
Chapter 1

The Perilous Path to the
Democratic Peace

No mature democracies have ever fought a war against each other. Con-
sequently, conventional wisdom holds that promoting the spread of de-
mocracy will promote world peace and security. President Bill Clinton
made this ambition a central theme of his foreign policy.1 In the wake of
the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack, President George W. Bush came
to believe that U.S. security might require preventive wars to unseat dan-
gerous despots so as to build the “infrastructure of democracy” abroad
and create a “balance of power that favors freedom.”2 Declaring that
American security from terrorism depends on the success of democracy
in Iraq and its neighbors, Bush argued that “sixty years of Western na-
tions excusing and accommodating the lack of freedom in the Middle
East did nothing to make us safe—because in the long run, stability can-
not be purchased at the expense of liberty.”3

Such views strike a resonant chord across the entire spectrum of
American opinion. Since the time of Woodrow Wilson, idealists in the
United States have envisioned a global transformation in which peace
and democracy are mutually reinforcing. The collapse of the Soviet
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Union and the rising danger of global terrorism created conditions in
which these longstanding ideals seemed, to some, both achievable and
urgent.4 U.S.-based activist movements have increasingly pressed a trans-
national agenda in which “all good things go together”—global demo-
cratic accountability, global civil society, improved human rights, and
peace.5 Indeed, over the long run, it is probably true that the further
spread of democracy will promote global peace and stability.

In the short run, however, the beginning stages of transitions to de-
mocracy often give rise to war rather than peace. Since the end of the
Cold War, this causal connection between democratization and war has
been especially striking, but the fundamental pattern is as old as democ-
racy itself, dating at least to the French Revolution. Not all democratic
transitions are dangerous; as we explain in this book, the chance of
war arises mainly in those transitional states that lack the strong politi-
cal institutions needed to make democracy work (such as an effective
state, the rule of law, organized parties that compete in fair elections, and
professional news media). When these institutions are absent or weak,
politicians have incentives to resort to violent nationalist appeals, tarring
their opponents as enemies of the nation in order to prevail in electoral
competition.

In democratizing states, nationalism is an ideology with tremendous
appeal for elites whose privileges are threatened. It can be used to con-
vince newly empowered constituencies that the cleavage between the
privileged and the masses is unimportant compared to the cleavages that
divide nations, ethnic groups, or races. Nationalism holds that the people
as a whole have the right to self-rule, but it does not necessarily promise
that the government should be strictly accountable to the average voter
through democratic processes governed by the rule of law. Nationalist
rhetoric demands government for the people, but not necessarily by the
people.

States risk nationalist violence when they attempt to transition to de-
mocracy without institutions of public accountability. President Bush
claimed that “it is the practice of democracy that makes a nation ready for
democracy, and every nation can start on this path.”6 However, our re-
view of the evidence shows that this argument (which most democracy
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activists advocate) is incorrect and dangerously so. In fact, ill-prepared
attempts to democratize weak states—such as the recent cases of Yugosla-
via, Pakistan, Rwanda, and Burundi—may lead to costly warfare in the
short run, and may delay or prevent real progress toward democracy
over the long term.

Over thirty years ago, Dankwart Rustow issued a call for an ap-
proach to the study of democratization addressing questions of both pro-
cess and sequence.7 He complained that existing approaches emphasized
the prerequisites for democracy—such as wealth, literacy, and a large
middle class—or its functional requirements, such as the rule of law and
a free press. These approaches correspond to what Thomas Carothers dis-
parages as the “check-list orientation” of U.S. democracy assistance pro-
grams, which holds that democracy will emerge when the full inventory
of prerequisites has been installed, regardless of the order in which these
factors are put into place.8

Rustow argued, in contrast, that the stability of democratic consolida-
tion depends on the sequence in which the requisites appear on the his-
torical stage. The “ingredients [of democracy] must be assembled,” he
contended, “one at a time, in a manageable sequence of tasks.” In
Rustow’s formulation, democratization typically goes awry when it pre-
cedes the emergence of a consensus on national identity. “The hardest
struggles in a democracy are those against the birth defects of political
community.”9 A number of leading scholars of democratization and polit-
ical change made similar arguments around the same time: Robert Dahl,
Eric Nordlinger, and Samuel Huntington all pointed out that democratic
transitions are most successful when strong political institutions are de-
veloped before popular political participation increases.10 Such ideas
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about sequencing have not, however, played a central role in much sub-
sequent scholarship or public policymaking on democratic transitions.
We believe they should.

