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1
The Promotion of Democracy and the Liberal Peace
To the extent that democracy and market economics hold sway in other nations, our own nation will be more secure,
prosperous and influential while the broader world will be more humane and peaceful.… [D]emocracies tend not to
wage war on each other or sponsor terrorism. They are more trustworthy in diplomacy and do a better job of
respecting the human rights of their people.… [Therefore,] the successor to a doctrine of containment must be a
strategy of enlargement—enlargement of the world’s free community of market democracies. (Lake 1993:660)
No state has more consistently proclaimed its adherence to this liberal vision of the international system than the
United States (Smith 1994). No state has worked harder to promote this vision by coercing others to adopt liberal
institutions “at the point of bayonets.”1 The United States concluded the nineteenth century with a war to “liberate”
Cuban “freedom fighters” from Spanish “tyranny.’’ For the next two and a half decades, U.S. Marines tried to teach a
variety of Caribbean Basin nations how to “elect good men.” In the immediate aftermath of World War II, the United
States mobilized extraordinary resources to transform Germany and Japan into liberal democracies during its military
occupations of the Axis powers. During the Cold
1. The phrase “at the point of bayonets” was used by Warren Harding during the 1920 presidential election campaign
to criticize Woodrow Wilson’s Haitian policies. The full quotation represented an attack on the Democrats’ vice
presidential candidate in the 1920 elections, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who had boasted that he had written the
Haitian constitution while serving as assistant secretary of the Navy under Wilson. Harding replied that he “would not
empower an Assistant Secretary of the Navy to draft a Constitution for helpless neighbors in the West Indies and jam
it down their throats at the point of bayonets borne by U.S. Marines” (Schmidt 1971:118).

