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1. Introduction
The promotion of democracy in the contemporary world builds on a long and
venerable tradition in Western liberal thought. Despite its ultimate failure, Woodrow
Wilson’s attempt ‘to make the world safe for democracy’ illustrates that such ideas
have had a major impact on foreign policy production, especially in the United States.
The calamities of WWII and the risks associated with nuclear deterrence have
however strengthened the hand of realist skeptics. While President Carter and
President Reagan both exhibited an appetite for Wilsonian principles, at least
rhetorically, it was not until after the end of the Cold War that democratization
regained a central position in foreign policy debates. The crumbling of authoritarian
regimes in the post-communist world, in Latin America and elsewhere led to a
sweeping wave of democratization that decisively changed the Zeitgeist in the early
1990s. During the Clinton years, it was increasingly argued that the long-term
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stabilization of war-torn areas outside the Western World required efforts to
democratize the polities in question. i

Following the attacks of September 11, 2001, the Bush Administration raised the
stakes even further in its attempt to democratize the entire Middle East, partly as an
attempt to justify its occupation of Iraq in 2003. Yet, democratization turned out to be
much more difficult than anticipated by its Western promoters, as illustrated by the
events in Iraq, Palestine, Afghanistan and elsewhere in the region. The
neoconservatives, who were among the most enthusiastic proponents of the war in
Iraq, have been almost fully discredited by their own failure to bring either stability or
democracy to Iraq, let alone beyond its borders. Indeed, many around the world now
see democratic intervention as a cover for US imperialist or even neo-colonialist
tendencies. At the same time, the Bush Administration’s extreme anti-terrorist
measures, including illiberal detention policies and investigation techniques, have
further undermined the global appeal of Western democracy. Moreover, there are
signs that the democratization wave set in motion by the end of the Cold War has
started to wane in other parts of the world, perhaps most prominently in Russia and its
‘Near Abroad.’

Given the high stakes involved in these democratization efforts and the contradictory
trends that surround them, it is all the more important to get the facts right. Covering
primarily empirical studies, this article explores what the political science literature
has to say about the promise and perils of expanding democratic governance. In order
to limit our review to the core issue, we focus entirely on the hypothesis that
democratization may trigger conflict. As will become clear, this postulate does not
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stand in opposition to the well-known claim that stable democracies do not fight each
other. What matters in this case is what happens when authoritarian regimes undergo
transformations that open the doors to broad political participation. Indeed, Michael
Mann reminds us that even ultimately successful democratization processes have
triggered considerable amounts of violence. ii From a Western perspective, it is all too
easy to forget how countries that today enjoy the fruits of stable democracy and
human rights underwent turbulent periods of nation-building that included ethnic
cleansing and coercive assimilation.

In the following, we start by considering how International Relations (IR) scholars
have analyzed the connection between democratization and warfare before turning to
the comparative politics literature. As will become clear, each body of work has
developed almost independently of the other. In the next section, we consider more
recent attempts to transcend the sub-disciplinary boundaries by considering domestic
and international politics in an integrated framework.

2. Democratization and War in International Relations
During the Cold War, structural theory dominated the IR literature on war causation.
According to neorealists and proponents of related theories, neither changes in human
behaviour, nor reforms of the state, are likely to eliminate war. Given the anarchical
state of international life and the fundamental need for states to protect their own
security, war will continue to occur, for there is nothing to prevent it from
happening. iii Opposing such a pessimistic view, liberal scholars argue that democratic
values and institutions, together with growing trade networks, will limit war and
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strengthen the pacific behaviour of states. iv Until late in the 20th century, however,
the liberal proposition that states become more peaceful through democratization was
overshadowed by realist pessimism and third-image interpretations of interstate wars.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the tide began to turn in favour of democracy, as
polities in many regions of the world became more democratic, and several studies
began to provide solid evidence supporting the view that democracies tend not to go
to war against other democracies. v Over time, the dyadic democratic peace
proposition emerged as an empirical consensus, although the debate surrounding
definitions of democracy and war, and the specific causal mechanisms linking the
two, continues. vi Enthusiasm about the peaceful impact of democracy peaked at the
end of the Cold War and with the ‘third wave’ of democratization in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. vii