In this book, therefore, we examine the process and sequence of de-
mocratization to identify when and how it leads to peace or may instead
increase the risk of war. We use statistical evidence to establish general
patterns, and we use case studies to trace causal mechanisms. Our re-
search shows that incomplete democratic transitions—those that get
stalled before reaching the stage of full democracy—increase the chance
of involvement in international war in countries where governmental in-
stitutions are weak at the outset of the transition. In such transitional
states, as we show in Chapter 5, the risk of war goes up by a factor of four
to ªfteen. Seven percent of all wars since 1816 are associated with an in-
complete democratic transition. Democratic transition is only one of
many causes of war, but it is a potent one.

In the rest of this chapter, we discuss some of the many “wars of de-
mocratization” that have taken place, especially since the end of the Cold
War, but also reaching back as far as the French Revolution. We distin-
guish the conditions under which wars are most likely: a transition to-
ward democracy that is incomplete; where institutions are too weak to
manage the upsurge in the political power of newly enfranchised masses;
and where rising or declining elites, or both, play the nationalist card in
an attempt to harness that power. We outline the causal mechanisms that
we explain more fully in Chapters 2 and 3. We conclude this chapter by
stressing why it is crucial to take these dangers into account in devising
the foreign policy responses of the United States and the international
community to the potential challenges posed by troubled democratizing
states.

Wars of Democratization

The decade following the end of the Cold War witnessed some peaceful
transitions to democracy, yet a number of turbulent experiments with
democratic politics led instead to bloody wars. In 1991, Yugoslavia broke
up into separate warring nations within six months of elections in which
ethnic nationalism was a powerful factor.11 In the wake of the Soviet col-
lapse, popular sentiment expressed in the streets and at the ballot box fu-
eled warfare between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the disputed enclave
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of Nagorno-Karabakh.12 As Peru and Ecuador democratized ªtfully dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s, troubled elected governments gained popularity
by provoking a series of armed clashes that culminated in a war in the
upper Amazon in 1995.13 Several years after the collapse of Ethiopia’s
Dergue dictatorship, the country’s elected government fought a bloody
border war from 1998 to 2000 with Eritrea, which had just adopted,
though not yet implemented, a democratic constitution.14

In an especially worrisome case, the nuclear-armed, elected regimes
of India and Pakistan fought the Kargil War in 1999. After the 1988 death
of Pakistani military dictator Zia ul-Haq, a series of revolving-door
elected civilian governments had presided over a rise in militant Islamic
efforts to liberate majority-Muslim Kashmir from Indian control. In Kash-
mir itself, the restoration of elections after Indira Gandhi’s period of
“emergency” authoritarian rule (1975–77) had polarized politics and led
to violent conºict between Muslims and the state. These turbulent pro-
cesses culminated in the 1999 war, when Pakistani forces inªltrated
across the mountainous frontier in northern Kashmir. The war broke out
as Pakistan was taking steps toward greater democratization, including
constitutional changes in 1997 that were intended to strengthen the pow-
ers of elected civilian rulers.15

Violence inside some unstable democratizing states also spilled
across borders during the 1990s. Democratization played a catalytic role
in the horrible slaughters that engulfed central Africa. The 1993 elections
in Burundi—even though internationally mandated, free, and fair—
intensiªed ethnic polarization between the Hutu and Tutsi ethnic groups,
resulting in some 200,000 deaths. In neighboring Rwanda, an internation-
ally orchestrated power-sharing accord, which was intended to usher in
more pluralistic and open politics, instead created the conditions for the
1994 genocide that killed nearly a million Tutsi as well as some moderate
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Hutu.16 The Tutsi exile army based in Uganda invaded to stop the geno-
cide. Its military victory forced Hutu refugees, including many of the
genocide’s perpetrators, into neighboring Congo, where further ªghting
involving the troops of several states has led to millions of additional
deaths since 1998.

