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A central logic of the democratic peace theory claims that public opinion
acts as a powerful restraint against war. Democratic officials, unlike their
autocratic counterparts, are wary of going to war because they expect to
pay an electoral penalty for fighting even successful wars. Several de-
mocracies, however, recently joined Operation Iraqi Freedom despite
substantial and even overwhelming domestic opposition. We argue that
electoral institutions can heighten or lessen the impact of public opinion
on democratic officials’ concerns for their reelection prospects, thus
pointing to an important dimension of variation that has been over-
looked in the democratic peace literature. However, contrary to con-
ventional attributions of a greater incentive motivating the parties and
candidates in predominantly two-party systems with majority/plurality
decision rules to respond to national public opinion, we suggest miti-
gating factors that tend to reduce such responsiveness. Conversely, we
point out that multiparty competition in proportional representation
systems can reduce electoral disproportionality without sacrificing re-
sponsiveness to public opinion. The pertinent electoral institutions
therefore present varying opportunities (or, conversely, constraints) for
democratic officials to override their constituents’ sentiments when they
are so inclined.

The Puzzles

Wars are momentous decisions for governments to make. The 2003 invasion of Iraq
by the United States and its allies occurred amidst considerable domestic skepticism
and opposition in these countries. The public rationale presented by the Bush
administration for invading IraqFthat the government in Baghdad had (or was
about to have) weapons of mass destruction and that it supported Al Qaeda’s
terrorist networkFwas based on dubious intelligence that has since been widely
discredited.

With advances in public polling, we have gained substantial insight into people’s
reactions to their countries’ involvement in foreign conflicts (e.g., Brody and Page
1975; Kernell 1978). There is a tendency for the public to increase its support of
incumbent officials at the initial stage of a militarized dispute. This popular support,
however, declines sharply if the conflict becomes protracted and when its financial
and human costs begin to mount. The so-called ‘‘rally around the flag’’ syndrome,
responsible for the dramatic increase in a chief executive’s popularity in the im-
mediate aftermath of a foreign crisis, has been documented in a considerable
number of instances. For example, Harry Truman’s approval rating went from 37%
to 46% when the United States joined the Korean War, Dwight Eisenhower’s
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popularity rose from 48% to 58% when he introduced troops to Lebanon, and John
Kennedy’s support level increased from 61% to 74% at the time of the Cuban
Missile Crisis (Hughes 1978:38). There is also ample evidence that shows the
erosion of this support over time as a conflict drags on without a resolution. The
decline of a U.S. president’s popularity during the Vietnam War, the Iranian hos-
tage episode and, most recently, the campaign against Iraqi insurgents demonstrate
this tendency (e.g., Mueller 1973; Sigelman and Conover 1981).

In contrast to these previous studies, in this article we are interested in a some-
what different question. We wish to study the effects of public opinion in restraining
national leaders from going to war. Thus, we are not just concerned about popular
reactions after a foreign conflict has already occurred. Rather, we are motivated to
explore the extent to which pre-existing public opinion may discourage leaders
from involving their country in such a conflict. Naturally, any deterrent effect that
public opinion may have on war involvement will still be conditional on the pol-
iticians’ anticipatory adjustment to the voters’ reaction to a prospective war.
To anticipate the following discussion, our major argument is that the politicians’
sensitivity to popular antiwar sentiments is mediated by their country’s electoral
system.

This argument can be more easily sustained, or refuted, if one can establish a
direct covariation between the politicians’ sensitivity to their constituents’ opposi-
tion to a prospective war and the nature of their country’s electoral system. This
path of inquiry, however, is hampered by the fact that there have been very few
instances when a country introduces major changes in its electoral rules (thus
making it difficult for a researcher to demonstrate the relationship just mentioned
for the same country over time). Moreover, data on public opinion have become
readily available for many established democracies only in the recent decades, and
most of these countries have rarely encountered situations suggesting a possibility
of going to war during this same time span. We are therefore rather seriously
constrained in the number of historical cases that can help to illuminate the em-
pirical relationship of interest to us. For instance, because the level of antiwar
opposition was not generally high among those democracies that participated in the
first Gulf War and the air campaign against Serbia, these episodes do not directly
address our analytic concern in this article.

But why should we be interested in popular opposition to war and, more spe-
cifically, in the 2003 invasion of Iraq by the United States and its democratic part-
ners in the ‘‘coalition of the willing’’? This episode pertains directly to the theory of
democratic peace, which argues that public opinion in democracies provides a
powerful disincentive for their officials to start or become involved in foreign wars.
In many democracies there were widespread reservations about and even strong
opposition to going to war against Iraq before the United States-led invasion was
launched on March 19, 2003. In many of these countries, those who opposed the
war commanded a majority. Even though they did not enjoy a majority in the
United States, the antiwar segment of the American population constituted a sub-
stantial minority.1 Yet, this popular opposition did not stop the United States and
the United Kingdom from going to war. Their leaders asserted a unilateral right to
strike another sovereign state pre-emptively and without the United Nations ap-
proval. Their actions seemed to contradict the expectation that democracies are
generically more peaceful.2 Rightly or wrongly, public and elite perceptions around

1 In January–February 2003, before the start of Operation Iraqi Freedom, 38% of those Americans surveyed

were against the war and 57% were in favor of; see Table 1.
2 This generic attribution represents the so-called monadic version of democratic peace theory, which claims that

democracies are generally more peaceful than other types of governments. The empirical evidence for this claim is
weaker than that for the dyadic version, which argues that democracies are only more peaceful in their relationship
with each other. The monadic version overlooks the large variation in the incidence of war involvement by different
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the world suggested that the Bush and Blair administrations were eager rather than
reluctant to launch war and that they were ready to do so even in view of wide-
spread domestic and international opposition.3

The democracies’ participation in or abstention from the Iraq war highlights the
different influence of public opinion impinging on their foreign policy. Public
opinion plays an important causal role in the democratic peace theory. This theory’s
basic argument can be presented in terms of three propositions. First, the citizens of
democracies tend to object to becoming involved in foreign wars. To paraphrase
Immanuel Kant (1795), nothing is more natural than for those living under a
republican form of government to oppose foreign military adventures because
these citizens will have to bear the burden of war in blood, sweat, tears, and tax
dollars.4 Second, politicians in a democracy understand that they will have to be
elected in order to retain political power. Therefore, they refrain from alienating or
offending their constituents because they do not want to be sanctioned by the voters
in the next election. Our article focuses mainly on this proposition. Third, and
given the politicians’ dominant motivation to get elected, public opinion restrains
the leaders of democracies from taking their country to war absent a strong popular
mandate. These leaders are wary of starting unpopular wars because they realize
that they run the risk of being dismissed from office. In contrast, to the extent that
autocratic leaders do not have to be concerned about being reelected by their
constituents, they are supposed to be more willing to take their country to war.

Different studies support the view that wars can be hazardous to democratic
leaders’ political career. From John Mueller’s (1973) pioneering work, for example,
we learn that presidential popularity declines proportionately with mounting cas-
ualties (see also Gartner and Segura 1998). The studies by Bruce Bueno de Mes-
quita and his colleagues (Bueno de Mesquita, Siverson, and Woller 1992; Bueno de
Mesquita and Siverson 1995; see also Chiozza and Goemans 2003, 2004) confirm
that democratic leaders, even those who have fought successful wars, tend to have
their political tenure cut short.5 Moreover, Kurt Gaubatz (1999) discerned that
democratic leaders are less likely to experience war in the period before an election
than afterwards, thus suggesting a tendency for them and their opponents to avoid
foreign belligerence that can be damaging to the incumbent officials’ reelection
prospects. The collective evidence from these and other studies points to the gen-
eral conclusion that democratic leaders ought to be sensitive to the danger of a
possible electoral backlash when considering a resort to war.

