Democratic states and commitment
in international relations

Kurt Taylor Gaubatz

[T]he Four Hundpred . . . departed widely from the democratic system of gov-
emment. . . . They also sent to Agis, the Lacedaemonian king, at Decelea, to
say that they desired to make peace, and that he might reasonably be more

disposed to treat now that he had them to deal with instead of the inconstant

COMMORS.
—Thucydides

Confederations are dissolved for the sake of some advantage, and in this re-
publics abide by their agreements far better than do princes. Instances might
be cited of treaties broken by princes for a very small advantage, and of trea-
ties which have not been broken by a republic for a very great advantage.
—Machiavelli

The traditional view of popular government as shifting and unreliable, which
Thucydides attributes to the Athenian oligarchs, has a long and distinguished
history. Machiavelli, who takes issue with this view, attributes it to ““all writers”
and “all historians.”! The significant, if still somewhat tenuous worldwide trend
toward democratization of the past decade has renewed interest in the
implications of democratic governance for the international behavior of states.?
Most of that interest has focused on the relationship between democracy and
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conflict. But, as is made clear in the work of both Thucydides and Machiavelli,
there are long-standing debates about other important dimensions of the
international behavior of popular governments. I return here to the basic
question suggested by Thucydides and Machiavelli, which asks about the ability
of democratic states to make commitments in their international relations. I
argue that there is both a theoretical and an empirical basis for rejecting the
traditional view of “‘the inconstant commons.”

The ability of states to make commitments is a critical dimension of the
international system. Between two states, commitments run the gamut from
formal defense treaties to casual assurances between diplomats. For liberal
institutionalists, the ability to make commitments is central to the process of
international institutionalization.? But commitments do not have to reflect only
cooperative behavior. Even for realists, the ability to make commitments is
critical to international interactions. The efficacy of deterrence threats and the
functioning of alliance politics clearly hinge on the ability of actors to make
credible commitments.*

The dominant assumption in the study of international relations has been
that the ability, or the lack of ability, to make commitments is a function of the
anarchic international system.> Recent work in conflict studies, combined with
the apparent trend toward democratization, has raised anew the question of
whether theoretically worthwhile distinctions can be made in analyzing the
international behavior of different regime types.® Given the importance of
commitment and the traditional concern about the inconstancy of popular rule,
the possibility that liberal and democratic domestic political and economic
arrangements may have distinct effects on the ability of states to make credible
international commitments would seem well worth investigating.

On the face of it, the challenge of signaling and maintaining commitment in
political systems that require public deliberation and approval for major
international actions would seem formidable. But the relationship between
international commitments and domestic politics is more complex than might
be assumed from a narrow focus on the idea of the inconstant commons. In this
article I set out a working definition of liberal democracy and draw out of that
definition several implications for the ability of states to make international
commitments. As against the common perspective of democratic inconstancy, I
argue that there are both normative and structural characteristics of liberal
democratic states that can significantly enhance the strength of their interna-
tional commitments. I then turn to a consideration of democratic alliance
behavior as a preliminary empirical indicator for the distinctive nature of
democratic commitments in the international system. In particular, I bring
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forward strong empirical evidence to show that alliances between liberal
democratic states have proved more durable than either alliances between
nondemocratic states or alliances between democratic and nondemocratic
states.

Democracy and commitment both are complex phenomena. Many books
have been written on both subjects. For the purpose of this analysis, I offer
working definitions that, while inadequate as complete philosophical state-
ments, can serve as the basis for a discussion of these phenomena within the
context of international affairs.

A state makes a commitment to a course of action when it creates a
subjective belief on the part of others that it will carry through with a certain
course of action. Commitments may be trivial and involve doing things that are
clearly in one’s interest to do. The more interesting commitments are those that
bind the state to take some set of actions that do not look to be in its narrow
self-interest as an international actor. Thus, the commitment problem for the
United States when it used nuclear deterrence to defend Europe against a.
Soviet attack was how to convince both the Europeans and the Soviets that in
the event of a war, American leaders would be prepared to sacrifice New York
in order to save Berlin or Paris.” In this article I will deal in particular with
alliance commitments. Alliances, at their core, are a reaction to the problem of
nontrivial commitment.® If the narrow self-interest of one alliance partner
would be served by defending the other, the two would not need to formalize
their commitment on paper, beyond some minimal efforts to coordinate
defense policies and practices. The creation of a formal alliance is an attempt
to signal to both the alliance partners and other states that a genuine
commitment to some level of mutual defense exists.

The definition of democracy is even more problematic. I focus in this article
on the notion of “liberal democracy.” Scholars, of course, continue to debate
the relationship between these two terms, but my argument proceeds analyti-
cally from both concepts. Liberalism refers to a conception of the state that
faces juridical limits on its powers and functions.” Democracy refers to a form
of government in which power rests with the majority. Democracy requires
governments to be able to garner majority approval of their performance in
order to stay in power. At the same time, liberalism will require that minority
opinions can be expressed and that rivals for power will be able to exercise their
rights to try to form alternative majorities. The demands that power be limited
and that it rest with the majority can be in tension.!? In the modern world,
however, liberalism and democracy have become strongly, though not perfectly
interconnected. Indeed, a number of scholars argue that modern democracy in
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its juridical or institutional sense is a natural extension of liberalism.!! For the
purposes of this analysis, then, liberal democracies comprise states that are
limited in their conduct of international affairs by constitutionally defined
institutions of popular will and of juridical constraint.

At the domestic level, the survival of liberal democracy and the ability of
governments to make credible commitments are inherently intertwined. The
existence of liberal democracy ultimately rests on the ability of the majority to
convince minorities that it will not remake institutions when its narrow
self-interests might be better served by abandoning the notion of limited
government. A central question of liberal democratic theory, then, is how it is
that the majority commits to accept limits on its power.!?

Similarly, scholars have long debated the implications of limited government
and majority rule for external commitments. Before moving to the analytic
portion of this inquiry, it is worth a brief detour to summarize some of these
perspectives about the ability of liberal democratic states to make commit-
ments in their international relations.

Three perspectives on democratic commitments

The traditional views on the ability of democratic states to make international
commitments can be grouped into three perspectives. The first perspective
emerges from the dictate of structural realism that internal organization will be
irrelevant to the external behavior of states.!3 In this view, the ability of states to
make commitments will be based on the demands of the distribution of power
in the anarchic international system. There is little room, then, for different
behaviors to arise systematically from variations in domestic regimes. In the
words of Kenneth Waltz: “International politics consists of like units duplicat-
ing one another’s activities.”1* All states will have trouble making commitments
because the system is anarchic, and the incentives for keeping or breaking
commitments will be no different for democratic or nondemocratic regimes. To
date, the vast majority of the literature on the nature of commitments in
international relations has treated regime type as irrelevant.

Those who have addressed domestic dynamics and the impact of regime type
have tended to take a second perspective that views democratic states as
distinctively less capable of making strong commitments. As Machiavelli
asserts, there is a long tradition of skepticism regarding the efficacy of internal
democracy for external relations in general and in particular about the ability
of democratic states to make external commitments. Democratic foreign
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