Elsewhere, democratic transitions coincided with renewed or inten-
siªed secessionist wars. In East Timor, a favorable vote on independence
from Indonesia in an internationally mandated 1999 referendum spurred
Indonesian-backed Timorese militias to unleash large-scale backlash vio-
lence, creating an international refugee crisis. Newly democratizing Rus-
sia fought two wars against its breakaway province of Chechnya. Vladi-
mir Putin won election in 2000 as Russia’s president mainly on the
popularity of his plan to invade Chechnya to clean out the supposed lair
of terrorists and brigands. In all of these varied settings during the 1990s,
the turbulent beginning phase of democratization in states with weak po-
litical institutions contributed to cross-border violence.

wars of democratization as a chronic danger in history

War-prone transitions to democracy were not just an aberration of the
1990s. Since the origin of modern mass politics around the time of the
French Revolution, virtually all of the great powers turned belligerent
and fought popular wars during the early phases of their experiments
with democracy. In eighteenth-century France, the popular patriotism
unleashed by the revolution sustained a mass army that fought the revo-
lution’s perceived enemies all across Europe. This tragedy was, as Karl
Marx put it, repeated as farce when Louis Napoleon, elected as the
French president in 1849, touted his military victories to sustain his
power in a constitutional, semi-electoral regime. Even in Britain’s rela-
tively painless transition to democracy, the urban middle classes enfran-
chised by the Reform Bill of 1832 provided the enthusiasm that fueled
both Palmerston’s policy of commercial imperialism and the Crimean
War.17 Germany’s more tortured path toward democracy created the im-
petus toward its ªve aggressive wars between 1864 and 1939. As monar-
chical Prussia transformed itself into the democratizing German Empire,
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck forged a war-prone political alliance be-
tween the nationalist middle classes and the militarist elites, embodied in
a political system that combined a legislature elected by broad suffrage
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and governments appointed by the Kaiser.18 Japan’s early phase of demo-
cratic politics was similarly marked by popular, militarized nationalism.
When the Great Depression hit the democratizing Japan of the late 1920s,
the democratic, free-trade coalition of workers and capital in export-
oriented consumer industries was soon supplanted by an imperialist co-
alition that was led by the military and had strong electoral support.19 In
the United States of the 1830s and 1840s, the Jacksonian reforms that
installed mass democracy by reducing restrictions on suffrage and ex-
panding the direct election of ofªcials coincided with an upsurge of
popular support in the slave states for a war to gain territory at Mexico’s
expense.20

As we show in our statistical analyses (presented in Chapters 4, 5,
and 6), this historical pattern holds true not only for great powers, but
also for states in general. Although mature democracies have never
fought a war against each other, incomplete transitions from autocracy
toward democracy are fraught with the danger of violent conºict in states
whose political institutions are weak.

In this book, we focus on democratization and international war, but
other studies have suggested that when institutions in democratizing
states are weak, the risks of internal ethnic conºict and civil war also
rise.21 Comprehensive studies of civil wars have found that the regime
type most likely to experience civil war is a mixed regime, one that is
partly democratic and partly authoritarian, with poorly developed state
institutions.22 The causal mechanisms speciªed in our theory may also
help to account for this ªnding.

the perilous path to the democratic peace l 7

18. Hans-Ulrich Wehler, The German Empire 1871–1918 (Leamington Spa/Dover,
N.H.: Berg, 1985).

19. Louise Young, Japan’s Total Empire: Manchuria and the Culture of Wartime Imperial-
ism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).

20. John M. Owen, “Perceptions and the Limits of Liberal Peace: The Mexi-
can-American and Spanish-American Wars,” in Miriam Elman, ed., Paths to Peace: Is
Democracy the Answer? (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), p. 170; for his larger study, see
Owen, Liberal Peace, Liberal War (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997),
pp. 113–124.

21. Jack Snyder, From Voting to Violence: Democratization and Nationalist Conºict (New
York: Norton, 2000), applies this theory to both civil wars and international wars. That
book, however, presents only case study evidence, not statistical analyses.

22. Daniel Esty, Jack Goldstone, Ted Robert Gurr, Barbara Harff, Marc Levy,
Geoffrey Dalbeko, Pamela Surko, and Alan Unger, “State Failure Task Force Report:
Phase II Findings,” July 1998; see also James Fearon and David Laitin, “Ethnicity, In-
surgency, and Civil War,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 97, No. 1 (February
2003), pp. 75–90, especially pp. 84–85.



What Conditions Make the Democratization Process Less
Dangerous?

Although the process of democratization tends to increase the risk of war,
many countries go through the process peacefully. During the 1980s and
1990s, numerous states consolidated their democratic transitions fairly
successfully with little if any external or internal violence. These fortu-
nate cases included many in the southern cone of South America, in
Northeastern Europe, and in East Asia. South Africa, too, despite some
internal violence, experienced a reasonably smooth transition.

