to conciliation. Across the
Atlantic, public and governmental opinion in the North was equally bellicose.
An Anglo-American conflict was avoided only because the Lincoln admin-
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istration came to understand that diplomatic humiliation was preferable to a
war that would have arrayed Britain with the Confederacy and thus probably
have secured the South’s independence.

ANGLO-AMERICAN CRISIS II: VENEZUELA, 1895-96
In 1895-96, the United States and Great Britain found themselves embroiled
in a serious diplomatic confrontation arising out of an obscure long-standing
dispute between London and Caracas over the Venezuela-British Guiana
boundary. By 1895, Caracas was desperately beseeching Washington to pres-
sure London to agree to arbitrate the dispute. The Cleveland administration
decided to inject the United States diplomatically into the Anglo-Venezuelan
disagreement, but not out of American solicitude for Venezuela’s interests
or concern for the issue’s merits.>® For the United States, the Anglo-Vene-
zuelan affair was part of a larger picture. By 1895, American policymakers,
conscious of the United States’s status as an emerging great power, were
increasingly concerned about European political and commercial intrusion
into the Western Hemisphere.** For Washington, the controversy between
London and Caracas was a welcome pretext for asserting America’s claim to
geopolitical primacy in the Western hemisphere. It was for this reason that
the United States provoked a showdown on the Anglo-Venezuelan border
dispute.®

The American position was set forth in Secretary of State Richard Olney’s
July 20, 1895, note to the British government.* The United States stated that
its “honor and its interests” were involved in the Anglo-Venezuelan dispute,
“the continuance of which it cannot regard with indifference.” Washington
demanded that London submit the dispute to arbitration. In grandiloquent
terms, Olney asserted that the Monroe Doctrine not only gave the United

53. Walter LaFeber demonstrates that the United States injected itself into the crisis to protect
its own interests, not Venezuela’s. LaFeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of American Expan-
sion, 1860-1898 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1963), chap. 6.

54. The relationship between security concerns and American foreign and strategic policy is
discussed in Richard D. Challener, Admirals, General and Foreign Policy, 1898-1914 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1973) and J.A.S. Grenville and George B. Young, Politics, Strategy,
and American Diplomacy: Studies in American Foreign Policy, 1873-1917 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1966).

55. Walter LaFeber, “The Background of Cleveland’s Venezuelan Policy: A Reinterpretation,”
American Historical Review, Vol. 66 No. 4 (July 1961), p. 947; Ernest R. May, Imperial Democracy:
The Emergence of America as a Great Power (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1961), p. 34.
56. The full text of the note can be found in Foreign Relations of the United States, 1895 (Washing-
ton, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office), Vol. I, pp. 542-576.



The Myth of the Democratic Peace | 23

States the right to intervene in the Venezuela affair but also a more general
right to superintend the affairs of the Western hemisphere.

In challenging Britain, President Grover Cleveland and his secretary of
state realized they were taking a serious step. Although they almost certainly
hoped to score a peaceful diplomatic victory, their strategy was one that
could have led instead to an armed confrontation. Olney’s July 20 note
(praised by Cleveland as “the best thing of the kind I have ever read”) was
deliberately brusque and, as Henry James pointed out, under prevailing
diplomatic custom, London could justifiably have regarded it as an ultima-
tum.>” Moreover, Washington intended Olney’s note for publication. Olney
and Cleveland believed that their strong language would get London’s at-
tention and that, by using the Monroe Doctrine as a lever, the United States
could ram a diplomatic settlement down Britain’s throat.*® Cleveland and
Olney expected London to back down and agree to arbitration and they
hoped that Britain’s positive response could be announced when Congress
reconvened in December.

To the administration’s consternation, however, London refused to give in
to Washington’s demands. British Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary Sal-
isbury’s unyielding reply prompted Cleveland’s December 17, 1895, message
to Congress. While acknowledging that the prospect of an Anglo-American
war was an unhappy one to contemplate, the president declared there was
“no calamity which a great nation can invite which equals that which follows
a supine submission to wrong and injustice and the consequent loss of
national self-respect and honor beneath which are shielded and defended a
people’s safety and greatness.” Cleveland strongly defended the validity of
the Monroe Doctrine, which he described as vital to America’s national
security and to the integrity of its domestic political institutions. He asserted
that London’s exercise of jurisdiction over any territory that the United States
determined to belong properly to Venezuela was “willful aggression upon
[America’s] rights and interests.”

In taking this position, Cleveland declared that he was “fully alive to the
responsibility incurred and keenly realize[d] all the consequences that may
follow.” Notwithstanding his strong rhetoric, however, Cleveland did leave
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the British with some maneuvering room. Before acting against Britain, he
said, the United States would set up a commission to investigate the Anglo-
Venezuelan dispute and Washington would take no steps until the commis-
sion’s report was made and accepted. Nevertheless, the import of Cleveland’s
message was clear: the United States was willing to fight Britain if necessary
in order to establish America’s primacy in the Western hemisphere.*

As Kenneth Bourne points out, during the Venezuela crisis the risk of war
was quite real.®® Salisbury flatly rejected the terms for resolving the crisis set
out in Olney’s July 20 note. J.A.S. Grenville wrote: “nothing could be plainer
than Salisbury’s rejoinder to Olney: the United States had no business inter-
fering in the dispute, the Monroe Doctrine had no standing as an interna-
tional treaty and did not in any case apply to the controversy; the British
government would accordingly continue to refuse arbitration of the Vene-
zuelan claims as a whole.”¢! Salisbury understood the risk that Washington
would maintain its stance and that the crisis would escalate. But as Grenville
points out, he was willing to run this risk because “he did not believe the
danger to Britain would be serious. The country and empire would have
united in defence of British possessions, and in the face of their determination
he believed the United States would give way.”%? Either Washington would
understand the significance of the disparity between its military power and
Britain’s, or the United States would be defeated.

In Jate 1895 Britain and the United States clearly were on a collision course,
and conflict almost certainly would have occurred had Britain held fast to
the policy line adopted by Salisbury in November 1895. London did not do
so, however, and by late January 1896 London and Washington had em-
barked upon a diplomatic process that culminated in November 1896 in an
amicable settlement of Anglo-American differences. The crucial question is,
why did Britain suddenly reverse course at the beginning of 1896?
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Although there is no “smoking gun,” compelling circumstantial evidence
supports the historians’ consensus opinion that Britain was constrained from
going to war in 1896 by an unfavorable distribution of military capabilities
vis-3-vis the United States and by a deteriorating international situation.
London, Lord Salisbury excepted, had become concerned about the outcome
of an Anglo-American war because of Britain’s inability, due to threats else-
where, to spare warships to reinforce its naval presence in North American
waters; fears that Canada would be conquered by the United States; and
fears that in a prolonged war, the United States would be able to force a
stalemate and possibly even prevail because of its enormous economic
strength.®® Moreover, between November 1895 and mid-January 1896, Brit-
ain’s international position took a sharp turn for the worse: “England stood
completely isolated at the beginning of 1896. Her position was scarcely en-
durable.”®* Anglo-German relations had been plunged into crisis by the
Krueger telegram that Kaiser Wilhelm II had dispatched in the wake of the
Jameson raid on the Transvaal. Elsewhere, the threats from Britain’s main
rivals, Russia and France, seemed only slightly less menacing.

