SCUSA 60 THEME:
MEASURING PROGRESS AND DEFINING NEW CHALLENGES

STATE BUILDING AND DEMOCRATIZATION

Since its creation more than 350 years ago, the modern state system has rested on
the concept of sovereignty. It was always assumed that every state could control
and direct the threats emerging from its territory. It was also assumed that weak
and poorly governed states were merely a burden to their people, or at most, an
international humanitarian concern but never a true security threat. Today,
however, these old assumptions no longer hold. Technology is collapsing the
distance that once clearly separated right here from over there. And the greatest
threats now emerge more within states than between them. The fundamental
character of regimes now matters more than the internationa distribution of
power.
- Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, January 18, 2006

Introduction: Democracy Promotion and American Foreign Policy

An enduring component of America sforeign policy is the existence of tensions between
goals of promoting democracy abroad and goal's of achieving peace and security at home.> The
first pillar of the 2006 National Security Strategy of the United States makes it clear that
promoting democracy abroad is central to the foreign policy of the George W. Bush
administration. "Thefirst pillar [of the 2006 strategy] is promoting freedom, justice, and human
dignity — working to end tyranny, to promote effective democracies, and to extend prosperity
through free and fair trade and wise development policies...Free governments do not oppress
their people or attack other free nations."® Thisisaclear statement that the United States regards
the promotion of democracy as an essential aspect of securing itsinterests. However, some
suggest that this approach is misguided and dangerous. "...[T]he evidenceis building up that in
the decade following the end of the Cold War, the United States largely abandoned areliance on
diplomacy, economic aid, internationa law, and multilateral institutions in carrying out its
foreign policies and resorted much of the time to bluster, military force, and financial
manipulation. The world may not be a safer place asaresult."*

The debate over the wisdom of promoting democratization abroad as a means of ensuring
security at home has become even clearer as the American occupation of Iragq continues. For a
time, it appeared that a primary goal of the United States was the transition of Irag to a
democracy.® While this goal has seemingly been replaced by a more security-oriented approach,
the fact remains that the promotion of democracy continues to be a prevalent theme in the debate
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over American policy in Irag. This debate illuminates a number of questions about American
democratization policy. Does democratization represent a means of reducing international
conflict? Should the United States promote democratization throughout the world? Does the
United States have the economic, military, and political resourcesto promote democratization
around the world?

In order to address these questions and effectively craft proposals for U.S. foreign policy,
it is useful to consider some theoretical considerations found in research about democratization.
Debates over the wisdom of promoting democratization abroad as a means of achieving peace
and security at home might benefit from considering the difficulties associated with the transition
to democracy and how those difficulties influence American democratization policy.

Uncertainty and Change

The uncertainty inherent in the transition to democracy can be considered through
examination of what Posusney and Geddes describe as the Transitions Paradigm.® This literature
examines how the strategic interactions of key political actors within specific institutional
contexts explains how states transition (or not) to democracy. One point that becomes evident in
discussion of this literatureis that while democracy may increase freedom in the long run it may
do quite the opposite in the short run. The transitions literature considers a wide variety of
variables that highlights the contingency associated with how states execute the transition.” For
example, Rustow proposes amodel that accounts for an “ideal type” transition. His model
makes broad assertions about the indispensable ingredients for democracy and suggests a
sequence that proceeds from national unity to struggle, compromise, and habituation.® Dahl
highlights that favorabl e sequences to democracy involve increasing levels of liberalization
before increasing levels of participation.® Mansfield and Snyder elaborate on this theme. They
argue that states with strong representative political institutions are more likely to be able to
manage the stresses associated with the transition to democracy. Like Dahl, they argue for the
need to strengthen political institutions before increasing levels of mass participation.® The
transitions literature would seem to indicate that one important role that American can play in
promoting democratization is to promote specific transitions to democracy only when those
transitions are likely to develop favorably. Y et, given the contingency and complexity of
individua transitions, such a policy might be difficult to both develop and manage. In addition,
study of transitions raises questions about whether democratic transitions actually improve
freedom.

Along these lines, Fareed Zakaria has made an important contribution to the debate with
his argument concerning the dangers of ‘illiberal democracy.” “The American diplomat Richard
Holbrooke pondered a problem on the eve of....elections in Bosnia... ‘...Suppose the election was
declared free and fair,” he said, and those elected are ‘racists, fascists, separatists...” That isthe
dilemma”™ While the intent of democratization isto promote liberal constitutional government
and the rule of law, democratization in practice has often produced very different results.
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The transitions literature also examines factors that make political actors more or less
likely to accept democratization. Dahl argues that the best transition consists of the
transformation of existing legitimate institutions so that there are “...no lasting cleavages or
widespread doubts about the legitimacy of the new regime.”*? He also asserts that if democracy
isto be promoted from above, it ismost likely to be successful when political activists agree that
democracy is desirable and when “prolonged and massive coercion” is not used.*® Another key
factor at work during transitions to democracy is the strength of a state's repressive institutions
relative to its civil society.'® Thisis especially evident in the Middle East, where authoritarian
regimes are strong and civil society weak.®> The freedom from external pressure and the ability
to defeat all internal opposition leads to a situation where authoritarian regimes in the Middle
East can persevere in the face of conditions that have theoretically led similar regimesin other
regionsto fall.*® This literature illuminates a number of considerations relevant to debates over
American democratization policy. For example, the sequence taking place in Iraq involves the
abrupt transition of a closed autocracy to democracy as aresult of military conquest. While
transitions to democracy as aresult of occupation are difficult, they can occur when the
occupation is either weak or temporary.’” In addition, any occupation to impose democracy may
create doubts about the legitimacy of imposed democratic institutions.*®