< previous page

page_1

next page >

< previous page

page_2

next page >

Page 2
War, the United States promoted democracy during military interventions in Greece, South Korea, South Vietnam,
Lebanon, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, and a variety of other nations.
Thus, the Clinton administration follows a century-long American tradition in its paradoxical practice of imposing
self-determination through military force. In 1993 Clinton tried to turn the Bush administration’s limited humanitarian
intervention in Somalia into an attempt to lift that country “from the category of a failed state into that of an emerging
democracy” (Albright 1993a). In 1994 Clinton launched an invasion to depose Haiti’s dictators and restore the
democratically elected government of Jean Bertrand Aristide. In 1995 American troops embarked for Bosnia in
support of a U.S.-brokered accord that pinned its hopes for maintaining a single Bosnian state, in part, on the “free
and fair” elections held in September 1996.
In all, the United States has attempted to implant liberal institutions in its target states during thirty-three of its ninetythree twentieth-century military interventions. Indeed, policymakers have often pursued “proliberalization” policies
even when they expected that U.S. efforts “to impose liberalization and democratization on a government confronted
with violent internal opposition [would] not only fail, but actually assist the coming to power of new regimes …
hostile to American interests and policies” (Kirkpatrick 1979:36).
At the same time, however, this commitment to the promotion of democracy during military interventions has been
far from absolute. The United States failed to promote democracy during nearly two-thirds of its interventions. It has
often allied itself with brutally repressive authoritarian regimes rather than with the liberal opponents of such regimes.
The U.S. has often supported counterinsurgency policies that devastated democratic rights in partially liberal allies. In
perhaps half a dozen nations, most prominently in Guatemala in 1954 and Chile in 1973, the United States used covert
measures to help overthrow elected governments. The subsequent U.S.-backed governments were consistently less
democratic than the regimes they replaced (Forsythe 1992).2
What explains this seemingly contradictory practice? Under what conditions does the United States decide to promote
democracy during military interventions? More precisely, why has the United States so often adopted
2. Russett 1993, pages 120–24, argues that the regimes opposed by the United States were universally short of the
standards of full democracy and therefore these cases did not involve warfare among democracies. While this may
have been true in cases like Mossadeq’s Iraq, it is much more difficult to make this sort of case against countries like
Guatemala in 1954 or Chile in 1973.
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Page 3
“proliberalization’’ policies, defined as the combination of active support for “free and fair” elections with the
promotion of at least one of the following: centrist political parties, moderate interest groups, reductions in human
rights abuses, and/or formal subordination of the military to civilian authority, during its twentieth-century military
interventions? Why have policymakers chosen not to adopt such policies on other occasions? Understanding this
puzzle is important in its own terms, given the increasing significance of democracy promotion in American foreign
policy. It is also important for shedding new light on the critically important debate between realism and liberalism in
the international relations field.
International Security, Ideals, and Institutions
Those who attempt to explain why the United States promotes democracy abroad begin by debating whether U.S.
security interests or America’s liberalism drives policy. On the one hand, a security-based approach suggests that
presidents adopt proliberalization policies in order to build more stable and friendly allied regimes in Third World
states (Wright 1964; Ferguson 1972; Pastor 1987; Schoultz 1987; Shafer 1988; MacDonald 1992; Smith 1994;
Steinmetz 1994). Presidents will abandon proliberalization policies when the promotion of democracy contradicts
U.S. security interests. In general, the greater the international threat faced by the United States, the less flexibility it
will have to experiment with liberalizing reforms (Krasner 1978; Walt 1987). The more intense the ongoing war, the
less emphasis the United States can place on supporting liberalizing reforms (Kirkpatrick 1979). Finally, the United
States will be least likely to adopt proliberalization policies when it opposes the local government in the target state,
where purely coercive overt or covert force will predominate.
On the other hand, many analysts have argued that America’s liberalism fundamentally shapes its efforts to promote
democracy abroad. Some analysts emphasize the power of America’s liberal ideals. In this approach, U.S.
policymakers adopt proliberalization policies because they are compelled to do so by a universally shared cultural
bias in favor of democracy (Hartz 1955; Packenham 1973; Huntington 1981; Quester 1982). Others have emphasized
that institutional constraints imposed by Congress or interest groups have pushed the United States to promote
democracy abroad (Schoultz 1981; Forsythe 1988; Arnson 1993; Pastor 1992).
The standard synthesis for policymakers and many analysts has been to assume that “all good things go together”
(Packenham 1973). Indeed,
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policymakers have usually argued that proliberalization policies serve both American ideals and interests (Ferguson
1972:351). This synthesis cannot explain either why the United States would often pursue illiberal policies, or why it
might at other times pursue liberal reforms even when policymakers believed such reforms could harm U.S. security
interests.
This book offers an alternative synthesis of the realist and liberal approaches. It argues that there are two paths to the
promotion of democracy during U.S. military interventions. The security argument provides the best explanation of
the initial decisions of presidents. At first, presidents choose proliberalization policies when the international system
is least threatening, when it has the most leverage over the target government, and the conditions within the target
country are most conducive to pursuing such reforms. If the United States faces significant threats in the international
environment, there is an ongoing conflict in the target country, or the United States possesses limited leverage over
the target regime, presidents are not likely to push for liberalizing reforms.
When presidents fail to adopt proliberalization policies at the outset of an intervention, however, liberal ideological
attacks from the Congress often compel them to shift policies, despite the fact that they think that proliberalization
policies might harm U.S. security interests. Congressional pressure can also dissuade presidents from abandoning
proliberalization policies in response to a changing security environment. Under these circumstances, presidents use
the promotion of democracy to build domestic political consensus and “policy legitimacy” for U.S. interventions
(George 1980; Herman and Brodhead 1984; Melanson 1991).
Thus, America’s liberalism fundamentally shapes the use of force in U.S. policy toward the Third World. One must
integrate the cultural and institutional components of the liberal argument, however, to understand why the United