Britain concluded that it must settle with Washington because it could not
afford yet another enemy. At the critical January 11, 1896, Cabinet meeting,
Salisbury remained steadfastly committed to his November “no negotiations”
policy, but his colleagues decided to resolve the crisis with Washington
peacefully. As Grenville and Young point out: “In November they believed
that Britain held all the trump cards [but] the mood was no longer confident.
The Cabinet was now inclined to cut Britain’s losses in a world which ap-
peared to have become suddenly hostile.”* Overruled by the Cabinet, Sal-
isbury—who believed that eventual war with the United States was “some-
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thing more than a possibility”—apparently considered resigning the
premiership.

There is virtually no evidence that supports a democratic peace theory
explanation of the Venezuela crisis’s outcome. Although the crisis ended
before either London or Washington could make war-like threats, both the
United States and Britain began planning militarily for a possible conflict.®”
This suggests that both British and American policymakers considered that
war, or at least the preparation for it, was a legitimate component of their
diplomatic strategies.

It does not appear, either, that public opinion affected policy on either side
of the Atlantic. In Britain, the Cleveland administration’s demands initially
were greeted with hostility. Nevertheless, even before January 1896, British
public opinion overwhelmingly favored a peaceful settlement of the Anglo-
American crisis. There is, however, no evidence in the historical record that
public opinion had any effect on the Cabinet’s January 11 decision to resolve
the crisis peacefully. Indeed, during the Venezuela crisis, Britain’s policy-
making elite had a different view of Anglo-American relations than did the
British public. At the time of the Venezuela crisis there was still “an enormous
gulf” between the advocates of an Anglo-American rapprochement based on
racial kinship “and the hard-headed realism of the school of professional
politicians and strategists headed by Salisbury.”®

On the American side of the Atlantic, Cleveland’s bellicose December 17
message elicited widespread public support. As Walter LaFeber notes, “Ex-
pansionist-minded Americans heartily endorsed the President’s message,
though most of them also fully shared his hopes that no war would result.”*
However the public’s enthusiasm rather quickly subsided, and important
groups, especially the churches and some elements of the financial and
manufacturing sectors, recoiled at the prospect of an Anglo-American war.
Nevertheless, if war had occurred, the public would probably have united
behind the Cleveland administration. American public opinion viewed the
prospect of war with England “not with enthusiasm but as, though regret-

66. See].L. Garvin, Life of Joseph Chamberlain (London: Macmillan, 1934), Vol. III, p. 161; Salisbury
quoted in Bourne, The Balance of Power in North America, p. 339.

67. Both London and Washington planned for a North American war during early 1896. Amer-
ican planning focused on invading Canada, Britain’s on defending it. See Bourne, The Balance
of Power in North America, pp. 319-331.

68. Bourne, Balance of Power, p. 340. Marder, Anatomy of British Sea Power, pp. 254-255, shows
that Britain’s national security elites took a very hard-line stance during the Venezuela crisis.
69. LaFeber, New Empire, p. 270.



The Myth of the Democratic Peace | 27

table, necessary if there were no other way of establishing the paramount
position of the United States in the western hemisphere.””

Recent generations have come to regard the Anglo-American “special re-
lationship” as an immutable fact of international life. Indeed, in some ways
it is considered an archetype of relations between democratic states. The
“great rapprochement” upon which the special relationship was built was
the epilogue to the Venezuelan crisis. But whatever Anglo-American relations
arguably have become, the impetus for the rapprochement between London
and Washington (like the impetus for the settlement of the Venezuelan crisis
itself) was, as C.S. Campbell points out, rooted in geostrategic concerns and
not in the considerations that underlie democratic peace theory.”

By 1898, the effects of Britain’s by then not-so-splendid isolation were
being painfully felt, and London’s overtures to Washington must be viewed
as part of the dramatic “end of isolation” process of strategic and diplomatic
readjustment that London undertook after the Boer War.”? The British did
not welcome the rapid expansion of American power; rather they reconciled
themselves to something they could not prevent and which, unlike the
German, Russian and French challenges, did not seem immediately threat-
ening to vital British interests. The Anglo-American rapprochement was
possible because on every issue in dispute between them, London yielded
to Washington’s demands. As Bourne dryly observes, “All this was not
simply or even perhaps at all significant of any special goodwill towards the
United States.””® Britain could not afford to make any more enemies, and
least of all could London afford to incur the enmity of the United States,
with which the British knew they could no longer compete geopolitically.
For London, the “special relationship” was a myth devised “to enable Britain
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to withdraw gracefully” from those areas where British interests clashed with
Washington'’s, and its function was to make the “pill” of appeasing the United
States “more palatable to swallow.”7

The outcome of the Venezuelan crisis is better explained by realism than
by democratic peace theory. Consistent with realist expectations, both Britain
and the United States began planning for war. Although, as democratic peace
theory would predict, there was no war fever in either Britain or the United
States, there is no evidence that public opinion played any role in London’s
decision-making process. It was London’s decision to reverse its initially
uncompromising stance and instead seek an amicable diplomatic solution
with Washington that allowed Britain and the United States to avoid war.
All available evidence supports the realist explanation that London made
this decision solely for strategic reasons.

THE ANGLO-FRENCH STRUGGLE FOR CONTROL OF THE NILE: FASHODA, 1898
The Fashoda crisis marked the culmination of the Anglo-French struggle for
supremacy over Egypt and the headwaters of the Nile.” Until 1882 Egypt,
although nominally part of the Ottoman Empire, had been administered by
an Anglo-French condominium. In 1882, Britain intervened unilaterally to
suppress a nationalist revolt. Because the Suez canal was the vital artery
linking Britain with India and its other far eastern imperial interests, strategic
considerations overrode London’s initial inclination to withdraw quickly from
Egypt after the 1882 intervention. By the early 1890s, Lord Salisbury and
other British policymakers had determined that in order to safeguard Egypt,
Britain had to exert control over the Nile’s source and its entire valley.

For France, Britain’s post-1882 Egyptian primacy was an affront and,
spurred by France’s colonial party, Paris periodically looked for ways in
which it could compel London to honor its pledge to withdraw from Egypt.
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The immediate impetus for the French expedition to Fashoda appears to have
come from a January 1893 talk given by the hydraulic engineer Victor Prompt
at the Egyptian Institute in Paris, which suggested that the flow of water to
Egypt could be restricted by damming the Upper Nile. After reviewing
Prompt’s speech, President of the French Republic Sadi Carnot exclaimed,
“we must occupy Fashoda!”7¢

The plan to advance on Fashoda was eagerly embraced by Theophile
Delcassé during his 1893-95 tenure first as undersecretary and then as min-
ister for colonies. As a journalist and as a politician, he had been obsessed
by the Egyptian question. For Delcassé and other French colonialists, France’s
prestige and its Mediterranean interests required an end to Britain’s occu-
pation of Egypt.”” In 1896, a plan by marine captain Jean-Baptiste Marchand
for an overland expedition to establish French control at Fashoda was ap-
proved by Foreign Minister Gabriel Hanotaux and Colonial Minister Emile
Chautemps. They did not seek to precipitate an armed confrontation with
Britain; they favored an eventual Anglo-French rapprochement and entente.
However, they were convinced that French opinion would not accept an
entente unless the two powers could reach settlement on the points of
dispute between them, including Egypt. Thus, for Hanotaux and Delcassé,
the Fashoda expedition was conceived as a lever to force the British to
negotiate the Egyptian question and thus to increase France’s great-power
prestige.