However, more recently, a series of articles introduced a more cautionary note into the
debate, pointing to the ‘dark side of democracy,’ viii and to the ‘rise of illiberal
democracy.’ ix Two influential articles by Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder
posited the idea that in the early stages of a state's democratization, the risk of war
increases. x Mansfield and Snyder undoubtedly accept the majority view in the
democratic peace debate that the world would be a safer place if more states were
mature and stable democracies. However, they also stress that autocracies do not
become democracies overnight. On the contrary, developing democracies typically go
through a rocky transition period during which they become more conflict prone than
states without a changing regime. Unlike many realists, Mansfield and Snyder argue
that the volatile domestic attributes of states during democratic transition help to
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explain the outbreak of war equally as well as shifts in the balance of power between
states and in the structure of the international environment.

As exponents of a ‘tough-minded’ liberalism, Mansfield and Snyder however take
issue with the ‘naive enthusiasm for spreading peace by promoting democratization’
associated with the Clinton Administration. xi In their view, it is not wise to push
autocracies and commanding powers such as Russia and China towards early
liberalization, as this could have dire consequences. This should not be interpreted as
a recommendation that democratization be suppressed in the interests of peace.
Rather, Mansfield and Snyder argue that since external actors have only a limited
impact on domestic democratization processes, the best the international community
can do is to develop strategies that minimize the risks associated with
democratization. They contend that the best way of reducing the dangers associated
with democratic transition is therefore to provide threatened elites with incentives to
give up power and to support a free and responsible exchange of ideas. Of similar
importance are the establishment of steady commercial partnerships and the
maintenance of a regional security presence. xii

How do Mansfield and Snyder explain the propensity of democratizing states for
violent conflict? The opening of the domestic political space in the early stages of
democratization, they argue, leads to intense competition between old and new
elites. xiii While the old autocratic power structures are in decline, the new democratic
institutions are still too weak to effectively regulate mass political competition. The
unhealthy interaction between mass political participation and underdeveloped
institutions is central to their argument and builds on Samuel Huntington’s earlier
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observation. Huntington discerned that the gap between high levels of political
participation and poorly integrated institutions is one of the key problems of political
development. xiv

In mature democracies, political competition is regulated by effective and efficient
democratic institutions. However in the early stages of democratization, elites have to
turn to other means to mobilize popular support, and in the absence of strong
institutions, such as political parties, independent courts, free media, and transparent
electoral processes, old and new elites alike are prone to use national sentiment to
gain popular support and win elections. In particular, the break-up of the old regime
threatens the privileges of its most powerful elites, including military bureaucrats and
key economic actors. These elites, who often have a parochial interest in military
expansion and in minimizing foreign economic competition, quickly recognize the
value of ‘playing the nationalist card’ to protect their interests. This means that in
developing democracies, national sentiment is often riding high.

The weakness of the transitional state, Mansfield and Snyder suggest, allows elites to
govern in the name of the people without having to be fully accountable to voters.
Furthermore, weak political institutions have a tendency to produce incoherent
policies. This, according to Mansfield and Snyder, explains why democratizing states
often fail to send clear signals to both their allies and their enemies. xv Moreover,
unregulated competition between old and new elites tends to result in heterogeneous
coalitions of elites and popular supporters, brought together by parochial interests.
Coalition politics under such circumstances favours logrolling and nationalist
outbidding strategies, further heightening the danger of war. Once elites are engaged
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in a process of nationalist outbidding, they are often drawn towards belligerent foreign
policies, which in turn can result in war, initiated by the democratizing state.