States does not pursue a consistent liberal policy. Liberal culture plays a crucial role in guiding policy, but only when
political actors in important institutional positions in the democratic political process use liberal appeals in support of
or opposition to policy. Furthermore, security considerations are most important when decisions are lodged in the
executive branch institutions most insulated from democratic politics.
More broadly, the promotion of democracy is one of the most important tools American leaders use to transcend the
potential contradictions involved in being a liberal great power. America’s liberal institutions do indeed constrain the
country’s ability to pursue a vigorous foreign policy abroad. In this context, the promotion of democracy has become
a central theme in overcoming institutional inertia by forging a domestic consensus in favor of
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an expansionist foreign policy. Internationally, America offers an appealing vision of a peaceful union of democratic
states, under American leadership, that will bring liberty and prosperity to all like-minded states. When others accept
this vision not just because it is being imposed by a more powerful state, but because they find it persuasive and
compelling, the United States can avoid creating the balancing coalitions that realists contend inevitably confront
dominant powers.
Liberal Peace and Liberal Interventionism
The debate over the promotion of democracy in U.S. foreign policy reflects the broader debate about the “liberal
peace” in the international relations field. The primary question in that broader debate has been whether security
interests or domestic liberalism play the most important role in shaping the foreign policy behavior of liberal states.
Realists expect states to go to war whenever necessary to protect their security and enhance their power. They argue
that regime type is irrelevant and that security considerations often compel states to abandon ideological goals.
Realists dismiss the rarity of war between democracies, which seems to lend credence to the liberal argument as a
mere statistical coincidence (Mearsheimer 1990; Layne 1994; Spiro 1994; Farber and Gowa 1995).
Domestic liberals, on the other hand, believe the near absence of war between democracies to be one of the most
profound empirical laws of international relations (Doyle 1983a; Russett 1993; Ray 1995; Thompson and Tucker
1997; Gleditsch and Hegre 1997). As is true of the debate about the promotion of democracy, liberals differ about
which aspect of liberalism is most crucial in shaping the democratic peace. Some liberals emphasize that the
institutional constraints imposed by republican government limit the ability of liberal states to go to war against any
type of potential adversary (Gaubatz 1991; Morgan and Campbell 1991; Lake 1992). Others believe that liberal
cultural norms of tolerance for self-determination and support for nonviolent conflict resolution bind liberal states
together in a “pacific union” (Doyle 1983a; Russett 1993; Dixon 1994).3
3. Many liberals emphasize that liberal states are also more likely to engage in the kind of broad-based, mutually
beneficial trade relationships that can build peaceful cooperation between states (Doyle 1983a; Russett and O’Neal
1997). While economic relationships will be an important focus of the case studies, this book focuses more intently on
the other components of the domestic liberal argument.
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One of the central puzzles surrounding the liberal peace, as emphasized in Doyle’s path-breaking two-part article on
the subject in 1983, is that while liberal states tend not to war with one another, they participate in wars as often as do
illiberal states.4 Indeed, liberal states have launched wars of aggression against illiberal states. In the often-ignored
second part of his article, Doyle points to two factors to explain this puzzling behavior:
First, outside the pacific union, liberal regimes, like all other states, are caught in the international state of war Hobbes
and the Realists describe. Conflict and wars are a natural outcome of struggles for resources, prestige, and security
among independent states.… Second, these failures are also the natural complement of liberalism’s success as an
intellectual guide to foreign policy among liberal states. The very constitutional restraint … and international respect
for individual rights that promote peace among liberal societies can exacerbate conflicts in relations between liberal
and non-liberal societies. (Doyle 1983b:324–25)
This book explicitly focuses on the second part of Doyle’s puzzle and uses his fundamental insights to frame its
central argument. While domestic liberalism might explain the separate peace that has emerged among democracies,
one must integrate the realist and liberal perspectives to understand fully the conflict behavior of liberal states in an
often illiberal world. Furthermore, an analysis of the promotion of democracy during U.S. military interventions
demonstrates that liberal institutions and ideals can generate a variety of contradictory foreign policy behaviors
unexpected by the most optimistic advocates of the liberal peace.
Organization of the Book
This book examines the record of U.S. efforts to promote democracy at the point of bayonets using both a broad
quantitative analysis of twentieth-century U.S. military interventions and in-depth studies of individual cases based on
secondary sources and documentary evidence. Chapter 2 spells out
4. Hermann and Kegley (1996) have discovered a similar pattern in their work on democracy and military
intervention. While democracies generally intervene as often as nondemocracies, they rarely intervene against other
democracies. In an interesting twist on the liberal argument, they have found that democracies are also less likely to
be the target of military intervention by any type of state than is true of nondemocracies.
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the argument in greater detail and tests the contrasting realist and liberal hypotheses with an examination of the
adoption of proliberalization and nonliberalization policies during ninety-three military interventions between 1898
and 1996. The analysis in this chapter demonstrates strong support for the argument that there are two paths to the
promotion of democracy, depending on whether the initiative for the adoption of such policies comes from the
president or the Congress.
Chapter 3 argues that the McKinley administration’s occupation policies in Cuba after the Spanish-American War
provide a paradigmatic example of the congressional path to the promotion of democracy. Realist considerations
initially led McKinley to pursue a long-term U.S. military occupation of Cuba to prevent political instability on the
island. By 1899, however, liberal attacks from the Congress claiming that America’s commitment to ‘‘liberate” Cuba
from Spanish tyranny was being subverted by McKinley’s occupation policies, pushed the president to sponsor “free
and fair” elections in Cuba. The United States granted independence to a newly elected government of Cuba in 1902.
Chapter 3 also investigates the contrasting example of the Philippines where the United States engaged in a brutal
counterinsurgency war against Filipino nationalists and erected the framework for long-term colonial rule, despite
congressional pressure to pursue more liberal policies.
Chapter 4 examines a case from the presidential path to the promotion of democracy, Kennedy administration policy