In September 1898, Delcassé was foreign minister. As the conflict loomed,
he hoped that it might be averted by Marchand'’s failure to reach his objective
or, if the French expedition did run into British forces, by an agreement that
the crisis would be settled diplomatically by London and Paris, not militarily
by the opposing forces at Fashoda. Apparently relying on Salisbury’s repu-
tation for making “graceful concessions,” Delcassé hoped to defuse the crisis
by exchanging Marchand’s withdrawal for Britain’s agreement to reopen the
Egyptian question and to discuss giving France an outlet on the Nile.” The
British, however, had no intention of negotiating. London’s position was
simple: “Marchand should go, without quibbles or face saving.””
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French policymakers “deluded themselves” into thinking that by taking
Fashoda they could force London to negotiate the Egyptian issue.® As early
as March 1895, when London had its first intimations about French designs
on the upper Nile, Sir Edward Grey, then parliamentary undersecretary for
foreign affairs, had stated bluntly that such a move “would be an unfriendly
act and would be so viewed in England.”®! In spring 1898, responding to
reports that France was driving on the upper Nile, London decided on an
all-out reconquest of Sudan.

After victory at Khartoum, Field Marshal Lord Kitchener was ordered to
advance to Fashoda and instructed, in the event he encountered French
forces, to do nothing that “would in any way imply a recognition on behalf
of Her Majesty’s Government of a title on behalf of France . . . to any portion
of the Nile Valley.”82 On September 19, 1898, Kitchener’s forces reached
Fashoda, where they were greeted by Marchand’s band. Although the op-
posing forces treated each other with elaborate military courtesy, their meet-
ing plunged London and Paris into a deep diplomatic crisis. The Anglo-
French “quarrel was not about Fashoda, or about the fate of the Sudan, or
even about the security of the Nile waters and of Egypt; it was about the
relative status of France and Britain as Powers.”®

Once the crisis began, Delcassé quickly recognized that France was in an
untenable position. The British ambassador in Paris reported that Delcassé
was “prepared to retreat . . . if we can build him a golden bridge.”® Delcassé
believed his maneuvering room was seriously circumscribed by the poten-
tially volatile domestic political situation in France stemming from the Drey-
fus affair. To accept a humiliating diplomatic defeat would probably mean
the Brisson cabinet’s fall and, it was widely feared, even a military coup.®
Delcassé reportedly begged London, “Do not drive me into a corner.”® On
October 11, he told the British ambassador that if London made it easy for
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him “in form he would be conciliatory in substance.”® On October 27 the
French ambassador to London, telling Salisbury that Marchand would soon
leave Fashoda, pleaded for Britain to make some concession in return.

Meanwhile, notwithstanding both the pleading tone of French diplomacy
and the possible repercussions of Britain’s stance on French internal politics,
London adamantly refused to give Paris an alternative to the bleak choice of
ordering Marchand’s humiliating withdrawal or going to war. On September
18, the British ambassador in Paris told Delcassé “categorically” that London
would not consent to any compromise of the Fashoda dispute.?* On Septem-
ber 30, responding to Delcassé’s statement that France would fight rather
than submit to a British ultimatum, the British ambassador reiterated that
there could be no discussions until Marchand withdrew from Fashoda. Sal-
isbury was determined “to compel, rather than persuade, the French to
withdraw.”

London’s hard-line diplomacy was overwhelmingly supported by bellicose
public opinion. Even before Fashoda, because of the tensions engendered by
the Anglo-French colonial rivalry, “war with France was not exactly desired
in England, but it would be accepted without hesitation if the occasion
arose.””! Once the crisis began, the press overwhelmingly supported the
government’s decision to refuse negotiations with France, and during the
crisis “the British popular press indulged in an orgy of scurrility.”?> “There
was plenty of warlike spirit in the country,” and British public opinion was
“aggressively jingoistic” over Fashoda.*® “The unequivocal expression of Brit-
ish opinion” was solidly behind the Cabinet’s hard-line policy.** This no
doubt was true because the British public believed England’s prestige was at
stake and consequently was “in a mood to respond vigorously” to the French
challenge.®

The public mood was matched by that of Britain’s political elite. As Chan-
cellor of the Exchequer Michael Hicks Beach said on October 19, “The country
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has put its foot down.”*® The government’s uncompromising stance was
supported strongly by the opposition Liberal Imperialists, notably Lord Rose-
bery, H.H. Asquith, and Sir Edward Grey.*” Rosebery, a former prime min-
ister and foreign secretary, recalled that his Cabinet had warned the French
away from the Upper Nile in 1895 and declared that any Cabinet that showed
signs of conciliating Paris over Fashoda would be replaced within a week.
Indeed when, in the crucial October 27 Cabinet meeting, Salisbury left the
impression in some minds that he was leaning towards compromise with
Paris, the majority of ministers quickly poured cold water on that idea and
the Admiralty was ordered to put the navy on a war footing.

The British knew that if Paris did not capitulate, armed conflict would
ensue. London regarded that prospect with equanimity and, indeed, confi-
dence. Because they believed both Britain’s credibility and its reputation as
a great power to be at stake, the British felt they had no alternative to forcing
a showdown with the French: “Had Britain followed a less intransigent policy
in the circumstances of October 1898, there would certainly have been a
temptation, not only in Paris but also in St. Petersburg and Berlin, to write
her off as a Power who would never risk a war, however great the provo-
cation.”?

In October 1898 the British navy enjoyed a decisive superiority over the
French fleet in both numbers and quality, and the outcome of an Anglo-
French war was a foregone conclusion.®” London manifested no reluctance
in pressing its strategic advantage. During October, the Royal Navy made
preparations for a war with France.1® On October 15, the Channel fleet was
assembled. By October 26, the Royal Navy had drawn up detailed war plans.
On October 28 the reserve squadron was activated and concentrated at
Portland; soon the Channel fleet was deployed to Gibraltar and the Mediter-
ranean fleet was moved to Malta. As these measures became known in Paris
from intelligence reports and stories in the British press, they made a strong
impression on French policymakers.

There is no question that France was finally compelled to accept a crushing
diplomatic defeat because of its military inferiority vis-d-vis Britain. The Royal

96. Quoted in Langer, Diplomacy of Imperialism, p. 553.

97. Langer, Diplomacy of Imperialism, pp. 552-553; Robinson and Gallagher, Africa and the Victo-
rians, pp. 376-378; Riker, “British Policy in the Fashoda Crisis,” p. 67, Sanderson, The Upper
Nile, p. 347.

98. Sanderson, “Origin and Significance of Fashoda,” pp. 301-302.

99. On the Royal Navy’s advantages and London’s confidence in British sea power, see Marder,
Anatomy of British Sea Power, pp. 320-331; Langer, Diplomacy of Imperialism, pp. 559-560.