These countries had a number of important advantages. They tended
to enjoy relatively high per-capita income and literacy; thus, their citizens
had the resources and skills to build the institutions and civil society or-
ganizations that democracy needs. Before the transition began, many of
these success cases had well-developed state institutions, particularly ad-
ministrative bureaucracies that functioned in a reasonably efªcient way
to advance state objectives with minimal corruption. Some of these suc-
cessful states enjoyed the beneªt of past experience with independent le-
gal and journalistic institutions that could be adapted for use by the de-
mocratizing state. In most of these states, powerful elites did not feel
threatened by a successful transition to democracy, in part because
trusted state institutions made credible guarantees that elites would have
a soft landing, so they were less likely to put up resistance to change.

Where, under such conditions, strong democratic institutions
emerged quickly, democracy was fairly easily consolidated, and the tran-
sition was largely peaceful, as in Brazil, Chile, Hungary, and Poland.
Where institutional groundwork was in place, transitions were peaceful
even in geopolitically challenging cases where unresolved national parti-
tions raised the risk of war, as in South Korea and Taiwan. In contrast,
where the institutions needed by democracy were weak and democrati-
zation remained incomplete, war was more likely, as in Ethiopia, Paki-
stan, and Peru.

This ªnding bears out arguments advanced by Dahl, the seminal
scholar of democracy and democratization. He argued that the peaceful-
ness of the transition to democracy depended on getting the sequence of
the transition right. Where rules, habits, and institutions of competitive
politics were well established before holding unfettered mass elections,
as in Great Britain after the Second and Third Reform Bills of 1867 and
1884, the transition to democracy went relatively smoothly. In contrast,
where mass electoral politics developed before the institutions to regulate
political competition were in place, transitions were prone to conºict.
In countries that tried to take shortcuts to democracy, Dahl argued,

8 l electing to fight



elites tended to feel threatened by political change, and leaders often
deployed nationalism as a justiªcation for intolerance and repression.23

We ªnd exactly these causal mechanisms at work in many wars of
democratization.

When and How Democratization Increases the Chance of War

It is possible to imagine several reasons why democratization might be
associated with an increased likelihood of war, other than the argument
that we advance. Some scholars speculate, for example, that all kinds of
regime change, not just regime change toward democracy, lead to insta-
bility and war. Or one might guess that the new democracies are vulnera-
ble and hence targets of attack, but are not aggressors themselves. We ex-
plore such alternative explanations in the next chapter and show that
none of them is convincing. Instead, we ªnd that war is most likely dur-
ing incomplete democratization, when the state also suffers from serious
institutional deªcits. Weak institutions per se do not increase the chance of
war; they do so only during the early phase of an incomplete democratic
transition.

It is often a strategic mistake for an institutionally weak state that is
handing over power to the mass public to initiate war, and yet such states
often do exactly this. Why? Such states face a gap between rising de-
mands for broad participation in politics and inadequate institutions to
manage those popular demands.24 Where the institutions of autocratic
authority are crumbling, yet new institutions of democratic accountabil-
ity have not yet been constructed to take their place, routine institutional
authority is lacking and political leaders frequently turn instead to ideo-
logical or charismatic appeals to bolster their rule.

Rallying popular support by invoking threats from rival nations is a
common expedient for hard-pressed leaders who seek to shore up their
legitimacy. During the unraveling of the Yugoslav Communist regime,
for example, Slobodan Milosevic employed demagogic rhetoric about
the alleged danger of Albanian nationalism in Kosovo to gain a popular
following in Serbia’s ªrst elections.25 Institutional weaknesses during
early democratization create both the motive to use this strategy of rule
and the opportunity to dodge accountability for its high costs and biased
rhetoric.
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The contest over national self-determination takes place as the for-
tunes of both elites and mass groups are shifting. Elites left over from the
old regime are desperately seeking strategies that will prevent their fall,
while rising elites are trying to muscle in, and both are scrambling for al-
lies among the newly aroused masses.