This being the case, it is pertinent to inquire why the leaders of some democracies
were willing to override significant domestic opposition in deciding to join the
‘‘coalition of the willing’’ or, in the case of the United States, to start the war against
Iraq in March 2003. Moreover, in view of the continuing and even rising unpop-
ularity of the war, why have some democratic leaders succumbed to their domestic

democracies, with some (e.g., the United States, the United Kingdom, Israel) having fought many more wars than
others (e.g., the Nordic and Benelux countries). The dyadic version receives strong historical support, especially
when the influence of joint democracy is further enhanced by increased bilateral trade and shared membership in
international organizations as shown by Russett and Oneal (2001). For a recent critical discussion of the logic behind
the democratic peace theory, see Rosato (2003).

3 When asked which country posed a danger to world peace in a 2004 Eurobarometer survey, more Europeans
tended to mention the United States, often by a substantial margin, than Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Libya, Syria, North
Korea, Russia, and China. This survey, entitled ‘‘Iraq and Peace in the World,’’ was commissioned by the Directorate
General Press and Communication of the European Commission and can be found at www.eubusiness.com/links/. A
similar 2005 survey of Australians also reported sagging U.S. popularity, with 57% of the respondents suggesting
that U.S. policies were a danger to world peace equal to Islamic fundamentalism (see www.lowyinstitute.com).

4 In reality, public opinion in democracies can be quite bellicose such as was the case during the Spanish–
American War. Moreover, as mentioned earlier, the public tends to support government’s foreign policy, at least
during the initial phases of a conflict.

5 Leaders who undertake overly conciliatory policy toward a rival state also tend to suffer from electoral setback
when their cooperation is not reciprocated (Colaresi 2004).
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public opinion by announcing the withdrawal of their troops from Iraq whereas
others have not?6 We seek to explain these variations in terms of the differences in
the democracies’ electoral institutions. Simply put, we argue that it would be un-
warranted to simply assume that public opinion would have a direct and undif-
ferentiated impact on the politicians’ electoral incentives regardless of the nature of
rules governing political contest in their respective country.

Institutional Explanations

What conditions can enhance or dampen democratic politicians’ sensitivity to public
opinion? The timing of the next election comes to mind as a plausible factor. As
already mentioned, Gaubatz (1999) noted that both democracies and their oppo-
nents are less likely to start a military conflict in the period before a general election
than afterwards. More wars tend to occur during the first half than the second half
of a chief executive’s term of office. This statistical pattern implies a deliberate
attempt by all sides of a conflict to avoid an ongoing war before and when dem-
ocratic candidates have to campaign for public office. This being the case, one may
infer that the closer a general election draws near, the more salient public opinion
should become in the minds of would-be candidates.

It also stands to reason that the size of the incumbent chief executive’s or ruling
party’s winning margin in the last election should make a difference. The slimmer
this margin, the more the current office occupants should be concerned about
winning the next election. These politicians should therefore be even more acutely
sensitive to the public mood than otherwise given their desire to seek another term.
They should also have more difficulty in claiming a political or moral mandate for
taking their country to war. U.S. President George W. Bush won the 2000 election
by a very narrow margin in the popular votes cast in Florida, a controversial out-
come that in turn gave him a slim majority of votes in the Electoral College.

Everything else being equal, the larger the parliamentary majority enjoyed by a
ruling party or coalition, the more the politicians in charge may be willing to go
against the prevailing public opinion. Conversely, the more precarious a ruling
majority’s grip on power, the more inclined it and its opposition will be attuned to
public opinion. In those systems where the legislature has a traditional and even
constitutional role in determining foreign policy (such as the United States Senate),
the extent of partisan balance in the legislature and between it and the executive
branch should also matter.7 Again, one would surmise that a divided government in
the sense of a close balance of partisan forces should enhance the influence of
public opinion in shaping foreign policy.

One may also infer that other things being equal, electoral contests in a two-party
system should be more subject to the influence of national issues. The candidates of
the two main (‘‘catch-all’’) parties can be expected to go after the median voter, and
to be motivated to capture a larger number of popular votes than their opponents.
In a plurality system (or a majority system with a second run-off election between

6 See Table 1 for a summary of national responses to the question whether the Iraq war was justified or
legitimate. Naturally, depending on the specific wording and timing of the questionnaire, survey responses can

differ. There is little doubt, however, that there have been significant and widespread antiwar sentiments across both
the established and more recent democracies. Even in the United States, a Washington Post/ABC News Poll conducted
on the second anniversary of the war reported a majority of Americans (53%) thought that the war was ‘‘not worth
it’’ (Denver Post, March 16, 2005:A17). Moreover, most Americans would not have approved going to war if the
intelligence about Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction or its alleged support for Al Qaeda’s terrorist network
turned out to be faulty, see Table 2.

7 Naturally, actual practice may not conform exactly to constitutional provisions. Thus, for example, the last time
the United States Congress formally declared war was after Pearl Harbor even though the country has participated
in many armed hostilities since 1941. Similarly, in France, Charles de Gaulle and his successors have appropriated
foreign and defense policy for the presidential domain despite the formality of a parliamentary system of gov-
ernment.
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the two candidates with the highest level of popular support in the first round), how
many more votes one has over the other candidate is less important than the goal of
gaining just more votes than the opposition. In contrast, in multiparty systems with
proportional representation (PR), the size of votes received by each party is im-
portant because this factor goes into the determination of the number of legislative
seats to be allocated to each party. The parties in a PR system should be less inclined
to adjust quickly to every twist and turn in national public opinion because any such
adjustment may alienate some of their traditional supporters, thereby leaving these
voters vulnerable to the courtship of one or more other parties located next to them
ideologically.8 Given a relatively low barrier to entry, new parties can even form to
take advantage of this electoral opportunity. This reasoning therefore suggests that

TABLE 1. Public Opinion on the Iraq War

January 2003n

January–February
2003w October 2003z

Con (%) Pro (%) Con (%) Pro (%) Unjustified (%) Justified (%)

Australia 75
Austria 86 12
Belgium 75 20
Canada 36 10 60 26
Denmark 79 41 57
Finland 65 31
France 60 7 73 81 18
Germany 50 9 72 72 25
Greece 96 4
Ireland 59 40
Italy 73 60 36
Japan 79 60 26
Luxembourg 75 22
Netherlands 50 49
Portugal 67 28
Spain 74 4 80 79 15
Sweden 59 36
U.K. 41 10 52 27 51 44
U.S. 21 32 38 57

nThese polls, based on a survey by Taylor Nelson Sofres, the Gallup International Association and Leger Marketing
undertaken on January 15–16, were reported by Jack Jedwab, ‘‘Canadian Opinion on the Possible Invasion of

IraqFBetween Old and New Europe,’’ no date (Association of Canadian Studies). The ‘‘cons’’ indicated that they
were ‘‘against military action under any circumstances’’ whereas the ‘‘pros’’ said that they were ‘‘favorable to
unilateral action by the United States and allies.’’
wThese figures are based on J. Sean Curtin, ‘‘Japanese Anti-War Sentiment on Iraq in Accord with Global Opinion,’’
February 24, 2003. Generally, the ‘‘cons’’ indicated that they would be opposed to war against Iraq absent United
Nations approval, whereas the ‘‘pros’’ expressed a willingness to support such a war even without UN approval. The
‘‘pro’’ figures are not available for all the countries listed. Surveys were conducted at different times during January

and February 2003.
zThe Eurobarometer figures are based on ‘‘Iraq and Peace in the World,’’ commissioned by the Directorate General
Press and Communication of the European Commission, and conducted by Taylor Nelson Sofres in coordination
with EOS Gallup Europe during October 8–16, 2003. The Japanese poll was conducted by the Manichi Shimbun
during July 2003, and asked the respondents whether the Iraq war was ‘‘legitimate’’ or not.