100. Marder, Anatomy of British Sea Power, pp. 321-328.



The Myth of the Democratic Peace | 33

Navy’s power contrasted sharply with the numerical and qualitative defi-
ciencies, and unpreparedness, of the French fleet. When Paris calculated the
prevailing Anglo-French military balance, an embarrassing diplomatic climb-
down emerged as a more attractive alternative than decisive defeat in a war.1%!
As Delcassé admitted, he and President of the Republic Fauré were compelled
to order Marchand’s withdrawal by “the necessity of avoiding a naval war
which we are absolutely incapable of carrying on, even with Russian help.”1%2
In the end, “Delcassé had no real alternative but to yield; except as an
irrational gesture of defiance, war with England was not a possible choice.”1%®
The Fashoda crisis’s outcome was, as Grenville says, “a demonstration of
British power and French weakness.”10¢

The outcome of the Fashoda crisis is explained by realism, not by demo-
cratic peace theory. Believing that vital strategic and reputational interests
were at stake, the British ruled out diplomatic accommodation with Paris
notwithstanding Delcassé’s pleas to be given a face-saving way to extricate
France from the crisis. Britain’s intransigence runs directly counter to dem-
ocratic peace theory’s expectation that relations between democratic states
are governed by mutual respect based on democratic norms and culture.
Backed strongly by public and elite opinion, London adopted a policy that
left Paris with two stark choices: diplomatic humiliation or military defeat in
a war. Counter to democratic peace theory’s expectations, but consistent with
those of realism, Britain made, and was prepared to carry out, military threats
against France. Paris caved in to British demands rather than fight a war it
could not win.

FRANCO-GERMAN CRISIS: THE RUHR, 1923
The Ruhr occupation, culmination of the post-1918 cold peace, “practically
amounted to the renewal of war.”'%® The occupation arose from the collision
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of France’s policy of security and Germany’s policy of seeking revision of the
Versailles Treaty system. The reparations issue was the immediate cause of
the Ruhr occupation, but although it had economic significance in itself, its
true importance was that Paris and Berlin regarded it as symbolic of the
geopolitical competition between them.1%

For Paris, compelling Germany to adhere strictly to its reparations obliga-
tions was seen as crucial to maintaining the Versailles system. Moreover
reparations were, as the Ruhr occupation demonstrated, a lever for France
to revise Versailles in its favor by imposing political and territorial sanctions
on Germany when Berlin defaulted on its payments. For Germany, obtaining
modification of reparations was a wedge to open the issue of revising the
entire Versailles framework. The “fulfillment” policies adopted by Berlin were
designed to force revision by demonstrating that strict compliance with rep-
arations obligations was beyond Germany’s capacity and would lead inevi-
tably to Germany’s financial and economic collapse.!®”

Although Germany had been defeated and its short-term power con-
strained by the Versailles settlement, the underlying sources of its geopolitical
strength—its industrial base and population—remained intact. French policy-
makers were obsessed about the resurgence of a German security threat and
determined to prevent it by imposing military, territorial and economic re-
strictions on Germany.

France’s postwar German policy was rooted in the aims that Paris had
pursued during the war. As early as 1915, Foreign Minister Delcassé had
envisioned breaking up the German Reich into a number of small states,
coupled with annexation by France, Holland, and Belgium of the Rhine’s left
bank.!®® By late 1917, Paris had decided to leave a truncated Reich intact
while annexing Alsage-Lorraine and the Saar, and creating an independent
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French satellite state in the Rhineland.!® France’s military and economic
security would be enhanced by imposing reparations on Germany and by
giving France control of the iron and coal that were crucial to West European
industrial supremacy.

After the war, France’s objectives did not change. Paris sought military
security, reparations, and the establishment of France as Europe’s leading
steel producer. At Versailles, to avoid alienating Britain and the United States,
France abandoned its annexationist aspirations in the Rhineland; however,
throughout the period from the Armistice to the Ruhr occupation, Paris
covertly supported Rhenish separatism while continuing to harbor hopes of
controlling the left bank.!® Even while appearing to abandon France’s terri-
torial claims in the Rhineland, French Premier Clemenceau had achieved
much of their essence by coupling the reparations and security issues: under
the Versailles Treaty’s provisions, as long as Germany remained in default
on reparations, French troops could remain in the Rhineland.

The government’s German policy was strongly supported by the French
public. French public opinion had demanded a peace settlement that would
“impose the greatest possible restrictions on Germany’s influence and
power,” and the French public’s Germanophobia carried over into the post-
war period.' Public and policymakers alike believed that Germany should
be forced to pay all of the costs France had sustained in connection with the
war (including reconstruction of German-occupied French territory), and
official and public opinion were mutually reinforcing. Indeed, French public
opinion, which French Prime Minister Poincaré had done much to shape,
was so anti-German in late 1922 that it is doubtful that he would have
survived politically had he not moved to occupy the Ruhr.??

The French military invasion of the Ruhr was prompted by Paris’s mount-
ing frustration with Germany’s campaign to obtain a significant reduction of
its reparations obligations. Although there is some disagreement as to the
exact nature of Poincaré’s objectives in occupying the Ruhr, the balance of
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opinion is that the Ruhr occupation was undertaken in an attempt to advance
France’s goals of revising the Versailles system in its favor. The Ruhr occu-
pation clearly was intended to bolster French security by crippling Germany’s
economy while simultaneously enabling Paris to realize its ambition of es-
tablishing France as Europe’s leading economic power. At a minimum, Paris
hoped that the Ruhr occupation would inflame Rhenish separatism and lead
the Rhineland to break away from the Reich; there is some evidence that the
Ruhr occupation was undertaken specifically to advance the French aims of
annexing the Rhineland and dissolving the Reich.® Once the Ruhr crisis
commenced, France actively abetted the Rhenish separatists.

In the Ruhr crisis, France did not hesitate to use military force against
democratic Weimar Germany in pursuit of French security interests. Indeed,
what leaps out from histories of the period between 1915 (when French
policymakers began to think seriously about their war aims) and 1923 is the
repeated French rejection of “second image” arguments that France’s postwar
security position would be enhanced if Germany were transformed into a
democracy. Unlike the British, who soon after the war came to believe a
democratic Germany was the key to maintaining the peace in Europe, France
preferred to put German democracy at risk rather than abandon its strategy
of protecting its security with tangible guarantees. As Walter McDougall
observes:

The Quai d’Orsay perceived little connection between forms of government
and foreign policies. The Wilsonian idea that democracies choose peaceful
foreign policies, while authoritarian regimes are aggressive, found few dis-
ciples in the French government and military . . . . A strong united Germany,
whether monarchist or republican, would pose a threat to France and surely
come to dominate the economies of the Danubian and Balkan regions.!*

The French military occupation of the Ruhr provoked a major crisis—if not
a Franco-German war, at least a quasi-war. A real war was avoided only
because Germany lacked the capabilities to wage it. Still the Germans resisted
the occupation fiercely. If anything united the fractious Germans of the
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Weimar Republic, it was hatred for the Versailles system and a determination
to overturn it. The Germans believed that the French move was designed to
bring about the dissolution of the Reich. Because of Germany’s military
weakness, the Reichswehr ruled out a policy of active resistance to the French
occupation; however, steps were taken to facilitate military resistance in the
event the French attempted to advance beyond the Ruhr.’® Although unable
to oppose France militarily, the Berlin government did adopt a policy of
resistance to the French occupation, based on the noncooperation of German
workers, civil servants, and railway personnel with French occupation au-
thorities. The resistance was not entirely passive; the Reichswehr coordinated
an active campaign of sabotage against the French occupation forces.!*® To
sustain the resistance, the Berlin government provided the Ruhr population
with food and unemployment subsidies. Passive resistance was financed by
printing money, a practice that triggered Germany’s financial collapse (due
to hyperinflation and the concomitant collapse of the mark); this ultimately
compelled Berlin to abandon its resistance to the Ruhr occupation. Over the
long term, the Ruhr occupation had even more important effects on German
domestic politics and public opinion: France’s hard line policies strengthened
the position of the right-wing nationalist parties in Germany and served to
discredit the Weimar democracy.