Elites often seek to solve these political dilemmas by invoking nation-
alism, the doctrine that a distinctive people deserve autonomy in a state
that protects and advances their distinctive cultural or political inter-
ests.26 Nationalism helps elites to rally the support of the masses on the
basis of sentiment, rather than seeking their loyalty by providing respon-
sive institutions that protect their interests. Nationalism also helps to
deªne the people who are exercising self-determination. It thus clariªes
the lines between “the people” and their external foes, who become
scapegoats in a self-fulªlling strategy that rallies support for defense
against external threats.

Nationalism is attractive to rising groups, who use it as a populist
club that can be wielded against elites who are insufªciently zealous in
promoting the interest of “the nation” (that is, “the people”). At the same
time, nationalism can be co-opted as a counter-tactic by elites, old and
new, who want to evade new democratic constraints on their rule. By
claiming to act on behalf of “the people” but not submitting to direct ac-
countability to them, these elites can tar their opponents as “enemies of
the nation” who are in league with external foes, and thus justify curtail-
ing their opponents’ political and civil rights. This nationalist club may
be particularly attractive to military elites, economic protectionists, or
ethnic entrepreneurs. The nearly universal emergence of nationalist ide-
ology in the early stages of democratization suggests that its usefulness at
this formative political juncture is generic and can be adapted for use by
almost any would-be ruling group.27

In the absence of strong state institutions to knit together the nation,
leaders must struggle for legitimacy in an ill-defined, contested political
arena. A common side effect of state weakness during early democratiza-
tion is a poorly defined sense of “the nation.” Democracy requires na-
tional self-determination, but people in weak states who are just emerg-
ing into political consciousness often lack a clear, agreed answer to the
question, “who are we; what is our nation?” Although nationalists often
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believe that the identity of their own nation was fixed by immutable na-
ture or culture, on the contrary, it is generally a people’s shared experi-
ence and shared fate in a strong state that solidifies and demarcates their
sense of nationality. Even in a country with a long and venerable history
such as France, it was only the shared experiences in the late nineteenth
century—common military service, national railways, standardized edu-
cation, and mass democracy—that completed the process of forging a
culturally diverse peasantry into self-conscious Frenchmen.28 Nationalist
appeals in an emerging democracy rally popular support by proposing
answers to these puzzles of self-determination.

War may sometimes result from this potent political brew, as a direct
result of explicitly nationalist political objectives, such as the aim of re-
gaining a lost piece of national territory. War may also result indirectly
from the complex politics of transitional states. It may come as an unin-
tended by-product of belligerent and untrustworthy diplomacy that pro-
vokes a neighbor’s fears. Nationalists’ mobilizing rhetoric may make war
more likely by distorting the nation’s view of the chances of success in a
ªght, or of the feasibility of reaching a compromise with the enemy. Polit-
ical leaders may become entrapped in their own swaggering rhetoric,
their reputations mortgaged to the nationalist commitments they have
made. Heterogeneous political coalitions may become stuck with their
own reckless policies when uncompromising nationalism becomes the in-
dispensable common denominator that binds them together. In short,
it would be misleading to say that nationalistic publics in incompletely
democratizing states simply “want war.” Instead, war is often an in-
direct by-product of the nationalist politics of the transitional regime. In
Chapter 3, we discuss the effect of nationalism on the risk of war in more
detail.

Future Challenges of Democratization and War

There is little reason to believe that the longstanding link between de-
mocratization and nationalist war is becoming obsolete. On the contrary,
future transitions may be even more difªcult and dangerous. The “third
wave” of democratization in the 1980s and 1990s consolidated demo-
cratic regimes mainly in the richer countries of Eastern Europe, Latin
America, Southern Africa, and East Asia.29 A fourth wave would involve
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more challenging cases: countries that are poorer, more ethnically di-
vided, ideologically more resistant to democracy, with more entrenched
authoritarian elites, and with a much frailer base of governmental institu-
tions and citizen-skills.30 Botched democratizations in such settings could
give rise to grave threats to international peace and security. Wars of de-
mocratization are therefore likely to remain a central problem of interna-
tional relations in the coming years.