8 The implication is that in a PR system, parties that are ideological neighbors tend to be one another’s most
worrisome source of competition for voters’ support. As will be seen later, the expectation that PR systems are less
subject to the nationalization of electoral forces than their majority/plurality counterparts is not necessarily true. On
the contrary, Richard Katz (1980:70–71) remarked that electoral changes should be more highly nationalized in PR
systems than in majority/plurality systems.
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elections in multiparty systems should be less attuned to public opinion than those
in two-party systems where such contests can be decided by a small number of
swing voters (i.e., those voters who may be persuaded to support one or the other
party, thereby providing the necessary margin of victory to the candidate who ‘‘first
passed the post’’).

One would furthermore suppose that in systems where voters have access to a
separate branch of the government, public opinion should matter more than in
other systems where there is not a constitutional separation of powers, thereby
creating a situation of divided government affording an institutional basis for
checks and balances. With rare exceptions (such as France and Norway), the
head of the government and the cabinet are normally chosen from the legislative
members in parliamentary systems. Conversely, in presidential systems with a
strong legislature, one would expect public opinion to have access to the members
of the national legislature in addition to the executive departments. A presidential
form of government should accordingly be more receptive to the influence of
public opinion.

A presidential system should be more open to the influence of national public
opinion for two other reasons. First, because there can be only one president, there
will be a strong tendency for political forces to combine into two main contesting
parties in the pursuit of this national office.9 Second, unlike congressional or par-
liamentary elections, the entire nation represents an at-large electoral district. One
would expect that the larger an electoral district, the less likely special interests are
able to dominate or capture an electoral campaign and, concomitantly, the more
likely that the candidates will be compelled to address national issues.

Still another reasonable expectation relates to the longevity of democratic insti-
tutions in existence. The longer a country has enjoyed continuous democracy, the
more likely that its politicians should have been socialized to live by the rules of
compromise and to pay close attention to the views of their constituents. Formal
and informal rules of consultation help to incorporate the citizens’ sentiments in the
policy process. In contrast, the more recent democracies (e.g., Spain, Portugal)
have more fragile institutions and less robust civic norms. Officials of these recent
democracies are perhaps less accustomed to adjusting to public opinion and more

TABLE 2. Trend in U.S. Public Opinion on Going to Warn

Do you think the United States made the right decision or the wrong decision in going to war

against Iraq?

‘‘Right Decision’’ (%) ‘‘Wrong Decision’’ (%)

� July 2003 63 32
� September 2003 62 33
� November 2003 57 38
� January 2004 55 41
� March 2004 55 44
� August 2004 46 49
� September 2004 46 51

nThese figures are based on various reports issued by the Program on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) and the
Knowledge Networks Poll. See their report ‘‘Americans and Iraq on the Eve of the Presidential Election’’ (August 28,
2004), p. 4.

9 Gary Cox (1997), for example, has argued convincingly that there tends to be an upper bound limiting the
number of viable candidates in any political contest for office. This limit is captured by the M þ 1 rule, where M
refers to the number of candidates who can win an office.

Public Opinion as a Constraint against War142



susceptible to succumbing to their authoritarian legacy by disregarding public
opinion.

Finally, one may surmise that the traditional relationship between the state and
society would be a pertinent factor in deciding the extent to which public opinion
influences the formation of public policy, including that pertaining to war and
peace. Conventional wisdom suggests that France has a strong bureaucracy and a
dominant president who has almost exclusive authority in the domain of foreign
policy. This country is therefore supposed to offer the best example of a strong,
autonomous state, one that is insulated from societal influence. French society is
customarily characterized as weak and fragmented. In contrast to France, the
United States is often presented as an example of a weak state and strong society.
According to the common stylized narrative, institutional separation of power and
especially the Senate’s role in ratifying treaties undermine executive autonomy.
Intense bureaucratic rivalry within the executive branch and a decentralized party
system are among the other institutional factors that facilitate easy access to and
significant influence by social groups with a variety of competing interests. The
standard characterizations would therefore have us believe that public opinion
should have the greatest influence in shaping U.S. foreign policy and the least
influence in influencing French foreign policy (e.g., Risse-Kappen 1991).

Between France and the United States, we are supposed to have intermediate
cases represented by the other major mature democracies. Competitive politics,
parliamentary oversight, and a tradition of responsible parties are among the
commonly claimed factors making British politicians sensitive to the views of their
constituents. With their institutions inherited from Britain, Australia, and Canada
should also afford a greater opportunity for public opinion to influence their for-
eign policy in comparison with France. Japan is typically seen to have a strong state
and a ruling coalition encompassing conservative politicians, big businesses, and
powerful bureaucrats. Organized labor and consumer representation are excluded

TABLE 3. Americans’ Beliefs on Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction and Support for al Qaedan

March 2004 Poll
Is it your belief that, just before the war, Iraq
Was involved in 9/11 or substantially supported al Qaeda: 57%
Had a few al Qaeda contacts or no connections: 40%

Is it your belief that, just before the war, Iraq
Had actual WMD or had no WMD but a major program for developing them: 60%
Had limited activities or had no WMD activities: 39%

July 2003 Poll
Since the war with Iraq ended, is it your impression that the U.S. has or has not found Iraqi weapons
of mass destruction?
U.S. has: 21%
U.S. has not: 76%
Is it your impression that the U.S. has or has not found clear evidence in Iraq that Saddam Hussein
was working closely with the Al Qaeda terrorist organization?
U.S. has: 45%
U.S. has not: 49%

October 2004 Poll
If, before the war, U.S. intelligence services had concluded that Iraq did not have weapons of mass
destruction and was not providing substantial support to Al Qaeda, do you think the U.S.
Should not have gone to war with Iraq: 74%
Should still have gone to war with Iraq for other reasons: 21%

nThese survey data came from the Program on International Policy Attitudes and Knowledge Networks Polls, spe-
cifically their reports entitled ‘‘U.S. Public Beliefs and Attitudes About Iraq’’ on August 20, 2004, p. 6; ‘‘Americans on
Iraq’’ on July 23, 2003, p. 10; and ‘‘Americans and Iraq on the Eve of the Presidential Election,’’ October 28, 2004, p. 3.
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from this ruling pact. In the realm of security policy, however, the Japanese gov-
ernment has been allegedly constrained by a strong societal consensus against mil-
itary involvement abroad. German politicians and bureaucrats do not face to the
same degree an ‘‘allergy’’ to militarism (a legacy of World War II), but social
movements, ‘‘cause’’ groups, and civil institutions (such as the church) are arguably
more active and prominent in German than in Japanese politics. The access and
influence enjoyed by these private actors are mediated by Germany’s party system
and its federal arrangement although this mediation effect is more palpable in
domestic than in foreign affairs. Italy offers an interesting mixture. It has a tra-
dition of prime ministerial primacy in foreign policy and also a tradition of societal
penetration of government institutions. Accordingly, the influence of public opin-
ion in Italy’s foreign policy should be somewhere between France and Germany.