The Rubhr crisis strongly disconfirms democratic peace theory. In World
War I's aftermath, both the public and the elites in France perceived Germany
as a dangerous threat to France’s security and its great power status, even
though Weimar Germany was a democracy. What mattered to the French
was Germany’s latent power, not its domestic political structure. Contrary
to democratic peace theory’s predictions, French policy toward democratic
Germany reflected none of the mutual respect based on democratic norms
and culture that democracies are supposed to display in their relations with
each other. On the contrary, driven by strategic concerns, the French used
military power coercively to defend the Versailles system upon which they
believed their safety depended, rather than entrust their national security to
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the hope that Germany’s postwar democratic institutions would mitigate the
geopolitical consequences flowing from the underlying disparity between
German and French power.

Theoretical Conclusions

Proponents have made sweeping theoretical claims for, and have drawn
important policy conclusions from, democratic peace theory. These claims
rest on a shaky foundation, however. The case studies presented above
subject both democratic peace theory and realism to a robust test. It is striking
that in each of these four cases realism, not democratic peace theory, provides
the more compelling explanation of why war was avoided. Indeed, the
democratic peace theory indicators appear not to have played any discernible
role in the outcome of these crises.

In each of these crises, at least one of the democratic states involved was
prepared to go to war (or, in the case of France in 1923, to use military force
coercively) because it believed it had vital strategic or reputational interests
at stake. In each of these crises, war was avoided only because one side
elected to pull back from the brink. In each of the four crises, war was
avoided not because of the “live and let live” spirit of peaceful dispute
resolution at democratic peace theory’s core, but because of realist factors.
Adverse distributions of military capabilities explain why France did not fight
over Fashoda, and why Germany resisted the French occupation of the Ruhr
passively rather than forcibly. Concerns that others would take advantage of
the fight (the “waterbirds dilemma”) explain why Britain backed down in
the Venezuela crisis, and the Union submitted to Britain’s ultimatum in the
Trent affair. When one actually looks beyond the result of these four crises
(“democracies do not fight democracies”) and attempts to understand why
these crises turned out as they did, it becomes clear that democratic peace
theory’s causal logic has only minimal explanatory power.

Although democratic peace theory identifies a correlation between domes-
tic structure and the absence of war between democracies, it fails to establish
a causal link. Because democratic peace theory’s deductive logic lacks ex-
planatory power, a second look at the theory’s empirical support is warranted
to see if the evidence is as strong as is commonly believed. The statistical
evidence that democracies do not fight each other seems impressive but in
fact, it is inconclusive, because the universe of cases providing empirical
support for democratic peace theory is small, and because several important
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cases of wars between democratic states are not counted for reasons that are
not persuasive.

QUANTITATIVE SUPPORT FOR THE THEORY: HOW BIG AN N?
Democratic peace theory purports to be validated by a large number (“N”)
of cases. A large N is achieved by aggregating the number of possible dem-
ocratic dyads. Thus Switzerland and Sweden, or Austria and Israel, count
as democratic dyads validating democratic peace theory. The result is the
appearance of a large number of interactions with little or no conflict between
democracies. Notwithstanding the theory’s claim, however, the universe of
supporting cases is small. There are three reasons why this is so. First,
between 1815 and 1945 there were very few democracies (and the N would
shrink further if only dyads involving democratic great powers are consid-
ered). Second, the possibility of any dyad (whether democratic, mixed, or
non-democratic) becoming involved in a war is small, because wars are a
relatively rare occurrence. States, even great powers, do not spend most of
their time at war.'”” As David Spiro points out, if all nations are unlikely to
fight wars, the claim that democracies do not fight each other loses much of
its power. He states that if nations are rarely at war, and liberal dyads are a
small proportion of all possible pairings of nation-states, then perhaps we
should be surprised if democracies ever do go to war, but not at the absence
of wars among democracies.'®

Third, not all dyads are created equal. For the purposes of testing demo-
cratic peace theory, a dyad is significant only if it represents a case where
there is a real possibility of two states going to war. To fight, states need
both the opportunity (that is, the ability to actually project their power to
reach an opponent) and a reason to do so. Only dyads meeting these precon-
ditions are part of the appropriate universe of cases from which democratic
peace theory can be tested.

117. On the striking decline in the frequency of great power war during the past two centuries
see Jack S. Levy, War and the Modern Great Power System, 1495-1975 (Lexington: University Press
of Kentucky, 1983), chap. 6.

118. David E. Spiro, “The Insignificance of the Liberal Peace,” International Security, Vol. 19,
No. 2 (Fall 1994), pp. 50-86. Spiro concludes that the statistical evidence for the liberal peace is
weak: either the data are ambiguous, or random chance would predict the absence of wars
between democracies. Spiro is sympathetic to the democratic peace theory. He suggests that
the tendency of liberal states to ally with, instead of opposing, each other is important and
probably is rooted in liberal norms.
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WARS BETWEEN DEMOCRACIES: BIG EXCEPTIONS IN A SMALL-N WORLD. The
size of the N is an important question. If the effective universe of cases from
which democratic peace theory can be tested is a small N, the importance of
exceptions to the rule that democracies do not fight each other is heightened.
Here, by their own admissions, democratic peace theorists are on thin ice.
For example, referring specifically to the classification of the War of 1812 as
one not involving two democracies, Bruce Russett acknowledges that this
decision “may seem like a cheap and arbitrary escape” but asserts it is not.'?
It is only intellectual suppleness—the continual tinkering with definitions
and categories—that allows democratic peace theorists to deny that demo-
cratic states have fought each other.’?

An important example of this is the War Between the States, which the
democratic peace theorists generally rule out on the grounds that it was an
internal conflict within a state rather an international conflict between sov-
ereign states.!”! Yet the events of 1861-65 seem especially relevant because
the theory is based explicitly on the premise that the norms and culture that
operate within democracies are externalized by them in their relations with
other democratic states.’? Democratic peace theory itself makes relevant the

119. Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 16. However, sometimes things are exactly as they
seem. Russett excludes the War of 1812 on the grounds that, prior to the Reform Bill of 1832,
Britain was not a democracy. Yet, until the “revolution” that followed Andrew Jackson’s 1828
election to the presidency, the United States was not appreciably more democratic than Britain.
The Federalist and the Constitution itself, in its provision for an Electoral College and indirect
election of senators, reflect the desire of the framers to circumscribe egalitarian democratic
impulses. In early nineteenth-century America, suffrage was significantly restricted by property
and other qualifications imposed at the state level. See Clinton Williamson, American Suffrage:
From Property to Democracy, 1750 to 1860 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960); Paul
Kleppner, et al., The Evolution of American Electoral Systems (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press,
1981).