Since the end of the Cold War, many public intellectuals have specu-
lated on the fundamental nature of the emerging new world order (or
disorder). In 1989, Francis Fukuyama foresaw the “end of history,” with
peaceful, liberal democracy triumphant in all of the most signiªcant
countries.31 History itself soon tarnished this vision with bloody national-
ist conºicts in former communist states and in Central Africa. Hunting-
ton’s counter-prediction of a cultural “clash of civilizations” better cap-
tured the mounting anxiety.32 However, Huntington’s image of ªxed
civilizations locked in struggle did not adequately describe a rapidly
changing world in which many of the worst conºicts were within, rather
than between, civilizations. Thomas Friedman’s The Lexus and the Olive
Tree did a better job of describing the dual trends of the 1990s—both
global liberalization and parochial backlash—but his upbeat conclusions
exaggerated the chances of economic success in the developing world
and underestimated the degree to which political rivalries could over-
shadow potential gains from economic liberalization.33

Among the contributions of public intellectuals writing recently on
global issues, Fareed Zakaria’s work on “illiberal democracy” is closest to
our own arguments.34 Zakaria, too, recounts the adverse implications of
ºawed democracy for peace, minority rights, and social order. He shows
how the increasingly ubiquitous notion of electoral legitimacy has some-
times been perverted to serve parochial agendas, including cultural na-
tionalism. In that sense, the themes of Fukuyama and Huntington come
together in ironic counterpoint in Zakaria’s analysis.
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Zakaria, like us, implicitly borrows a seminal idea from Huntington.
In Huntington’s most profound book, Political Order in Changing Societies,
he showed how rising political participation leads to conºict and instabil-
ity in states with weak political institutions.35 Our research shows that
this insight is important not only for understanding the stability of de-
mocracy within countries but also for understanding international
conºict between them. In an era in which troubled, incomplete demo-
cratic transitions may engulf such geopolitically salient locations as the
Middle East and China, this dynamic could be one of the fundamental
determinants of the course of world politics.

Although democratization in the Islamic world might contribute to
peace in the very long run, Islamic public opinion in the short run is, in
most places, hostile to the United States, reluctant to condemn terrorism,
and supportive of forceful measures to achieve favorable results in Pales-
tine, Kashmir, and other disputed areas. Although much of the belliger-
ence of the Islamic public is fueled by resentment of the U.S.-backed au-
thoritarian regimes under which many of them live, simply renouncing
these authoritarians and pressing for a quick democratic opening is un-
likely to lead to peaceful democratic consolidations. On the contrary, un-
leashing Islamic mass opinion through a sudden democratization could
only raise the likelihood of war.36 All of the risk factors are there: the me-
dia and civil society groups are inºammatory, as old elites and rising
oppositions try to claim the mantle of Islamic or nationalist militancy.37

The rule of law is weak, and existing corrupt bureaucracies cannot serve
a democratic administration properly. The boundaries of states are mis-
matched with those of nations, making any push for national self-
determination fraught with peril.

In the Arab world, in particular, states commonly gain their popular
legitimacy not through accountability to their own citizens, but by acting
demagogically in the purported interests of the Arab nation as whole,
which often means taking a belligerent stand on Palestinian issues.38 As
we show in Chapter 7, when Iraq attempted a partial democratic transi-
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tion in the late 1940s, the elected leaders of its weak state felt compelled
to grant military basing rights to its former colonial ruler, Britain. They
then took an inºammatory stance against Israel to try to recoup their di-
minished nationalist credibility in the eyes of their urban Arab nationalist
constituents. This bellicose stance by Iraq’s ºawed democratic regime
pushed the more moderate monarchies in the Arab front-line states to re-
ject compromise over the creation of Israel, opening the door to the 1948
Arab-Israeli war and entrenching the Arab-Israeli rivalry.

We do not argue that Islam is culturally unsuited for democracy, but
rather that the institutional preparations for democracy are weak in most
Islamic states. Thus, sudden increases in mass political participation are
likely to be dangerous. Evidence of this may be found in the theocratic
pseudo-democracy established by the Iranian Revolution; it has pressed
the offensive in a bloody war of attrition with Iraq and supported violent
movements abroad. It took more than two decades for public opinion in
revolutionary Iran to moderate. At this point, ªnally, political liberaliza-
tion might make Iran more peaceful. But even if moderate democracy
eventually takes hold in Iran, the costs of the transition will have been
exorbitant.

This does not necessarily mean that all steps toward democracy in
the Islamic world would lead to disaster. Etel Solingen argues, for exam-
ple, that reforms leading toward “democratization from above,” com-
bined with economic liberalization, have been consistent with support for
peaceful policies in such Arab states as Jordan, Tunisia, Morocco, and Qa-
tar. “The more consolidated democratizing regimes become,” she notes,
“the less likely they are to experiment with populism and war.”39 Consis-
tent with our argument, these modest success cases indicate that the most
promising sequence for democratization in such settings begins with re-
forms of the state and the economy, together with limited forms of demo-
cratic participation, rather than a headlong jump into popular elections
before the strengthening of the institutions—such as efªcient and even-
handed public administration, the rule of law, professional journalism,
and political parties—that are needed to make a democratic system work.