Problematic Fit

The democracies’ policies on the Iraq war do not quite correspond with the stylized
expectations sketched in the last section about the influence of public opinion in
their respective foreign policy process. Intriguingly, those that joined the ‘‘coalition
of the willing’’ generally have institutions that are supposed to promote their of-
ficials’ sensitivity to popular sentiments. Conversely, those that declined tend to be
the ones commonly characterized as having more executive discretion and auton-
omy. Next to the United States, the United Kingdom made the largest foreign
military contribution to Operation Iraqi Freedom.10 Italy, Australia, and even Ja-
pan took on a symbolic presence, although the latter country’s contribution was
relatively small and was supposed to be confined to noncombatant missions. In
contrast, France and Germany were opposed to attacking Iraq. Canada also de-
clined to support this military operation. Ottawa’s stance is noteworthy because one
would have expected Canada to be more, not less, supportive of the United States-
led invasion than the United Kingdom and Australia, given its closer economic and
cultural ties with the United States.

Among the established democracies, the size of antiwar opposition was the
weakest in the United States, although this opposition was still substantial as it
represented almost 40% of the electorate on the eve of the Iraq war. Those hy-
potheses introduced in the last section would have led one to expect that among the
democracies listed in Table 1, the United States should be most susceptible to
popular antiwar sentiments, to be followed by the United Kingdom and Australia.
Furthermore, one would infer from the last section that PR or mixed systems such
as those of Spain and Italy (especially the former country, given its more recent
achievement of democracy) should be generally less susceptible to public opinion.
This being the case, once the Spanish and Italian politicians make a decision to
commit troops to Iraq, one would expect them to be less likely to reverse this
decisions than, say, their counterparts in the United Kingdom and Australia. Given
Japan’s strong social ‘‘allergy’’ to undertaking foreign military operations, one
would also be inclined to suppose that the ruling politicians of this country face
substantial political difficulty in justifying a decision to send troops abroad and,

10 South Korea has the third highest number of foreign troops (3,300) in Iraq after the United States and the
United Kingdom (8,000), while Italy ranks fourth with about 3,000 troops. With 1,500 troops deployed, Poland has
the fifth largest foreign military presence in Iraq. Australia has currently about 750 military personnel there. Polls
reported in mid-October 2005 indicate significant opposition among the people of all these countries to deploying
troops in Iraq. Fifty-seven percent of the British surveyed favored military withdrawal from Iraq, 42% of South

Koreans wanted to draw down their troops and 24% wanted to withdraw them completely, and 60% of Italians
opposed extending their country’s troop presence in Iraq while the comparable figure was 56% among the Japanese
voters. Fifty-three percent of the Australians wanted to bring their forces back home, and this figure was 59% among
the Poles. See Program on International Policy Attitudes, ‘‘Among Key Iraq Partners, Weak Pubic Support for Troop
Presence,’’ at www.pipa.org/analyses/10_13_2005/ReadMoreOct13.html
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after making this decision, to come under intense pressure to reverse it.11 In short,
in those democracies with a stronger tradition of a (relatively) strong state and a
weak society, one should expect the politicians to have an easier time in prevailing
over a substantial minority or even a majority of their people opposed to the war in
Iraq, whereas in others with a strong society and a weak state, public opinion
should have greater access to and influence in shaping the policy process.

Our a priori suppositions do not correspond well with the established democ-
racies’ actual policies in the Iraq war. The United States and the United Kingdom
went to war despite the fact that about 40% and 50% of their respective public was
opposed to this undertaking. Yet, according to conventional wisdom, these two
leading democracies should be most sensitive to public opinion given their insti-
tutional arrangements and legacies. Their unexpected behavior poses a seeming
challenge to the democratic peace theory. How effective can one expect public
opinion to be in restraining democratic leaders from going to war? The United
States and the United Kingdom should offer the ‘‘easiest cases’’ for demonstrating
the influence of public opinion in restraining their leaders from going to war. If
public opinion is unable to stop war in these cases, should one be more pessimistic,
or skeptical, about its influence in preventing war in other countries that offer a less
conducive setting for this influence?

One can, of course, invoke a number of extraneous factors to explain away the
puzzles suggested by the discussion thus far by, for example, calling attention to
Britain’s special relationship with the United States, the conservative ideology of
Italy’s and Japan’s ruling coalitions, or the presence of a large number of Muslims
living in France or Germany. Such factors are plausible but represent ad hoc obser-
vations that are irrelevant to the argument about the force of public opinion pre-
sented by the democratic peace theory. If one wants to address this theory directly,
one would have to look for factors that have the effect of heightening or lessening the
politicians’ concern for electoral retribution. That is, what institutions facilitate policies
that override public opinion even at the apparent risk of losing votes in the next
election? Naturally, politicians who decide to go against a substantial minority or even
a majority of their people opposed to the Iraq war may succeed or fail in their gambit
as shown by the outcomes of general elections held since March 2003 (victories for
U.S. President George W. Bush, Australian Prime Minister John Howard, British
Prime Minister Tony Blair, Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi, and German
chancellor Gerhard Schroeder but defeat for Spanish Prime Minister Jose Maria
Aznar). Our concern, however, is not with the wisdom or perspicacity of their decision
to join Operation Iraqi Freedom, as it is to discern the opportunities or constraints
offered by their respective electoral system given an inclination to defy public opin-
ion. For reasons that do not need to concern us in this article, the politicians in
different democracies may be disposed to support or oppose the war in Iraq. Re-
gardless of the nature of this disposition (or what Most and Starr 1989, called ‘‘will-
ingness’’), we ask how the electoral institutions of different countries define the rules
of political contest (the concept of ‘‘opportunity’’ in the terminology of Most and
Starr). The democratic politicians can be disposed to support or oppose the Iraq war.
Whether a disposition to go against public opinion is actually carried out as policy,
however, depends in part on the extent to which the existing electoral rules tend to
protect the relevant officials from voters’ sanction.12

11 Of course, to the extent that the Australians, Italians, and Japanese have not suffered heavy casualties in Iraq
helps to explain in part why their domestic opposition against the war has not been even more intense.

12 Note that the critical point that the electoral institutions existing in some countries can be ‘‘forgiving’’ or

‘‘permissive’’ suggests only that the penalty for their politicians to challenge public opinion tends to be more limited.
That politicians may be able to limit this penalty does not necessarily imply that they will go against public opinion.
The basic argument advanced here is that politicians take the risk of offending public opinion when they have both
the necessary willingness and opportunity. The opportunities (or, conversely, constraints) of interest to us are the
democracies’ electoral institutions.
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Majority/Plurality Systems

Naturally, when Kant remarked that a republican form of government is more
peaceful than monarchy, he was speaking about how public opinion would and
could check government leaders from undertaking unpopular wars. The Kantian
logic suggests the expectation that among the established democracies, the gov-
ernments’ policies should correspond with the prevailing public opinion. When a
refusal to join Operation Iraqi Freedom was supported by public opinion, this case
accords with the Kantian logic. These occurrences feature the basic expectation and
enable us to highlight their contrast with other cases where the Kantian logic ap-
pears to have failed; that is, when a government went to war despite substantial
public opposition. We look for clues in the nature of electoral institutions that
determines how popular sentiments (or votes) are translated into political repre-
sentation.

Ever since Douglas Rae’s (1967) classic study, it has been widely understood that
electoral laws generally favor the larger parties at the expense of the smaller ones.
That is, the larger parties are allocated more legislative seats than the actual share of
popular votes received by them, whereas the smaller parties are given fewer seats
than their proportional share of the popular vote. This bias exists in systems with
majority or plurality electoral rules for determining the winner of an electoral
contest as well as in systems that provide for PR. The extent of this bias, however, is
less pronounced in PR systems.