120. A good example is James L. Ray, “Wars Between Democracies: Rare, or Nonexistent?”
International Interactions, Vol. 18, No. 3 (1993), pp. 251-276. After readjusting the definition of
democracy, Ray takes a brief look at five of the nineteen alleged exceptions to the rule that
democratic states do not fight each other and concludes that over the last 200 to 250 years there
are no exceptions to the rule.

121. Russett’s comments (Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 17) notwithstanding, after secession
the War Between the States did take on the cast of an international conflict between two
sovereign democratic entities. It certainly was so regarded by contemporaneous observers (and
had the Confederacy prevailed, it certainly would be so regarded today). For example, no less
a figure than Prime Minister William Gladstone, the arch-apostle of British Liberalism, observed
that: “Jefferson Davis and other leaders of the South have made an army; they are making, it
appears, a navy; and they have made what is more than either: they have made a nation.”
Quoted in James M. McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1988), p. 552.

122. Democratic peace theory “extends to the international arena the cultural norms of live-and let-
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issue of whether democratic norms and culture do, in fact, result in the
peaceful resolution of disputes within democracies. The War Between the
States cuts to the heart of the democratic peace theory’s causal logic: if
democratic norms and culture fail to prevent the outbreak of civil war within
democracies, what reason is there to believe that they will prevent the out-
break of interstate wars between democracies?

In the case of the Union and the Confederacy, the characteristics at the
heart of democratic peace theory—the democratic ethos of respect for other
democracies, a political culture that emphasizes the non-violent dispute res-
olution, the shared benefits of cooperation, the restraining effect of open
debate and public opinion—failed conspicuously to assure a peaceful result.
Indeed, if a democracy as tightly knit—politically, economically, culturally—
as the United States was in 1861 could split into two warring successor states,
we should have little confidence that democracy will prevent great power
conflicts in an anarchic, competitive, self-help realm like international poli-
tics.

An even more important example is the issue of whether Wilhelmine
Germany was a democracy. Even if World War I were the only example of
democracies fighting each other, it would be so glaring an exception to
democratic peace theory as to render it invalid. As even Michael Doyle
concedes, the question of whether Wilhelmine Germany was a democracy
presents a “difficult case.”'?® Indeed, it is such a difficult case that, in a
footnote, Doyle creates a new category in which to classify Wilhelmine Ger-
many—that of a bifurcated democracy: pre-1914 Germany was, he says,
democratic with respect to domestic politics but not in the realm of foreign
policy.’* Doyle does not consider Imperial Germany to have been a democ-
racy for foreign policy purposes because the executive was not responsible
to the Reichstag and, consequently, the foreign policy making process re-
mained, he argues, autocratic.

live and peaceful conflict resolution that operate within democracies.” Ibid., p. 19 (emphasis
added).

123. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies and Foreign Affairs,” part I, p. 216, fn 8.

124. Tbid. I do not address the issue of whether any state can in fact have such a tightly
compartmentalized political system that it can be democratic in domestic politics but not in
foreign policy. I know of no other example of a bifurcated democracy. If this concept of bifurcated
democracy were accepted, proponents of democratic peace theory could defend their argument
by asserting that, while democratic in the realm of domestic policy, in 1914 Britain and France,
like Wilhelmine Germany, also were non-democratic in terms of foreign policy.
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In fact, however, with respect to foreign policy, Wilhelmine Germany was
as democratic as France and Britain. In all three countries, aristocratic or
upper-middle-class birth and independent wealth were prerequisites for ser-
vice in the diplomatic corps and the key political staffs of the foreign office.1?
In all three countries, foreign policy was insulated from parliamentary control
and criticism because of the prevailing view that external affairs were above
politics.

In democratic France, the Foreign Minister enjoyed virtual autonomy from
the legislature, and even from other members of the cabinet.’? As Christo-
pher Andrew notes, “On the rare occasions when a minister sought to raise
a question of foreign policy during a cabinet meeting, he was accustomed to
the remark: ‘Don’t let us concern ourselves with that, gentlemen, it is the
business of the foreign minister and the President of the Republic.””'?” Trea-
ties and similar arrangements were ratified by the president of the Republic
(that is, by the cabinet) and the legislature played no role in the treaty making
process (although the Senate did have the right to ask to be informed of
treaty terms insofar as national security permitted).’”?® Notwithstanding the
formal principle of ministerial responsibility, the French legislature possessed
no mechanisms for effectively supervising or reviewing the government’s
conduct of foreign policy.'® Even in democratic France, the executive enjoyed
unfettered power in the realm of foreign policy. This concentration of foreign
policy-making power in the executive had a profound effect on the chain of
events leading to World War I. The terms of the Franco-Russian alliance and
military convention—the “fateful alliance” that ensured that an Austro-Rus-
sian war in the Balkans could not remain localized—were kept secret from
the French legislature, public, and press.'*

In democratic Britain, too, as in France and Germany, crucial foreign policy
decisions were taken without consulting Parliament. Notwithstanding the

125. See Lamar Cecil, The German Diplomatic Service, 1871-1914 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1976); Paul Gordon Lauren, Diplomats and Bureaucrats: The First Institutional Responses to
Twentieth Century Diplomacy in France and Germany (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1976),
pp. 27-29; Frederick L. Schuman, War and Diplomacy in the French Republic: An Inquiry into Political
Motivations and the Control of Foreign Policy (New York: Whittlesy House, 1931); Zara S. Steiner,
The Foreign Office and Foreign Policy, 1898—1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969);
and Steiner, “The Foreign Office under Sir Edward Grey,” in F.H. Hinsley, ed., British Foreign
Policy Under Sir Edward Grey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), pp. 22-69.

126. Schuman, War and Diplomacy, pp. 21, 28-32.

127. Andrew, Theophile Delcassé, p. 64.

128. Ibid., p. 22; Lauren, Diplomats and Bureaucrats, p. 29.

129. Lauren, Diplomats and Bureaucrats, p. 29.

130. Schuman, War and Diplomacy, p. 143.
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profound implications of the Anglo-French staff talks, which began in Jan-
uary 1906, Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey and Prime Minister H.H.
Asquith did not inform the Cabinet of their existence.’! Grey and Asquith
feared (and rightly so) that a Cabinet majority would oppose the staff talks
and indeed the very idea of more intimate Anglo-French strategic relations.
When questioned in Parliament in 1910, 1911, and 1913 about the Anglo-
French military discussions, Grey and Asquith consistently gave false or
evasive answers that kept hidden both the nature and the implications of
the strategic agreements between London and Paris.’® Even when Grey and
Asquith had to account to the Cabinet, after it learned in November 1911 of
the existence of staff talks, they left their colleagues with the incorrect impres-
sion that London had undertaken no binding obligations to France.'* Not-
withstanding Grey’s and Asquith’s constant reiteration (to the French, to
Cabinet, and to Parliament) that London retained unimpaired freedom of
maneuver, they had, in fact, undertaken a portentous commitment through
a constitutionally doubtful process. In the Cabinet’s debates about whether
Britain should go to war in August 1914, Grey’s argument that the Entente,
and the concomitant military and naval agreements, had morally obligated
Britain to support France proved decisive.3

It is apparent that before World War I, the most important and conse-
quential grand strategic decisions made by both Paris (on the Russian alli-
ance) and London (on the entente and military arrangements with France)
were made without any legislative control or oversight, notwithstanding both
countries” democratic credentials. Form should not be confused with sub-
stance. In the realm of foreign policy, France and Britain were no more and
no less democratic than the Second Reich.’®

131. See Samuel R. Williamson, The Politics of Grand Strategy: Britain and France Prepare for War,
1904-1914 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969).