In their original articles, Mansfield and Snyder derive most of their theoretical
arguments from the early stages of mass political participation in the decline of the
feudal state. xvi Their examples are drawn from four great powers: Britain, France,
Germany, and Japan. The results of their quantitative analysis are limited to interstate
wars, including wars between a state and a non-state actor, as in colonial wars. Early
findings indicate that democratizing states were more likely to fight wars than were
states that had not undergone a regime change. It seemed that the bigger the leap
toward democracy, the greater the risk of war. Moreover, autocratic reversals did not
appear to reduce the risk of war to the extent apparent in states that had not undergone
a regime change. States in the process of democratization however appeared more
likely to go to war than those in the process of autocratization. xvii

Mansfield and Snyder’s argument that democratization can cause war triggered an
intense debate about the precise circumstances under which democratization might
lead to military hostilities. A series of critiques cautioned that problems in their
research design produced inconsistent results. First, claiming that Mansfield and
Snyder’s measure of democratization is imprecise, authors highlighted various
problems linked to their operationalization of regime type. Specifically, these scholars
criticized the length of the arguably arbitrarily chosen observational intervals used to
define regime change. According to this critique, a ten-year period is too long to exert
an influence on the probability of war participation. xviii Other critics suggested that
different types of democratization might contain different levels of risk and called for
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a disaggregation of the types of democratization. xix Still others pointed out that
Mansfield and Snyder had failed to consider the dynamic aspects of regime change,
namely the direction, intensity, and nature of this change. Relying on statistical
methods, Ward and Gleditsch distinguished between smooth and gradual
democratization processes on the one hand and oscillating democratization processes
full of reversals on the other, arguing that such a research design offers a better
assessment of the effects of democratization on the likelihood of war. xx

Second, another line of attack implies that war is linked more closely to regime-type
transitions in general than to democratization more specifically. Although Mansfield
and Snyder’s theory was concerned with the dangers associated with democratization,
they also found evidence that autocratization could be dangerous. The fact that they
included all types of regime change, regardless of the direction of such change,
prompted these scholars to downplay the role of democratization. Testing the
correlations between overall regime change and war onset, Thompson and Tucker
found that democratization and war occurred independently of one another, xxi a claim
subsequently challenged by Mansfield and Snyder. xxii

Third, some authors highlighted alleged empirical biases in Mansfield and Snyder’s
original work. Although Mansfield and Snyder’s theoretical argument is based on a
few great-power cases, most of the statistical evidence concerns small and medium
states. In contrast to Mansfield and Snyder’s outward-looking causal logic, these
authors suggested that external factors associated with the distribution of power might
also affect war onset. xxiii Yet others took issue with Mansfield and Snyder's focus on
transitions from 1816 to 1980, which by definition ignores the most recent waves of
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democratization in Latin America and in Eastern Europe. xxiv The swift and mostly
peaceful democratization of post-communist countries in Eastern Europe, these critics
asserted, undermines Mansfield and Snyder’s findings – a point that had been noted
by Mansfield and Snyder in their original contribution. xxv Indeed, it cannot be
excluded that feudal and communist states may react quite differently to
democratization processes.

In response to these arguments, Mansfield and Snyder substantially refined their
research design. xxvi The differentiation between incomplete democratic transitions
(from autocracy to mixed regimes) and complete democratic transitions (to coherent
democracies) is central to their later work. Without this distinction, there is only
limited evidence that democratization affects international conflict. Utilizing the
refined research design considerable evidence is found that incomplete
democratization processes are especially prone to war, more so than both mature
democracies and states in the process of autocratization. Complete and quick
democratizations, however, seem much less risky; further, only a few indications were
found that autocratic transitions can lead to war.

Mansfield and Snyder’s findings confirm that the size of a country’s power and the
distribution of capabilities among the major powers are important indicators for the
likelihood of war. However, realist explanations that focus on the relative military
weakness of democratizing states cannot adequately explain why limited transitions
often result in war. According to Mansfield and Snyder's results, democratizing states
are not especially likely to become the target of an attack. On the contrary, they tend
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to be the initiators of international hostilities, triggering conflict through nationalist
rhetoric and through costly but unaccountable commitments. xxvii

The differentiation between incomplete and complete democratization is also
important with regard to policy. Although Mansfield and Snyder do not deny the
peaceful benefits of quick and successful transformations to mature and stable
democracies, they warn about democratization processes that stall before the
emergence of stable democracy. Limited transitions in countries with weak central
government institutions are likely to result in undesirable foreign policy
consequences, including war. Consequently, Mansfield and Snyder recommend that a
strong state is built before the introduction of competitive elections. xxviii This policy
advice has been criticized by less reluctant liberals, most prominently by
Carothers. xxix