Islamic democratization is hardly the only such danger on the hori-
zon. A future democratic opening in China, though much hoped for by
advocates of human rights and democratization, could produce a sober-
ing outcome.40 China’s communist rulers have presided over a commer-
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cial expansion that has generated wealth and a potentially powerful con-
stituency for broader political participation. However, given the huge
socio-economic divide between the prosperous coastal areas and the vast
impoverished hinterlands, it seems unlikely that economic development
will lead as smoothly to democratic consolidation in China as it has in
Taiwan. China’s leadership showed its resistance to pressures for demo-
cratic liberalization in its 1989 crackdown on the student movement at
Tiananmen Square, but party elites know that they need a stronger basis
of popular legitimacy to survive the social and ideological changes that
economic change has unleashed.

Nationalism is a key element in their strategy. China’s demand to in-
corporate Taiwan into the People’s Republic of China, its animosity to-
ward Japan, and its public displays of resentment at U.S. slights are
themes that resonate with the Chinese public and can easily be played
upon to rally national solidarity behind the regime. At the same time,
newly rising social forces see that China’s leaders permit more latitude to
expressions of nationalism than to liberalism. Thus, some of the same in-
tellectuals who played a role in the Tiananmen pro-democracy protests
turned up a few years later as authors of a nationalist text, China Can Say
No.41

Like many other established elites who have made use of popular na-
tionalist rhetoric, China’s party leadership has walked a ªne line, allow-
ing only limited expressions of popular nationalist outrage after such
provocations as the U.S. bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade,
anti-Chinese pogroms in Jakarta, or the U.S. spy plane incident of 2001.
They realize that criticism of external enemies can quickly become trans-
formed into popular criticism of the government for not being suf-
ªciently diligent in defense of Chinese national interests.

The period of democratization by great powers has always been a
moment of particular danger, in part because when states are militarily
strong, they may seek to use their force in pursuit of nationalist goals.
Vladimir Putin, for example, calculated carefully in using the Second
Chechen War to win election as president in Russia in 2000. A similar
strategy may appeal to politicians in a transitional China. How should
the United States, the international community, or other powerful actors
work to avert such dangers?
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Promoting Democracy in the Face of Risk

Our ªndings about the dangers of war during the process of democrati-
zation suggest ways to design strategies for promoting democratization.
Admittedly, most transitions to democracy result from a convergence of
dynamic social forces, and nobody has full control over their timing and
sequence. Nonetheless, a host of powerful actors—the U.S. government,
the United Nations, the community of transnational non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), and the indigenous pro-democracy movements in
various countries—have set for themselves the explicit goal of speeding
the transition to democracy and shaping its trajectory. Sometimes their ef-
forts make little difference, but sometimes—as in Burundi in 1993 and in
East Timor in 1999—their efforts can be decisive and for the worse. As
two great powers, Russia and China, remain at the dangerous early
stages of this transition, the international community now has strong in-
centives to make sure that its inºuence is part of the solution, not part of
the problem.

Our prescriptions stress the importance of getting the sequence right
in taking steps toward democracy. Of particular value are the insightful
recommendations made in an earlier context by the political scientist Eric
Nordlinger: “The probabilities of a political system developing in a non-
violent, nonauthoritarian, and eventually democratically viable manner
are maximized when a national identity emerges ªrst, followed by the
institutionalization of the central government, and then the emergence of
mass parties and mass electorate.”42 We examine the extent to which this
insight applies not only to the domestic violence that Nordlinger studied,
but also to international wars.

Spreading democracy is a worthwhile long-term goal, both as a value
in itself and as an eventual means to increasing global peace and stability.
Although some democratic transitions are risky, there is no alternative:
political change cannot be frozen. In the long run, democratization is an
inexorable global trend associated with social and economic develop-
ment. What democracy promoters must do—whether they are U.S. occu-
pation forces, NGOs, or reform coalitions in transitional states—is try to
create favorable institutional conditions in the sequence most likely to
foster successful, peaceful democratic transitions. Urging a democratic
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transition when the necessary institutions are extremely weak risks not
only a violent outcome, but also an increased likelihood of a long detour
into a pseudo-democratic form of nationalism.