In majority/plurality systems,13 this disproportionality (i.e., the gap between the
votes received by a party and the number of seats it is accorded in the legislature)
can sometimes be rather exaggerated. There have been instances when a candidate
or party receiving fewer popular votes was declared the winner. The 1993 election
in New Zealand offers an extreme example. Although the Nationalist Party re-
ceived only 35% of the popular vote, it was accorded a parliamentary majority. It
was able to achieve this feat because the center-left votes were divided between the
other two competing parties.14 In the United States presidential race of 2000,
George W. Bush received fewer popular votes than Al Gore in the national election,
but had more votes in the Electoral College. These occurrences suggest the need to
introduce an important caveat in a discussion of the link between public opinion
and electoral return.

British elections have, on several previous occasions, produced a parliamentary
majority for the Conservative or the Labour Party even though each had received
fewer popular votes nationwide than the opposition. For instance, in the most
recent general election, held on May 5, 2005, Tony Blair’s Labour Party received
only 35.2% of the popular vote but was allocated 356 parliamentary seats (or 55% of
the total number of parliamentary seats).15 Thus, owing to the nature of the British
system of single-member, plurality rule, the Labour Party received a bonus of 20%
more parliamentary seats. Conversely, the Conservative Party suffered an under-
allocation of parliamentary seats (197, or 30.7%) compared with its share of the
popular vote (32.3%). The effects of disproportionality were most pronounced for
the Liberal Democrats who, in contrast to both the Labour and Conservative Par-
ties, consistently opposed the Iraq war. Although the Liberal Democratic Party
received 22% of the popular vote, its presence in the parliament was limited to 9.6%
(or 62 seats). Even though Britain’s participation in the Iraq war was arguably a

13 Among countries with these systems, those that have multi-member districts tend to produce more distorted
election results than others that have single-member districts (Katz 1997:134). As we will argue later, this distinction

between multi- and single-member districts can have an effect on responsiveness to public opinion.
14 Significantly, this example illustrates that the party receiving a plurality of votes in a national election can be

farther away from the median voter than its opponents that have divided the remaining vote.
15 It takes 324 seats to command a parliamentary majority. The total number of seats in the British parliament is

646.
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highly salient (and unpopular) issue in the 2005 general election,16 the prime
minister was able to win an unprecedented third term in part owing to the effects of
the existing electoral rules. Voters who were inclined to support Liberal Democratic
candidates were restrained by the prospect that their vote would not only be
‘‘wasted’’ in most constituencies but, worse still, would also result in the election of
their least preferred choiceFnamely, a Conservative government.

Although public opinion in majority/plurality systems tends to be distorted by the
bias introduced by disproportionality, these systems should in theory be more re-
sponsive to the popular mood. Richard Katz (1997:138–143), citing a 1988 article
by Gary King, was concerned about how well elections are likely to reflect changes
in public opinion, and discussed a possible inverse relationship between dispro-
portionality (or what he called bias) and responsiveness.17 It seems understandable
that in competing for office, the parties and candidates in majority/plurality systems
should seek to situate their issue positions close to the median voter. As national
sentiments shift, the parties and candidates can be expected to adjust their positions
accordingly. Conversely, because parties in the PR systems have each developed a
niche of supporters and because they are not faced with a winner-take-all situation,
they have less incentive to be attuned to the turns and twists of public opinion. If
responsiveness is to be understood in terms of the extent to which marginal shifts in
popular votes can be magnified into large swings in the allocation of legislative
seats, plurality systems with multimember districts should be the most responsive
(Katz 1997:141). The tendency for such systems to foster high responsiveness ap-
pears to be the flip side of their tendency to produce high disproportionality.

One would surmise that the politicians’ sensitivity to public opinion would be
even further enhanced in those countries with a presidential system of govern-
ment.18 By definition, there can be only one winner in a presidential race. There-
fore, in a presidential system, the election for the chief executive tends to be
dominated by the competition between two dominant parties (or ad hoc coalitions
as in France’s run-off race). This means that minor parties are removed from the
competition for the presidency. To the extent that the presidential race has a strong
influence on legislative campaigns (especially when both elections are held con-
currently), the latter competition again tends to be waged between two dominant
parties or coalitions.

That presidential campaigns address a national constituency should also be con-
sequential. Whereas parliamentary members (including the prime ministers and
their cabinet ministers) are elected from district constituencies, the winning pres-
idential candidate must address a national electorate. As a result, the latter office
should be more responsive to national public opinion, whereas parliamentary
members (or congressional members in the United States) are more likely to be
elected by local interests and sentiments that are out of step with the national mood.

The reasoning just presented would argue that the United States, where the
president dominates the formation and conduct of foreign policy, should be most
responsive to public opinion. That the antiwar voters never commanded a plurality
over their pro-war fellow citizens before the start of Operation Iraqi Freedom
surely helps to explain George W. Bush’s decision to go to war. Three other factors,

16 The Labour Party suffered a net loss of 47 parliamentary seats in the 2005 election, in which Tony Blair was
accused of lying to the public in the justifications given by him for taking the country to war in Iraq. After the
election, Blair reportedly said ‘‘I have listened, and I have learned.’’ However, he did not suggest that any change in
Britain’s policy on Iraq would be forthcoming.

17 The concept of responsiveness used in this context refers to the extent to which changes in popular votes can

produce changes in legislative seats. Responsiveness is magnified when a small change in the former translates into a
large change in the latter.

18 Only the United States among the established democracies has a pure presidential system. France may be
described to have a semi-presidential system. Switzerland’s president is merely the chairperson of a collegial ex-
ecutive and this official is replaced annually.
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however, further reduced the impact of antiwar voices as an electoral concern for
Bush’s reelection campaign.

First, although we tend to think of the United States presidential race as a na-
tional campaign, the decisive battle is fought over the competition for electoral
votes. Disregarding minor exceptions such as Nebraska, the winner of each state’s
popular contest takes all of this state’s electoral votes. The electoral votes allocated
to the states favor the less populous (and more rural and conservative) ones, giving
them more representation in the Electoral College than the more populous (and
more urban and liberal) states.19 Given the winner-take-all rule for assigning each
state’s electoral votes, the two presidential candidates tend to concentrate their
resources on a dozen or so critical states where the election returns can determine
victory or defeat in the Electoral College. They tend to bypass other states where
one or the other candidate appears to have an insurmountable edge in the polls
(such as California, Massachusetts, New York, and Texas) or where the number of
electoral votes is too small to be consequential in determining the outcome of the
presidential race. The candidates are therefore more concerned about winning the
largest number of electoral votes, and not the largest number of popular votes.20

Moreover, their attention is drawn to voter sentiments in the key ‘‘swing’’ states
rather than nationally.

Second, the tendency for two-party competition to focus on national public
opinion assumes strong party discipline whereby district candidates run for office in
support of their parties’ national platform. With the help of strong party leadership
and coherent programs, such competition orients the voters’ attention to national
issues. To the extent that parties in the British Westminster model share these
characteristics, they encourage more responsiveness to national public opinion. In
the case of the United States, however, a decentralized party system means that the
legislative candidates are inclined to wage their own separate campaigns with a
greater concern for local issues and sentiments.

Third, whereas the separation of power provided by the United States consti-
tution offers access for public opinion to influence the policy process taking place in
both the executive and legislative branches, this provision also cuts in an opposite
direction in that, unlike in parliamentary systems, the president is immune to a
legislative vote of censure (except, of course, in the case of impeachment). Unlike a
prime minister, a president’s term of office is not dependent on the maintenance of
a legislative majority.

But what ‘‘opportunities’’ exist in the British and Australian systems for adopting
unpopular policies? Next to the United States, these democracies should be more
responsive to public opinion than others with a PR system of election. These
countries’ expected responsiveness to public opinion, however, is based on the
supposition that their parties are motivated to capture the median voter as a strat-
egy to maximize electoral support.21 In reality, however, the parties’ ideological

19 As pointed out by Arend Lijphart (1994:128–129), elections held at the national level have an important
advantage in avoiding biases caused by malapportionment and gerrymandering. Proportional representation in the
sense of ‘‘one person, one vote’’ was obviously not the chief motivation behind the creation of the Electoral College.