Due to the dominance of third-image explanations of war, the IR literature still offers
relatively little guidance as regards domestic politics and relevant political
institutions. For similar reasons, and despite the decline of interstate wars, civil wars
received relatively little attention by IR scholars until recently. As we will see in the
next section, comparativists have been quicker to address these challenges.
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3. Democratization and War in Comparative Politics
While students of comparative politics have devoted considerable amounts of energy
to understanding democratization, the link to political violence has rarely been at the
center of attention. Democratization, studied mostly in light of recent experiences in
Southern Europe and Latin America xxx or more recently in Central and Eastern
Europe, xxxi was largely seen as an evident goal, and the main question was rather how
democracies could be consolidated. xxxii As we have seen, Huntington’s classical work
on development suggested that the path to democracy could also lead to turmoil. xxxiii
According to this perspective, mass mobilization inevitably linked with
democratization has to be channelled by strong state institutions. In the absence of
such institutions, democratization may end in violent conflict. These cautionary
remarks also found resonance in Rustow’s work which posits that successful
democratization is more likely if it follows a series of well-defined steps. xxxiv

The discussion of the path toward democracy in comparative politics was, however,
very strongly linked to the question of what political institutions were most
appropriate to resolve potential societal conflicts. A main preoccupation concerned
the question whether democracy is at all possible in plural societies. xxxv In connection,
Lijphart introduced the notion of consociational democracy to bridge the cleavages in
plural societies, and came to a more optimistic conclusion. More specifically, he
argued that in plural societies, elite accommodation may help bridge societal
divisions. xxxvi

Similar questions were addressed in studies of presidentialism xxxvii and
federalism. xxxviii As a number of Latin American countries began to democratize after
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military dictatorships, many of them ‘imported’ presidential systems from North
America. Critics argued however, that these systems’ reliance on both the presidency
and the parliament, each one enjoying separate legitimacy, undermines conflict
management. Parliamentary regimes, on the contrary would allow for a much better
resolution of conflict. xxxix The debate on the effects of federalism followed similar
lines. While certain authors claimed that this institution had very attractive properties,
others, especially after the breakup of federal ex-Yugoslavia and the Soviet-Union
questioned these optimistic assessments.

Thus it is not surprising that the increasing importance of civil wars has prompted
comparative politics scholars to address the question of how societal tensions could be
prevented from triggering violent conflicts. In his influential study of ‘Ethnic Groups
in Conflict,’ Horowitz discusses in detail various institutional arrangements
supposedly serving to mitigate ethnic tensions. xl His assessment of both
consociational democracy and federalism is mostly negative. These institutions, in his
view, might actually perpetuate the divisions between societal groups rather than
resolving conflicts. Following this important work, a series of quantitative studies
address in a more systematic way to what extent various institutional arrangements
may trigger rebellions xli and the outbreak of civil wars. xlii

Given that many of these institutions are only of relevance in at least minimally
democratic settings, the level of democracy often appears as an important background
factor. Therefore, when assessing whether proportional institutions might mitigate
societal conflict, Cohen controls for whether the political system is in transition. xliii
He finds that transitional periods marginally increase the level of rebellions. Many
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studies, however, do not focus directly on transitions or democratizations, but assess
how the level of democracy affects conflict. In part this has to do with the fact that
important studies dealing with the outbreak of civil wars focus on the opportunity for
violence, and less on the grievances that might be mobilized in democratization
processes. Two influential studies by Fearon and Laitin and by Collier and Hoeffler
emphasize the first element of the well-known dichotomy of ‘greed and
grievances.’ xliv In these studies, regime instability and the level of democracy are
controlled for, but very little weight is given to the finding that anocratic systems
appear to be particularly afflicted by civil wars.

This relationship attracts explicit attention in a Norwegian study by Hegre and his
colleagues, who find a curvilinear relationship between the level of democracy, as
measured by the Polity Index, and the outbreak of a civil war. xlv The authors argue
that many democratization efforts fail to result in complete transitions and thus get
stuck in the middle range of the democracy scale. Such anocracies are
disproportionately affected by civil wars. xlvi Given the static nature of the test
regarding democracy, however, it is impossible to infer whether democratization
increases the likelihood of violent domestic conflict.