132. Ibid., pp. 134, 137-138, pp. 202-204, 330-331.

133. Ibid., pp. 198-200.

134. Grey threatened to resign from the Cabinet unless it agreed to take Britain into the war on
France’s side. Grey’s resignation threat was determinative because the non-interventionist Cab-
inet Radicals realized that their refusal to declare war would lead to the Cabinet’s replacement
either by a Conservative-Unionist government or by a coalition between the Conservatives and
the Liberal Imperialists. See K.M. Wilson, “The British Cabinet’s Decision for War, 2 August
1914,” British Journal of International Studies, Vol. 1, No. 2 (July 1975), pp. 148-159.

135. The classification of Wilhelmine Germany as a democracy is also supported by an analysis
of the foreign policy making process of its successor, the Weimar Republic. Although the Weimar
Republic invariably is classified as a democracy, in crucial respects, it closely resembled the
Second Reich. During the Weimar Republic, the Foreign Office and the Army collaborated to
ensure that the processes of formulating foreign policy and grand strategy were insulated from
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The case of Wilhelmine Germany suggests that democratic great powers
indeed have gone to war against one another (and could do so again in the
future). Yet the prevailing view that the Second Reich was not a democracy
has powerfully influenced the international relations—theory debate both on
the broad question of how domestic political structure affects international
outcomes and the specific issue of whether there is a “democratic peace.”
However, the received wisdom about pre-World War I Germany has been
badly distorted by a combination of factors: the liberal bias of most Anglo-
American accounts of German history between 1860-1914; the ideologically
tinged nature of post-1960 German studies of the Wilhelmine era; and the
residual effects of Allied propaganda in World War I, which demonized
Germany.'® The question of whether Wilhelmine Germany should be clas-
sified as a democracy is an important one and it deserves to be studied
afresh.

AN ALTERNATIVE HYPOTHESIS: THE SECOND IMAGE REVERSED

From a realist perspective, democratic peace theory has mistakenly reversed
the linkage between international systemic constraints and domestic political
institutions. Otto Hintze made the realist argument that a state’s internal
political structure is highly influenced by external factors.’® This creates a
selection process that explains why some states become democracies while
others do not. States that enjoy a high degree of security, like Britain and
the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century, can afford the
more minimalist state political structures of classical Anglo-American liber-

the Reichstag’s oversight and control. The leading study is Gaines Post, Jr., The Civil-Military
Fabric of Weimar Foreign Policy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973). Post observes (p.
358) that the Weimar Republic stands as a “model for the virtual exclusion of the parliamentary
or legislative level from politico-military activity in a representative system of government.” If
Weimar Germany is considered to be a democracy, then how can Wilhelmine Germany be
classified as a non-democracy?

136. For a discussion of the leftist ideological biases that color the writings of Fritz Fischer’s
disciples and a critique of Fischer, Berghahn, Kehr, and Wehler, see Wolfgang J. Mommsen,
“Domestic Factors in German Foreign Policy before 1914,” Central European History, Vol. 6, No.
1 (March 1973), pp. 4-18. An insightful critique of the “failure of liberalism” school is Klaus P.
Fischer, “The Liberal Image of German History,” Modern Age, Vol. 22, No. 4 (Fall 1978), pp.
371-383.

137. This thesis is developed in Otto Hintze, “The Formation of States and Constitutional
Development: A Study in History and Politics”; Hintze, “Military Organization and the Orga-
nization of the State”; and Hintze, “The Origins of the Modern Ministerial System: A Compar-
ative Study,” in Felix Gilbert, ed., The Historical Essays of Otto Hintze (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1975).
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alism, because there is no imminent external threat that necessitates a pow-
erful governmental apparatus to mobilize resources for national security
purposes. States that live in a highly threatening external environment are
more likely to choose either more statist forms of democracy or even au-
thoritarian structures, precisely because national security concerns require
that the state have available to it the instruments for mobilizing national
power resources.!®® The greater the external threat a state faces (or believes
it does), the more “autocratic” its foreign policymaking process will be, and
the more centralized its political structures will be.

If this hypothesis is true, it suggests that democratic peace theory is looking
through the wrong end of the telescope. States that are, or that believe they
are, in high-threat environments are less likely to be democracies because
such states are more likely to be involved in wars, and states that are likely
to be involved in wars tend to adopt autocratic governmental structures that
enhance their strategic posture.’® Thus, as realist theory would predict,
international systemic structure is not only the primary determinant of a
state’s external behavior but may also be a crucial element in shaping its
domestic political system. This hypothesis may provide a more useful ap-
proach than democratic peace theory to investigating the links between do-
mestic structure and foreign policy.

Policy Conclusions: Why It Matters
The validity of democratic peace theory is not a mere academic concern.

Democratic peace theory has been widely embraced by policymakers and
foreign policy analysts alike and it has become a lodestar that guides Amer-

138. This argument is developed in Brian M. Downing, The Military Revolution and Political
Change: Origins of Democracy and Political Change (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).
139. There is another way of visualizing this phenomenon. The more threatened a state is (or
believes it is) the more it will move toward more centralized domestic structures. A state may
move so far that it ceases to be democratic and becomes autocratic. This hypothesis conforms
with the experience of liberal democratic great powers in this century. In both World Wars, the
exigencies of conflict resulted in such a concentration of state power in both the United States
and Britain that, for a time, arguably, both became autocratic. The Cold War, similarly, impelled
the United States to become a “national security state,” still a democracy but one where the
power of the state was vastly enhanced and the executive’s predominance over the legislature
in the sphere of foreign policy was decisively established. Quincy Wright came to a similar
conclusion about the effect of external environment on domestic political structure and observed
that “autocracy, at least in the handling of foreign affairs, has been the prevailing constitutional
form.” Wright, A Study of War (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964, abridged ed.), p.
158.
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ica’s post-Cold War foreign policy. Michael Doyle’s 1983 conception of a
democratic “zone of peace” is now routinely used in both official and unof-
ficial U.S. foreign policy pronouncements. Following the Cold War, a host
of commentators have suggested that the export or promotion of democracy
abroad should become the central focus of American’s post-Cold War foreign
policy.' From Haiti to Russia, America’s interests and its security have been
identified with democracy’s success or failure. National Security Adviser
Anthony Lake said that America’s post-Cold War goal must be to expand
the zone of democratic peace and prosperity because, “to the extent democ-
racy and market economics hold sway in other nations, our own nation will
be more secure, prosperous and influential.”!4!

Those who want to base American foreign policy on the extension of
democracy abroad invariably disclaim any intention to embark on a “cru-
sade,” and profess to recognize the dangers of allowing policy to be based
on excessive ideological zeal.!*> These reassurances are the foreign-policy
version of “trust me.” Because it links American security to the nature of
other states” internal political systems, democratic peace theory’s logic inev-
itably pushes the United States to adopt an interventionist strategic posture.
If democracies are peaceful but non-democratic states are “troublemakers”
the conclusion is inescapable: the former will be truly secure only when the
latter have been transformed into democracies, too.