20 It takes 269 electoral votes to win the United States presidential race. In the 2004 election, George W. Bush

won 286 electoral votes compared with John Kerry’s 251. Those states whose electoral votes were ‘‘up for grabs’’
became the so-called battleground states. In the 2004 election, they were generally acknowledged to be Iowa (7
electoral votes), Ohio (20), Florida (27), New Mexico (5), Michigan (17). Pennsylvania (21), and Wisconsin (10).
George W. Bush won the first four states, and John Kerry carried the other three. In case of a tie in the Electoral
College, each state delegation casts one vote in the House of Representatives. Consequently, the party that controls
at least 26 state delegations will win the presidential race. Because each state delegation is given one vote, no

provision is made to adjust for the number of citizens living in each state. This arrangement creates a huge bias
against the more populous states.

21 Anthony Downs’s book (1957) offers the classic treatment of electoral competition and partisan formation.
Maurice Duverger (1954:217) is also widely known for his generalization that ‘‘the simple-majority, single-ballot system
favours the two-party system.’’
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positions often fail to correspond to that of the median voter, sometimes by a rather
large margin (Powell 2000).

That on the issue of Operation Iraqi Freedom, both the Labour and the Con-
servative Parties in Britain took a position to the right of the median voter suggests
the limits to electoral responsiveness even in a predominantly two-party system.
Tony Blair’s government can afford to be more dismissive of the antiwar opposition
because its main competition, the Conservative Party, happens to also support the
Iraq war. Voters who are disenchanted with Labour’s position on this issue are then
given little electoral choice except to cast their ballots for a third (minor) party (the
Liberal Democrats), an act that is likely to be under-or unrewarded because
of Britain’s single-member, plurality system for electing parliamentarians.22 As
Gaubatz (1999:55) pointed out, it is not so much public opinion per se, but rather
the potential for it to be exploited by the opposition, that motivates politicians to be
on guard against an electoral backlash.

Australia’s alternative-vote system offers a variant of majority rule for electing
officials, with practical consequences similar to those of the other majoritarian/
plurality systems.23 John Howard’s Liberal Party has little incentive to move to the
left in order to compete with Labour for the antiwar votes. The smaller National
Party is located to the right of the Liberal Party, and its supporters are likely to
pick Liberal candidates as their second choice over Labour’s nominees. Dispro-
portionality in translating the number of popular votes into the number of par-
liamentary seats provides the Liberals with an electoral edge. The victory of the
Liberals also points to another obvious factor, namely, voters can be concerned
with other issues that trump the salience of the Iraq war. In this case, taxation for
social spending turned out to be an even more salient issue for the average
Australian voter.

As already remarked, Rae’s (1967) seminal study established that district mag-
nitude (the number of candidates to be elected from each district) is the leading
cause for electoral disproportionality. Single-member constituencies (SMC) tend to
have another consequence. In polities with SMC, the distinction between the gov-
ernment and the opposition is more sharply marked,24 and the former tends to be
more clearly in control of policy decisions and more insulated against sudden shifts
in public opinion. This insulation in part reflects the government’s margin of vic-
tory in the previous popular election and the size of its legislative majority. As
already noted, however, both the margin of electoral victory and the size of leg-
islative majority tend to be exaggerated by the dispoportionality tendency inherent
in the SMC systems. The converse of this advantage enjoyed by the government is a
weaker and, often, more divided opposition, which in turn lessens the pressure on
the government to adjust its policies in accordance with public opinion. As we will
argue shortly, in contrast to the coalition dynamics prevalent in PR systems with
multimember constituencies, these factors tend to reduce the government’s re-
sponsiveness to changing national mood between elections (that is, during periods
when politicians are not actively campaigning for political office).

Canada shares some important institutional features of the British and Australian
systems, but did not join Operation Iraqi Freedom. This case recalls an important
distinction made earlier between ‘‘willingness’’ and ‘‘opportunity.’’ The electoral
institutions do not themselves create a disposition for politicians to support or

22 In contrast to the Labour and Conservative Parties, the Liberal Democratic Party has consistently opposed the
war in Iraq.

23 As Rae (1967:108) remarked, ‘‘all of the properties associated with plurality formulae are also associated with
the Australian majority formula.’’

24 It again seems pertinent to return to Rae’s (1967:143) classic study. To quote him, ‘‘what electoral law
provisions intensify the defractionalization pattern and therefore seem likely to exert pressure toward two-party
competition? The answer is simple: the single-member district. . . . ’’
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oppose a public policy. However, given a politician’s disposition to go against a
substantial minority or even a significant majority view, electoral rules set the stage
for political competition and representation. They can therefore facilitate or hinder
this disposition from being actually carried out.

Proportional Representation Systems

Kant and his intellectual successors pointed to public opinion as a constraint against
leaders who might otherwise be reckless in their impulse to get into war. By its very
nature, a political constraint operates when politicians are diverted or blocked by
public opinion from doing something that they would have otherwise been inclined
to do. Although such counterfactual assertions are by their very nature difficult to
prove, we can look to cases where politicians were forced to reverse a prior decision
as prima facie instances demonstrating the influence of public opinion.

We have one clear case of such policy reversal and possibly a second pending
one.25 In March 2003, the Spanish voters rejected Jose Maria Aznar’s Partido Pop-
ular, and chose instead a Socialist government (led by Prime Minister Jose Luis
Rodriquez Zapatero) that had pledged to remove Spain’s 1,300 troops from Iraq.
Following immediately the terrorist bombing in Madrid, the Iraq war was clearly a
dominant issue in the Spanish election. Italy introduces a second case of (pending)
policy reversal. After an Italian security officer was shot to death by U.S. soldiers in
March 2005, Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi announced an intention to consider
the withdrawal of Italian troops by the following September.26

The Spanish and Italian examples challenge our conventional wisdom, which
argues that in states with PR and multiparty electoral competition, politicians
should be more protected from shifts in the public mood. In contrast to two-party
systems with majority/plurality electoral rules, PR systems are supposed to lack the
principal virtue of forging a national electoral mandate or changing decisively the
direction of public policy. Under the circumstances of PR systems, the electorate is
supposed to be fragmented and minor parties are supposed to cater to particu-
laristic niche issues. As mentioned before, compared with two-party majority/plu-
rality systems, multiparty competition in PR systems is not expected to be conducive
to the politicians’ responsiveness to public opinion. If so, how can one explain
Spanish and Italian policy reversals in the face of popular opposition to the Iraq
war in contrast to the continuation of existing policies in Australia, the United
Kingdom, and the United States?

With respect to the United States, the term limit for the presidency would pre-
sumably remove the fear of electoral sanction during a chief executive’s second
term. Because the democratic vision includes both ex post accountability (throwing
the rascals out) and ex ante mandate (instructing officials of popular wishes), this
constitutional provision removes the former popular constraint on government
officials. Given the dominant role played by the United States president in the
foreign policy process, this circumstance creates a particular challenge to the dem-
ocratic peace theory.