A more fine-grained analysis is proposed by Kristian Gleditsch. xlvii He not only
considers how the level of democracy affects the outbreak of civil wars, but also
controls for the direction of changes and their extent. xlviii His findings confirm that
anocracies are the most conflict-prone, but in addition, he is able to demonstrate that
the changes themselves may lead to conflictual situations.
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All these preceding studies rely on the well-known Polity Index as their main measure
of democracy. As several authors have recently highlighted, however, this indicator is
problematic when applied to civil wars. xlix In particular, specific codes of the
component indicators are related to the outbreak of civil wars. Given that these codes
often bias the overall score toward anocracy, many of the insights concerning the link
between democracy and civil war have to be regarded as questionable. Vreeland, for
instance, demonstrates that the curvilinear effect of democracy in the aforementioned
Norwegian study disappears if these problems with the Polity Index are accounted for.
Furthermore, the curvilinear effect fails to appear when other democracy indicators
are used.

A more fundamental critique of the Polity Index is advanced by Treier and Jackman,
who argue that the measurement model underlying this index is flawed. l Employing a
more adequate measurement model and replicating the Norwegian study, Treier and
Jackman find no confirmation for a curvilinear relationship between the level of
democracy and the outbreak of a civil war.

Based on the comparative politics literature, it must be concluded that the relationship
between democratization and political violence remains largely uncharted territory.
Either the studies do not explicitly take account of democratization as such, or their
indicators are problematic because of components endogenous to the conflict
situation.
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4. Democratization and War as Spatiotemporal Macro Processes
As illustrated by the previous section, the comparative politics literature has added
methodological sophistication and theoretical ideas to IR contributions. However both
bodies of literature tend to be both static and overly state-centric, treating country
cases as if they were independent from each other. Moreover, these two clusters of
scholarship explain different types of conflict. Whereas the IR scholars have
attempted to account for interstate warfare, the comparativists have focused mostly on
civil wars. However, there are good reasons to believe that these two types of conflict
are connected. What is needed, then, is a contextual approach that traces bordertransgressing conflict processes in time and space.

At the highest level of aggregation, democratization can be analyzed as a global
process gradually creating expanding zones of peace. In contrast to most recent
writings on the democratic peace, Immanuel Kant’s classical theory of peace outlines
an explicitly dynamic sketch that helps us understand how the international system
could have become, and actually did become, democratized. li Rather than being the
end-point of the analysis, the assumption that democratic authority structures at the
domestic level contribute to such outcomes should be seen as a part of a dynamic,
macro-historical process. lii Mindful of the geopolitical realities of world politics, Kant
did not assume that democracy itself would automatically engender democratic
security communities. To bolster this point, he advanced a series of causal
mechanisms that together would drive the process toward peace. Perhaps the most
important of these was the notion of an expanding peaceful federation that could repel
attacks from non-democratic competitors, but Kant also considered norm-based,
power-related, and dialectical mechanisms. liii
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Far from being a smooth and deterministic process, Kant expected democratization
and pacification of the world to proceed in fits and starts, including major backlash. In
fact, his sophisticated dialectical argumentation regards such reversals as a
contribution to the process of democratization both because they promote warwariness-inducing learning liv and strengthening of the democracies’ position vis-à-vis
non-democratic states thanks to the former’s superior war-fighting performance. lv

The historical record has provided ample evidence of authoritarian reversals,
including most prominently the authoritarian trends associated with the two world
wars. At the moment of crafting his theory in the late 18th century, Kant’s could
hardly have anticipated the power of another major macro historical process, namely
nationalism. Inextricably associated with the emergence of representative democracy,
this process changed the principles of political legitimacy forever. lvi Based on the
notion of popular, rather than territorial, sovereignty, nationalism had deep
repercussions for geopolitics as it spread from Western Europe to other parts of
Europe, and then further to the Third World. lvii

The crux is that in its traditional form, representative democracy cannot exist without
a demos, i.e. a popular unit. lviii The French Revolution established a direct link
between the demos and the nation. lix In areas where the state mostly coincided with
the nation, the transformation concerned the gradual mobilization of the masses
within given state borders. However, wherever the state did not coincide with the
nation, the geopolitical consequences were much more turbulent, including open
warfare. lx In a recent statistical study, Wimmer and Min show that the creation of
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nation-states, either through unification or secession, is powerfully linked with
conflict. lxi Thus, it is clear that the introduction of popular sovereignty can have
destabilizing consequences for entire regions. Arguably, we still witness the
repercussions of this process in regions that have not been able to solve the
‘nationality issue.’