Approaches to promoting democracy, especially by the United States,
are often naïve and insufªciently strategic. Carothers argues that activists
typically arrive with a shopping list of the ingredients that a mature de-
mocracy comprises, such as free speech, the rule of law, a vocal opposi-
tion, and a vibrant civil society, and try to mount programs to develop all
of these simultaneously, with no strategy for sequencing or integrating
these elements in a way that takes into account the dynamics of transi-
tion.43 Yet many of these elements may be counterproductive for demo-
cratic consolidation if they are promoted in an institutionally immature
setting. Where media are unprofessionalized and dependent on self-
serving elites, for example, free speech and vibrant civil society are often
hijacked as vehicles for nationalist rhetoric and activism.44 To avoid this,
international democracy promoters and political leaders in transitional
states must pay attention to the sequence and pace of democratic experi-
ments.

Our most general rule is to start the process by building the institu-
tions that democracy requires, and then encouraging mass political par-
ticipation and unfettered electoral competition only after these institu-
tions have begun to take root. Too often, as in Bosnia after the Dayton
Accords, elections have come too soon and merely locked in the domi-
nance of illiberal elites who won votes by playing the nationalist card.45

This is a lesson that seems difªcult for some promoters of democracy to
learn. During the U.S. occupation of Iraq, for example, the French govern-
ment called for a quick handover of sovereignty to an elected Iraqi gov-
ernment in 2003.46

The ªrst step toward democratic self-determination must be to deªne
the boundaries of the nation in a way that has broad legitimacy. Where
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this problem is not already solved by demography or history, national le-
gitimacy can only be achieved by constructing effective state institutions
that begin to meet a people’s needs for security and create for them a
shared fate even if they do not share nationality. In this process, the top
priority is to strengthen the ability of the administrative apparatus of the
state to act rationally, consistently, and impartially in implementing the
policy of the regime. At the same time, the leaders of a would-be pro-
democracy coalition, together with its international backers, need to seek
out and empower a strong political constituency that anticipates beneªts
from a successful democratic transition, while neutralizing potential
spoilers who might have the power and the motive to wreck it. In many
cases, this will involve “center-right” coalitions that include economic
and bureaucratic elites left over from the authoritarian regime.47 Such a
solution may be distasteful to some advocates of democratization, but
tactical accommodations are sometimes unavoidable in order to achieve
idealistic goals in the long run.

Once in power, the pro-reform leadership should work on a broad
front to build institutions, and put in place the machinery that is neces-
sary to regulate political participation in a working democracy: institu-
tionalize the rule of law in administrative matters and economic contract-
ing; establish the courts as an independent, reliable guarantor of civil
rights; and professionalize objective mass media that reach a broadly in-
clusive public. Democratic competition is meaningful only once these in-
stitutions have begun to take root. At that point, priority can shift to the
strengthening of representative institutions and the unleashing of mass
political parties.

This process does not necessarily have to go slowly. In the Czech Re-
public and South Africa, for example, where these preconditions were al-
ready in place or could be easily created, democratic consolidation hap-
pened quickly and successfully. In the absence of a strong institutional
foundation, however, the reform government and its international sup-
porters must get the sequence right to avoid creating the opportunity and
motive for illiberal nationalist strategies to subvert the process and turn it
toward violence. In these slower-paced transitions, the problem will be to
maintain the momentum of democratic institutional development with-
out risking a poorly institutionalized mass politics that could degenerate
into a nationalist bidding war. Of course, the international community
and their pro-democracy allies may not be able to manage each transition
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in the optimal way, but if the sequence goes wrong, the world should ex-
pect trouble.

In Chapter 2, we place our contribution in the context of the theory of
the democratic peace, and we address some alternative explanations for
the war-prone nature of democratizing states. In Chapter 3, we lay out
more fully the logic behind our argument about incomplete democratiza-
tion as a cause of nationalism and war. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 present statis-
tical tests of our argument. Chapters 7 and 8 examine a select subset of
these historical and contemporary case studies to trace the causal mecha-
nisms in more detail. In Chapter 9, we conclude by discussing the impli-
cations of our ªndings for broader understandings of democratic transi-
tions and prescriptions for how to manage this potentially turbulent
process.

the perilous path to the democratic peace l 19