Setting aside this U.S. exception, Bingham Powell’s analysis points to another
factor that is applicable to majority/plurality systems more generally. His study
shows that, contrary to conventional expectation, majority/plurality systems tend to
produce legislatures, governments, and policy-making coalitions that are farther

25 We ignore in this paper some other cases where troops committed to Iraq were or could be withdrawn, such as

for the Philippines, Poland, Bulgaria, and the Ukraine.
26 At this writing, Italy has yet to hold a general election since the Iraq war. However, Berlusconi’s Forza Italia

suffered a serious defeat to the left-center opposition led by Romano Prodi in the regional elections held in April
2005. It lost 12 of the 14 regional contests. Berlusconi was subsequently forced to form a new cabinet in the face of
mounting criticisms.
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away from the median voter than their PR counterparts.27 Powell (2000:245) re-
marked that ‘‘contrary to expectations from a Downsian image of two-party com-
petition and majorities, competition even in majoritarian design systems is rarely
confined to only two parties, seldom results in vote majorities for one of them, and
infrequently finds both main contenders offering policy commitments close to the
median voter.’’ The entry of a small third party can change the electoral config-
uration, and the division of votes among several parties closer to the median po-
sition can produce a manufactured legislative majority for the party winning
electoral plurality even though it is farther away from the median position than
some of its competitors. Powell (2000:138) moreover found that the average plu-
rality party or coalition won 45% of the popular vote, 55% of the legislative seats,
but 74% of ‘‘government shares’’ and 72% of ‘‘effective representation’’ in policy
making in 45 elections conducted in six countries with a ‘‘majoritarian’’ system.28

The comparable figures are 39%, 41%, 66%, and 66% in 80 elections held in nine
countries with a PR system.29 Thus, it appears that PR systems have the virtue of
not only reducing the extent of electoral disproportionality but also bringing
effective representation closer to the median voter.

The Spanish and Italian electoral rules suffer less from the electoral bias oper-
ating in favor of the major parties in Australia, the United Kingdom, and the
United States Spain’s list system promotes the coherence of party agenda and the
influence of party leaders who control the candidates’ placement on the ballots.
Concomitantly, the more the party discipline and the greater the party leaders’
control of candidate nomination, the more one can expect national issues to dom-
inate elections. The nationalization of electoral forces is moreover promoted by the
fact that candidates from each competing party tend to adopt the same ideological
position.

Italy has a mixed electoral system whereby three quarters of its legislative win-
ners are chosen from single-member local districts and the other quarter are se-
lected on the basis of PR lists.30 Thus, this country shares, to some extent, the
tendency toward disporportionality characteristic of all systems with SMC. In the
2001 election for the Chamber of Deputies, the Casa delle Liberta (House of Liberty),
Silvio Berlusconi’s right-center coalition, received 49.57% of the popular vote
compared with the 34.92% received by L’Ulivo (Olive Tree). The distribution of
popular votes for the Senate was 42.52% and 38.69%, respectively. Given the nature
of SMC system, the right-centrists were able to win relatively more district seats
(282 deputies and 152 senators) than their popular votes shares, and the left-
centrists won fewer district seats (184 deputies and 74 senators) than their popular
vote shares. This disproportionality afforded Berlusconi some measure of insula-
tion against public opinion, which was solidly against the war in Iraq.

This bias is offset to some extent by the provision that 25% of the deputies and
senators are selected from PR lists.31 As a result of this provision, smaller parties
that have a slim chance of winning in single-member districts stand a better chance
of gaining some representation. Moreover, even the larger parties are encouraged

27 Powell used the concept of responsiveness in the following sense. How well are popular votes translated into

the formation of government coalitions and the selection of officials? Are all groups of voters accorded influence
proportional to their votes (compared with the emphasis given by majoritarian systems on responding to only the
largest group of voters in the interest of decisiveness)?

28 As noted by Powell, the majoritarian systems often accept plurality in practice as a criterion for deciding
elections.

29 Powell excluded several ambiguous cases from this analysis.
30 Like Italy, Germany and Japan have a mixed electoral system. These countries reserve 50% and 40%, re-

spectively, of their legislative seats for allocation by regional PR lists. David Farrell (2001) offers a good overview of
different electoral systems.

31 On the basis of PR lists, the right-centrists won 86 seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 25 seats in the Senate
in the 2001 election. The left-centrists won 58 and 51 seats, respectively.

STEVE CHANANDWILLIAM SAFRAN 151



to maximize their popular votes beyond just winning the local races. As election
districts become larger, parties and candidates are naturally less subject to capture
by local interests and more compelled to address larger regional or national is-
sues.32 In the Netherlands and Israel, the nation as a whole serves as an at-large
district from which all legislators are selected in accordance with the proportional
share of votes received by their parties.33

Beyond their direct effects in shaping the outcome of elections, electoral insti-
tutions can influence the manner in which the parties and legislatures mediate
between government officials and citizens in the policy process. Specifically, mul-
timember PR systems offer more delicate and more conducive instruments of me-
diation than majority/plurality systems with SMC. Parliamentary democracies of the
former kind are generally governed by multiparty coalitions. The composition of
these coalitions can be easily affected by a relatively small shift in the party position
of one of the crucial partners (Sartori 1976). Changes in the public mood, born of
dissatisfaction with public policy, can be quickly reflected in adjustments to a gov-
erning coalition’s composition and threats to its demise.34 This being the case, these
PR systems can be sensitive to and responsive to public opinion between general
elections.

Another indirect effect of PR systems in promoting greater responsiveness relates
to the deputies’ incentives for supporting the executive. These incentives are
weaker in coalition governments than in ‘‘bipolar’’ government-opposition con-
stellations, because payoffs to the deputies (in the form of ministerial posts, pork-
barrel projects, and patronage to constituents) are more widely distributed and
hence much less concentrated. Consequently, risk-averse deputies have more to
fear from their electoral base or from the leadership of their party (which controls
their placement on the electoral list) than from an incumbent prime minister. Al-
though lacking a formal separation of powers as in the United States, this situation
nevertheless limits the extent to which the prime minister in PR systems can
effectively restrain or retaliate against recalcitrant deputies for acts of political dis-
sent or defection.35

In a prior research effort to account for the marked variation in the propensity of
mature democracies to start or become involved in wars, Leblang and Chan (2003)
found one consistent pattern.36 Countries with PR systems have been much less
likely to become engaged in foreign wars than those with majority/plurality systems.
Only this institutional distinction appears to be statistically significant, whereas
other factorsFsuch as the timing of the electoral cycle, the difference between
presidential and parliamentary governments, the partisan balance of the govern-

32 Concomitantly, biases introduced by malapportionment or gerrymandering tend to be reduced with the
introduction of larger election districts. As already mentioned, the design of the United States Electoral College

deliberately favors the less populous states. The Japanese electoral system has also been designed to favor heavily
rural constituencies.

33 Whereas Rae (1967) reported district magnitude (i.e., the number of candidates to be elected from a district)
to be the most important factor in reducing disproportionality, Lijphart (1994) added that the size of the national
assembly also makes a large difference, so that larger assemblies tend to promote greater proportionality or, more
accurately, to limit the extent of disproportionality.

34 Thus, for example, in the Fourth French Republic, the potential partners to a governing coalition could easily

disagree over issues such as socio-economic redistribution, education policies (including the role of religion), and the
nature of the constitution system itself. Similarly, the fragility of governing coalitions in Spain reflects in part the
need by parties on both the left and the right to seek cooperation from the Catalan and Basque parties.

35 We note another phenomenon that is not related, directly or indirectly, to electoral rules. In some PR or
mixed systems such as France and Italy, massive street demonstrations and general strikes are so frequent as to
become virtually institutionalized as a form of political participation and communication. Such anomic action,

typically used to articulate opposition to domestic rather than foreign policy, tends to be more rare in majority/
plurality systems with single-member constituencies (e.g., the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and
Australia).