The global processes of democratization and nationalism do not exhaust possible
explanations at the macro-level. Decolonization and ideological trends have also been
proposed to account for why democracies have gained ground at a global scale. Yet,
the picture painted by such sweeping processes is too crude to yield precise
information about the hypothesis at hand. Indeed, Gleditsch and Ward argue that
‘looking for a Zeitgeist or universal global influences that affect all countries alike is
probably as ill-conceived as assuming identical and independent processes within
each country.’ lxii

Consequently there is plenty of room for theorising at an intermediate level, between
the large macro processes and the country-level focus of conventional
democratization studies. Moreover, disaggregation is not only necessary with respect
to spatial resolution, but also as regards the conflict type. Most of the macro studies
are as imprecise about the forms of political violence as are the traditional IR and
comparative perspectives. It therefore makes a lot of sense to disaggregate the
analysis down to the level of regions and neighbourhoods that link states to each
other.
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Building on a rich legacy of geographic approaches, Gleditsch and Ward have
pioneered the application of modern statistical techniques to the problem of
democratization and conflict. lxiii They show that, far from being randomly located,
democracy and conflict are strongly clustered and that both these patterns are
inextricably linked to each other. In principle this is compatible with the dynamic and
spatially explicit renderings of macro processes that we have alluded to above, but it
lends further empirical precision to the earlier studies and allows us to evaluate our
main hypothesis explicitly in a spatiotemporal context.

The most comprehensive introduction to this approach can be found in Gleditsch’s
book ‘All International Politics is Local,’ which provides a complete account of the
theoretical forerunners on which his empirical analysis is based. lxiv Addressing the
problem of democratization and war head-on, Gleditsch applies spatial statistical
techniques to study neighbourhood effects with his own distance data. Based on such
a research design, it is possible to separate the effect of democratization emanating
from domestic, endogenous influences from those that originate in the immediate
geopolitical vicinity of a state. As long as the focus remains on interstate war, the
analysis shows that democratization reduces, rather than increases, the likelihood of
conflict, at least in part contradicting Mansfield and Snyder’s original hypothesis. lxv
Whether democratization happens at home or across the border, the effect on
interstate violence is firmly negative. lxvi However, this picture changes as the
attention shifts to civil wars. Using a similar framework that allows for separate
analysis of the internal and external influences of democratization, Gleditsch finds
statistically significant evidence linking both phenomena with the onset of civil war.
Therefore, he concludes that ‘taking the regional context into account, we can
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reconcile the finding that democratization tends to reduce the likelihood of interstate
war with stylized facts of dangerous democratizations or cases in which transitions are
associated with civil war.’ lxvii

While systematic statistical research on patterns of democratization and conflict is
doubtless useful, the question of causal mechanisms remains open due to the high
level of aggregation implied by quantitative analysis of states and their geopolitical
neighbourhoods. Nevertheless, Gleditsch’s book makes some important first steps
toward filling in this explanatory gap. In his view, the negative finding at the
interstate level indicates that Mansfield and Snyder’s original interpretation based on
diversionary-war theory must be wrong. lxviii As states become democratic, the room
for interstate warfare shrinks, thanks to the institutional constraints that democracy
imposes on political leaders. Instead of triggering the search for external scapegoats,
democratization is likely to destabilise the power position of state elites by opening up
new opportunities for separatist minorities and other actors to mobilize against the
state, a process that is likely to trigger internal conflict. Once a civil war has broken
out, this may in turn lead to an internationalized conflict finally triggering interstate
warfare. In an even more recent study, Gleditsch and his colleagues analyze the
influence of civil war on interstate conflict and find that internal conflict has a very
strong tendency to expand into internationalized warfare, thus casting further doubt on
the interstate version of the diversionary war hypothesis. lxix