Indeed, American statesmen have frequently expressed this view. During
World War I, Elihu Root said that, “To be safe democracy must kill its enemy
when it can and where it can. The world cannot be half democratic and half
autocratic.”'*® During the Vietnam War, Secretary of State Dean Rusk claimed
that the “United States cannot be secure until the total international environ-
ment is ideologically safe.” These are not isolated comments; these views
reflect the historic American propensity to seek absolute security and to

140. See for example Joshua Muravchik, Exporting Democracy: Fulfilling America’s Destiny (Wash-
ington, D.C.: AEI Press, 1991); and Larry Diamond, “Promoting Democracy,” Foreign Policy, No.
87 (Summer 1992), pp. 25-46.

141. “Remarks of Anthony Lake,” Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies,
Washington, D.C., September 21, 1993 (Washington, D.C.: National Security Council Press
Office).

142. Lake stated that the Clinton administration does not propose to embark on a “democratic
crusade.” Both Doyle and Russett acknowledge that democratic peace theory could encourage
democratic states to pursue aggressive policies toward non-democracies, and both express worry
at this. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs,” part II; Russett, Grasping the
Democratic Peace, p. 136.

143. Quoted in Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 33.
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define security primarily in ideological (and economic) terms. The political
culture of American foreign policy has long regarded the United States,
because of its domestic political system, as a singular nation. As a conse-
quence, American policymakers have been affected by a “deep sense of being
alone” and they have regarded the United States as “perpetually belea-
guered.”* Consequently, America’s foreign and defense policies have been
shaped by the belief that the United States must create a favorable ideological
climate abroad if its domestic institutions are to survive and flourish.%

Democratic peace theory panders to impulses which, however noble in
the abstract, have led to disastrous military interventions abroad, strategic
overextension, and the relative decline of American power. The latest ex-
ample of the dangers of Wilsonianism is the Clinton administration’s Part-
nership for Peace. Under this plan, the asserted American interest in pro-
jecting democracy into East Central Europe is advanced in support of NATO
security guarantees and eventual membership for Poland, Hungary, and the
Czech Republic (and some form of U.S. security guarantee for Ukraine). The
underlying argument is simple: democratic governments in these countries
will guarantee regional peace in the post-Cold War era, but democracy cannot
take root unless these countries are provided with the “reassurance” of U.S.
or NATO security guarantees.

In fact, however, East Central Europe is bound to be a highly volatile
region regardless of whether NATO “moves east.” The extension of NATO
guarantees eastward carries with it the obvious risk that the United States
will become embroiled in a future regional conflict, which could involve
major powers such as Germany, Ukraine, or Russia. There is little wisdom
in assuming such potentially risky undertakings on the basis of dubious
assumptions about the pacifying effects of democracy.'4¢

144. William Appleman Williams, Empire As A Way of Life: An Essay on the Causes and Character
of America’s Present Predicament Along With a Few Thoughts About An Alternative (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1980), p. 53.

145. Lloyd C. Gardner, A Covenant With Power: America and World Order from Wilson to Reagan
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 27. For an excellent critique of the notion that
America’s domestic ideology must be validated by its foreign policy, see Michael H. Hunt,
Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987).

146. It could be argued that if Hintze’s argument is correct (that secure states are more likely
to become, or remain, democratic), then extending security guarantees to states like Ukraine,
or preserving extant alliances with states like Germany, Japan, and South Korea, is precisely
what the United States should do. Indeed, the Bush and Clinton administrations have both
subscribed to a worldview that holds that the United States, as the sole remaining superpower,
must take responsibility for maintaining regional power balances in Europe and East Asia. By
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Democratic peace theory is dangerous in another respect, as well: it is an
integral component of a new (or more correctly, recycled) outlook on inter-
national politics. It is now widely believed that the spread of democracy and
economic interdependence have effected a “qualitative change” in interna-
tional politics, and that war and serious security competitions between or
among democratic great powers are now impossible.¥” There is therefore, it
is said, no need to worry about future great power challenges from states
like Japan and Germany, or to worry about the relative distribution of power
between the United States and those states, unless Japan or Germany were
to slide back into authoritarianism.!*® The reason the United States need not
be concerned with the great-power emergence of Japan and Germany is said
to be simple: they are democracies and democracies do not fight democracies.

Modern-day proponents of a liberal theory of international politics have
constructed an appealing vision of perpetual peace within a zone of democ-
racy and prosperity. But this “zone of peace” is a peace of illusions. There is
no evidence that democracy at the unit level negates the structural effects of
anarchy at the level of the international political system. Similarly, there is
no evidence that supports the sister theory: that economic interdependence
leads to peace. Both ideas have been around for a long time. The fact that
they are so widely accepted as a basis for international relations theory shows
that for some scholars, “theories” are confirmed by the number of real-world
tests that they fail. Proponents of liberal international relations theory may
contend, as Russett does, that liberal approaches to international politics
have not failed, but rather that they have not been tried.*® But this is what
disappointed adherents of ideological worldviews always say when belief is
overcome by reality.

preventing the “renationalization” of other states’ security policies and by foreclosing the pos-
sibility of regional power vacuums, the United States, it is argued, can preserve the kind of
international environment that is conducive to the spread of democracy and economic interde-
pendence. For critiques of this policy see Christopher Layne, “The Unipolar Illusion: Why New
Great Powers Will Rise,” International Security, Vol. 17, No. 4 (Spring 1993), pp. 5-51; Layne,
“American Grand Strategy After the Cold War: Primacy or Blue Water?” in Charles F. Hermann,
ed., American Defense Annual (New York: Lexington Books, 1994); and Layne and Schwarz,
“American Hegemony.”

147. Robert Jervis, “The Future of World Politics: Will It Resemble the Past?” International
Security, Vol. 16, No. 3 (Winter 1991/92), pp. 39-73.

148. For an example of this argument see James M. Goldgeier and Michael McFaul, “A Tale of
Two Worlds: Core and Periphery in the Post-Cold War Era,” International Organization, Vol. 46,
No. 3 (Spring 1992), pp. 467-491.

149. Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 9, says that Kantian and Wilsonian principles have
not been given a real chance to operate in international politics.
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If American policymakers allow themselves to be mesmerized by demo-
cratic peace theory’s seductive—but false—vision of the future, the United
States will be ill prepared to formulate a grand strategy that will advance its
interests in the emerging world of multipolar great power competition. In-
deed, as long as the Wilsonian worldview underpins American foreign policy,
policymakers will be blind to the need to have such a grand strategy, because
the liberal theory of international politics defines out of existence (except
with respect to non-democracies) the very phenomena that are at the core of
strategy: war, the formation of power balances, and concerns about the
relative distribution of power among the great powers. But in the end, as its
most articulate proponents admit, liberal international relations theory is
based on hope, not on fact.’® In the final analysis, the world remains what
it always has been: international politics continues to occur in an anarchic,
competitive, self-help realm. This reality must be confronted, because it
cannot be transcended. Given the stakes, the United States in coming years
cannot afford to have either its foreign policy, or the intellectual discourse
that underpins that policy, shaped by theoretical approaches that are based
on wishful thinking.

150. Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace, p. 136, argues that, “understanding the sources of
democratic peace can have the effect of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Social scientists sometimes
create reality as well as analyze it. Insofar as norms do guide behavior, repeating those norms
helps to make them effective. Repeating the norms as descriptive principles can help to make them
true.” (Emphasis added.)
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