36 See Palmer, Regan, and London (2001), Partell (1997), and Prins and Sprecher (1999) for additional ex-
amples of this line of research focusing on the institutional differences among the democracies.
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ment, and the size of the ruling coalitionFdo not seem to matter. The discussion of
electoral institutions in this article begins to point to the reasons behind this dif-
ference in the war experience between PR and majority/plurality systems observed
earlier.37 This difference points to a strong and persistent tendency for the latter
systems to be much more war prone than the former systems, even after appro-
priate statistical controls were introduced for possible confounding factors such as a
country’s international status and its regime’s ideology.

Conclusion

The literature on democratic peace seeks, at least in part, to explain the behavior of
states by way of the incentives of politicians. This analysis follows other recent
studies trying to bridge these two levels of analysis (Chiozza and Goemans 2004).
Moreover, it attempts to account for the sharp differences in the frequency of war
involvement on the part of democracies. Why are some democracies more prone to
war than others?

The accumulating evidence on the connection between officials’ tenure and their
propensity to engage in war or crisis offers a fruitful starting point to answer this
question. Leaders tend to risk their tenure when they get involved in an interna-
tional conflict, and leaders who already face a high risk of losing their office tend to
avoid international conflict (Chiozza and Goemans 2003; see also Bueno de Mes-
quita and Siverson 1995; and Bueno de Mesquita et al. 1999). These empirical
patterns suggest that the more politically secure or, less politically vulnerable, lead-
ers are more willing to risk war or crisis, everything else being equal. As the risk of
losing their office increases, leaders would be more reluctant to risk war or crisis.
This being the case, we are naturally led to ask which institutions among the de-
mocracies are likely to make their officials more, or less, sensitive to the risk of
losing their office. Given our assumption that leaders wish to retain power, we are
drawn to the nature of electoral systems that can enhance or diminish the leaders’
exposure to being sanctioned by the voters for unpopular policies, including the
initiation of or participation in foreign wars.

We thus argue that it is problematic for the prevailing formulation of the dem-
ocratic peace theory to assume or treat politicians in all democracies as equally
sensitive to public opinion when it comes to public policies on whether to fight a
foreign war. We contend that the influence of public opinion varies across different
democracies, and that this influenceFto the extent that it is tied to the politicians’
concern for their reelection chancesFis mediated by the nature of electoral in-
stitutions in place in each democracy.

It seems that the customary attributions of the different extent to which various
democracies’ foreign policies are subject to the influence of public opinion do not
correspond well with the patterns revealed by the Iraq war. The United States and
the United Kingdom, which are supposed to be most accessible to antiwar senti-
ments, actually offered the sharpest examples of politicians going against a sub-
stantial minority or even a majority of voters expressing opposition to the Iraq war.
Conversely, Spain and Italy, which are expected to be less sensitive to public opin-
ion, actually provided the best examples of public opinion forcing their govern-
ments to reverse an unpopular policy. The differences between these democracies

37 Naturally, we do not imply that electoral institutions are the only explanation. Japan has a mixed electoral
system like that of Italy and Germany. Junichiro Koizumi’s government, however, has apparently not encountered
the same extent of domestic resistance to the presence of 600 Japanese military construction personnel in Iraq that

Silvio Berlusconi has faced. Japan’s electoral system explains the traditional emphasis placed by its politicians on
attending to constituency service and on joining rival factions within the Liberal Democratic Party. These incentives
stem in large part from the fact that their most formidable electoral opponents often turn out to be other members
of the LDP. These tendencies make Japanese electoral politics less oriented toward national issues. In this regard,
Japanese politicians share the local and personalist orientation of their Irish and Italian counterparts.

STEVE CHANANDWILLIAM SAFRAN 153



invite us to re-consider the customary expectation that majority/plurality systems
tend to be more responsive to national public opinion than PR systems. We suggest
some factors that undermine this responsiveness on the part of majority/plurality
systems, and other factors that tend to enhance this responsiveness by the PR
systems. To the extent that the difference between these systems is not limited to
cross-national variation in just the Iraq war (Leblang and Chan 2003), we have a
general pattern of both empirical and theoretical significance that calls for further
analytic attention.

There is a tendency to suppose that elections in majority/plurality systems are
more sensitive to national forces than those in PR systems. One can, however,
advance an opposite hypothesis, one that seems more congruent with the patterns
observed in this article. In his study of three electoral systems (the United King-
dom, Ireland, and Italy), Richard Katz (1980:70–71) suggested that ‘‘parties and
their candidates operating in PR systems would tend to adopt the same ideological
position in constituencies throughout the country, while under plurality systems
candidates in different constituencies would adopt different, although not incon-
sistent, stands.’’ According to this logic, electoral changes should be more nation-
alized in PR systems than in majority/plurality systems. If true, this tendency offsets
those forces that are supposed to make politicians in the latter systems more re-
sponsive to changes in the national mood.

The supposed responsiveness of politicians in majority/plurality systems is based
on the assumption of competitive parties that adjust their issue positions to reflect
the median voter. Bingham Powell’s (2000) analysis shows that this assumption is
dubious. Moreover, parties in majority/plurality systems do not necessarily situate
themselves closer to the median voter than their counterparts in PR systems. If
anything, they have tended to be farther away. In a similar vein, Arend Lijphart
(1994:144) remarked that ‘‘there is no evidence that coalition cabinets in multiparty
systems are less responsive than one-party majority cabinets; on the contrary, co-
alition cabinets are usually closer to the centre of the political spectrumFand hence
closer in their policy outlook to the average citizenFthan one-party cabinets rep-
resenting either the left or the right.’’

Even if one accepts the hypothesis that electoral competition in majority/plurality
systems should be more responsive to changes in public opinion, one is still left with
the question of the government’s responsiveness to public opinion between elec-
tions. What are the incentives for incumbent politicians to be concerned about
popular sentiments, when the next election is still some time in the future or when
they are legally barred from seeking another term of office? For reasons already
explained, coalition governments are likely to be more responsive to public opinion
than single-party governments between elections.

Our discussion of the influence of British and American public opinion on the
Iraq war underscores an observation made by V. O. Key (1961) some time ago. In
his view, the political salience and relevance of public opinion depends ultimately
on the incumbent politicians’ concern for the voters being mobilized by the op-
position. That is, the incumbent politicians’ perception is critical. Are they con-
cerned about the potential for their opponents to exploit public opinion? Absent
this potential, they have less incentive to adjust their unpopular policies. To the
extent that the main opposition party in the United States and the United Kingdom
fails to offer a clear and sharp alternative policy, the government has less to be
worried about being challenged in the election. Citizens unhappy with the incum-
bent’s Iraqi policy face a quandary because a vote for an antiwar third party is
‘‘wasted.’’ The nature of the electoral system therefore induces voters not to sup-
port their top preference but to cast their ballot in the hope of defeating the
candidate or party that is most objectionable to them.

Those who advocate the theory of democratic peace tend to rely on the peaceful
disposition of masses and the influence of public opinion to restrain leaders from
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going to unpopular war. Each of these propositions represents a necessary con-
dition and jointly they constitute the sufficient condition for confirming this theory.
Neither of these propositions, however, can be taken for granted. We know, for
example, public opinion can be ‘‘permissive’’ and even belligerent, urging officials
to take military action such as when the United States public demanded war against
Spain in 1898. The 2003 invasion of Iraq showed that the major democracies
pursued rather different policies even though their citizens were generally against
the war or at least had serious reservations about it. Thus, in the case of Operation
Iraqi Freedom, the first but not the second condition stipulated by the democratic
peace theory appeared to have been largely met. Given the widespread and sig-
nificant popular opposition to war in all the established democracies, the discrepant
responses from their governments offer us an opportunity to study how electoral
institutions can matter for the officials’ responsiveness to public opinion. Contrary
to the conventional view, we suggest that PR systems tend to be more responsive to
the prospect of voter sanction than majority/plurality systems.
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