It is possible that this dismissal of “scapegoat” arguments is premature, because
diversionary conflict also occurs at the domestic level. This is illustrated by
Milosevic’s instrumental use of political violence directed at Yugoslav minorities,
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such as the Kosovo Albanians, in order to strengthen his power position as the
economy turned sour in the late 1980s. In cases where state borders are endogenous to
the conflict itself, it is difficult to separate mobilization against internal and external
enemies. lxx At any rate, Mansfield and Snyder’s argument has developed well beyond
a narrow reliance on diversionary war-theory. In their most recent work, these authors
emphasize mobilization opportunities, primarily, though not exclusively, within the
framework of ethnic nationalism. lxxi

The question of causal mechanisms calls for further, disaggregated analysis that is
sensitive to potential regional differences. Within the framework of the research
project ‘Democratizing Divided Societies in Bad Neighbourhoods,’ with funding from
the Swiss National Science Foundation, we invited area experts to a series of informal
workshops to explore the precise links between democratization and conflict in
selected regions characterised by a lack of both democracy and stability. lxxii In these
‘bad neighbourhoods,’ which included the Balkans, the Caucasus, the Middle East
and the Great Lakes Area in Africa, our experts presented clear evidence that
democratization can trigger conflict by altering the incentives and opportunities of
political actors. As also suggested by Snyder and Bunce, this happened through the
opening of the political arena, political competition producing winners and losers, and
the destabilizing sequencing of democratic procedures. lxxiii

First, the opening of the political arena entails that formerly marginalized groups
receive the opportunity to mobilize and organize themselves. In such a process, the
previous political center may loosen its grip on the periphery. In extreme cases,
democratic transitions trigger a political power vacuum at the center, as illustrated by
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the turmoil in Georgia in the early 1990s. Second, the emerging plurality of actors
generates competition over constituencies and resources. In particular, elections
polarize by distinguishing between voters and non-voters, and between majorities and
minorities. The first election is also the first comprehensive account of power
relations in the new system. Moreover, groups on the losing side may feel tempted by
non-democratic means, including the resort to violence. For example, the electoral
competition in the Palestinian Authorities has fueled violent exchanges between the
Fatah and Hamas movements. Third, the sequence of elections also matters.
Especially where local and regional elections take place before national elections, the
effects may be destabilizing as illustrated by the failed democratization of Yugoslavia
in the late 1980s.

5. Conclusion
On balance, the statistical evidence on whether democratization triggers conflict
remains somewhat mixed, but with the help of more sophisticated methods, it appears
to be possible to discern an effect. Whereas case-based evidence lends support to the
hypothesis, researchers will have to make further efforts to break down artificial subdisciplinary boundaries preventing an integrated view of domestic and international
processes. Neither democratization nor conflict respect state borders. It will therefore
be necessary to study both patterns in a regional context rather than retaining the
fiction of hermetically closed national units of analysis. As shown by our survey of
the literature, there is plenty of room for improvement in both IR and comparative
politics, as well as an overarching need to merge their findings.
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The main task is to close the gap between suggestive, but relatively unsystematic,
causal conjectures and quantitative, but causally underdeveloped, evaluations. In
recent years, promising work based on spatial statistics and explicit process theory has
been leading the way, but much work remains to be done in order to articulate
institutionally specific mechanisms and embed them in the relevant historical and
regional contexts. Although it is desirable to find general principles governing
democratization, we cannot ignore specific developments in various parts of the
world.

Ultimately, more precise dynamic models are needed, articulating causal mechanisms
based on explicit actor constellations and specifying the strategic motivations and
action repertoires of the key players in democratization processes. Ideally, such
analysis needs to be supplemented with in-depth studies of selected countries and
regions, as well as systematic, disaggregated quantitative research that allows us to
isolate relational mechanisms, rather than reducing them to crude country-level
effects. Furthermore, current statistical assessments of the hypothesised link between
democratization and conflict still suffer from an overly static rendering of
democratization, usually operationalizing this inherently dynamic phenomenon as a
particular, intermediate range of given democratization indices. Democratization is
too important to be left to either IR scholars or their colleagues in comparative
politics. Instead, this important topic calls for truly integrated research that transcends
the divide between national and international politics.
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