toward the Diem regime in South Vietnam. In this case, realist concerns rather than congressional pressure led
Kennedy first to push Diem to open up his regime to include participation by the noncommunist opposition, and later
to support Diem’s overthrow in a November 1963 coup. Kennedy’s affiliation with the Democratic Party both
predisposed him to select proliberalization policies to serve U.S. security interests and limited potential opposition to
his policies by liberal Democrats in Congress.
Chapter 5 looks at another case from the congressional path to the promotion of democracy: the Reagan
administration’s policy toward El Salvador between 1981 and 1984. In 1981 Reagan committed the United States to
support the most authoritarian military elements of the governing junta in El Salvador in their effort to achieve a
military victory over the leftist guerrillas of the FMLN. Reagan officials were convinced that such policies were
essential to avoid a repeat of the debacle of Carter’s policies toward Nicaragua. Nevertheless, by 1984 liberal pressure
from Congress had compelled the Reagan administration to place itself firmly behind a set of proliberalization
policies in El Salvador, including support for elections,
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José Napoleón Duarte’s Christian Democratic Party, and improvement in the human rights record of the Salvadoran
armed forces.
Chapter 6 examines the application of Clinton’s policies of democratic enlargement during its military interventions
in Haiti and Bosnia and suggests that the present era is likely to involve consistent U.S. support for democracy during
interventions because both the realist and liberal arguments are pushing in the same direction. The comparatively low
level of international threat to the United States in the global balance of power provides a permissive international
environment for the pursuit of liberal goals. In addition, the congressional argument suggests that in a post-Cold War
world where anticommunism is no longer available as an ideological tool for forging consensus, liberal
internationalism is the most likely alternative tool for building consensus behind an activist foreign policy. Thus,
Clinton’s emphasis on the policy of democratic enlargement must be conceived of as an essential tool for building a
domestic consensus for an activist foreign policy in the context of a Congress with potentially strong opposition to
any internationalist foreign policy. As both cases suggest, however, congressional pressure in this era is also more
likely to lead to extreme caution in the practice of potentially costly interventions. Nevertheless, in a world in which
the United States is the lone superpower, promotion of the idea of the liberal pacific union can be an effective strategy
for convincing other liberal powers not to challenge U.S. dominance in the global balance of power.
Chapter 7 asks whether U.S. efforts to promote democracy at the point of bayonets actually leads to successful
democratization. A broad examination of twentieth-century U.S. interventions suggests that the promotion of
democracy during U.S. military intervention can have a profound and positive impact on the democratization of target
states, especially when proliberalization policies are combined with efforts to dismantle or diminish the power of local
military institutions in target states. Finally, the concluding chapter speculates about the relationship among American
power, the promotion of democracy, and the liberal peace in the decades to come.
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2
Presidents, Congress, and the promotion of Democracy
Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders stormed up San Juan Hill in August 1898 to liberate Cuba from Spanish tyranny and
teach the Cubans how to elect good men. Nearly a century later, U.S.-led NATO troops occupied Bosnia to put an end
to ethnic cleansing and teach the Bosnians how to elect good men. From 1898 to 1996 liberal America managed to
launch ninety-three military interventions despite the constraints that republican institutions of governance are
supposed to place on the use of force in a democracy. Indeed, only a handful of states have launched more military
interventions than the United States since World War II (Tillema 1994).
The United States made a significant effort to promote democracy during thirty-three of these interventions. If liberal
values guide U.S. policy, why has the United States attempted to build democracy in target states only a third of the
time? If realist calculations of power and interest dominate decision-making, why has the United States pushed for
democracy as often as it has?
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This chapter maps out the broad patterns of the promotion of democracy during twentieth-century U.S. military
interventions. It begins by defining military intervention and creating a list of experiences that qualify for inclusion in
this study. It then classifies cases of the adoption or nonadoption of proliberalization policies during military
interventions.
Two sets of possible explanations for the promotion of democracy during military interventions are examined. On the
one hand, a realist approach suggests that presidents adopt proliberalization policies when the global and local
balances of power are most permissive for the pursuit of ideological goals, and when they believe that the promotion
of democracy will build a more stable allied regime in the target state. They abandon such policies when the
promotion of democracy contradicts U.S. security interests. A threatening international environment, an ongoing war
in the target country, and/or U.S. opposition to the government in the target state reduce the probability that U.S.
presidents will experiment with liberalizing reforms.
The domestic liberal argument, on the other hand, suggests that America’s liberal culture pushes it to promote
democratizing reforms during interventions, but only when political actors in important institutional positions in the
democratic political process use liberal appeals in support of or opposition to policy. The stronger the presence of
liberal internationalists in the policy process, the greater the likelihood that the United States will promote democracy
during an intervention. Democratic presidents initially choose proliberalization policies more readily than
Republicans because of the strength of liberal internationalists in the Democratic Party. Even when presidents initially
fail to adopt proliberalization policies, liberal ideological attacks from the Congress often compel them to shift
policies. Congressional pressure can also encourage presidents to maintain a commitment to liberal reforms even in an
increasingly dangerous security environment. Under these circumstances, presidents use the promotion of democracy
to legitimize and build domestic political consensus for U.S. interventions.
The statistical record of twentieth-century U.S. interventions presented in this chapter supports a synthesis of the
realist and domestic liberal approaches. There are two paths to the promotion of democracy during military
interventions. The realist argument provides the best explanation of the initial choices of presidents. The
congressional argument from the domestic liberal perspective, however, best accounts for presidents’ final choices. In
broad terms, the record shows how the promotion of democracy has become an important ideological tool for
legitimating the exercise of American power abroad to both domestic and international audiences.
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