Security

One way to evaluate the relationship between security and democratization involves
analysis of the relationship between access to violence and socioeconomic sanctions and the
probability of democratization. Thisrelationship is not always as simple as just defeating forces
opposed to democracy. For example, Dahl argues that toleration of opposition increases as
government resources for suppression decline relative to opposition resources to resist and with
“...areduction in the capacity of the government to use violence or socioeconomic sanctions to
suppress an opposition.”*® In Dahl’s analysis, dispersed or neutralized access to violence and
socioeconomic sanctions is a favorable condition for the transition to democracy.?® The
difficulty of this dynamic becomes even more evident when considering the number of security
threats in the world today. In the Middle East, many argue of a hypothesized relationship
between I1slam, and especially Political I1slam, and the prospects for democratization in the
Middle East. Such a debate engages with whether culture, religion, and political tradition can
explain democratization. Y et, since scholars argue that the core values of Islam are both
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compatible and incompatible with democracy, it is safe to assert that there is no clear consensus
onthisissue. Giventhislack of consensus, high levels of diversity in the Middle East combined
with the lack of a central religious authority in Islam, make it unlikely that religion or other
cultural factors can account for the relative lack of democratization in the Middle East.*

The literature would seem to indicate that one role that America can play in promoting
democratization is to ensure that no one side of any conflict obtains a monopoly on the use of
force in ademocratizing state. Thisrole implies aneed to defeat extremist groups seeking to
marginalize the role of many states throughout the world. For example, former United States
Ambassador to Irag Zalmay Khalilzad argued that keeping any side of that conflict from
obtaining a monopoly on the use of force made the Iragi Government more willing to tolerate the
inclusion of opposition groups.?? Thisinvolves not only ensuring that no single group achieves a
predominant role, but also ensuring that levels of violence remain relatively low. The difficulty
of maintaining this dynamicis clear in Iraq today. In addition, debate over thisissueis further
complicated by the argument that civil war may in fact be necessary to achieve successful
democratization.”®

A further security challenge evident in analysis of democratization involves the
relationship between democratization and war. Some argue that democratization represents a
threat to international security. For example, Mansfield and Snyder’ s examination of the
empirical relationship between incomplete transitions to democracy and war indicates that in
states with weak political institutions, factors including nationalism, the degree of threat to elite
interests, and coalition processes during the early phases of democratization create incentives for
elites to mobilize the public using nationalist rhetoric. These strategies are associated with a
number of factors that lead states toward war.?* For example, with regards to Irag the American
government recognizes that “[t]he neighborhood [in the Middle East] is inhospitable. Iran and
Syria have failed to provide support to Iraq’s new government and have in many ways actively
undermined it.”?® The relationship between the presence of American forces in Irag and the
probability of war in the Middle East remains an open question.

A final issue is whether democratization actually reduces international terrorism, aclaim
that the Bush administration advances as justification for the continuation of the American
presencein Irag. Whether the spread of democratization causes adeclinein terrorismisa
difficult question. For example, Robert Pape argues that suicide terrorism is a strategy advanced
by nationalists or separatists to counter the occupation of their homelands by the militaries of
democratic governments. According to Pape, if the United States wants to reduce suicide attacks,
it should stop devoting resources to foreign occupation and instead focus on bol stering homeland
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security.”® Similarly, Gregory Gause argues that democratization in the Middle East is likely to
produce even greater levels of anti-Americanism and do little if anything to stop the spread of
terrorism.?” The SCUSA roundtable on the U.S. Role in Democratization must wrestle with
these problems and decide whether promoting democratization abroad is worth the cost.

Development and Democr atization

In addition to security justifications for the U.S. promotion of democratization, another
prominent question that must be addressed is whether the United States has a responsibility to
promote peace and devel opment in the world. In the second decade after the end of the Cold
War, the U.S. retains a dominant position in the international system. Can a country founded on
liberal principles of equality and justice stand by while economic disparity in the world increases
dramatically? One block of the democratization literature, what Posusney describes as the
Prerequisites School, highlights the importance of this question.?® Modernization theory
advances the argument that the best way to promote democratization is to focus on certain
conditions found in countries that have made the transition.*® Some argue that high levels of
socioeconomic development favor both the transition to democracy and the consolidation of a
democratizing regime.® For example, Dahl argues that the probability of the consolidation of a
democratic transition depends on “the extent to which the country’ s society and
economy...provide literacy, education, and communication, create a pluralistic rather than a
centrally dominated social order, and prevent extreme inequalities among the politically relevant
strata of the country.”* Yet, the unsettled nature of the question is evident in Waterbury's
conclusion that economic development is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for
democracy.®* The causal direction of the relationship is not clear and there is no clear consensus
concerning the mechanisms explaining the relationship.*
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The prerequisites literature would seem to indicate that one important role for the U.S. is
the promotion of socioeconomic development abroad. The challenge to such apolicy is evident
in Irag today where efforts have proven both difficult and costly.* In addition, many question
whether support for socioeconomic development alone offers a viable strategy for promoting
democratization. It may increase the probability of successful democratization, but that remains
an open debate. In addition, support for socioeconomic development as a policy is also subject
to other theoretical considerations, such as the implications of the rentier state thesis on the
rel ationship between socioeconomic development and democracy.® Since rentier states are
dependent on external sources of funding that make the state autonomous from its society, higher
levels of socioeconomic development in those states tends to create conditions that are not
conducive to democratization. Since revenue in rentier states is not based on domestic economic
performance or taxation, the state is able to resist pressure for reform and political
accountability.*® Thisis exacerbated by the influence of international actors who often use aid as
astrategic rent that contributes to the coercive strength of rentier states.®

Defining Future Challenges

Re-examination of the United States role in democratization is required in light of the
number of issues that remain open to debate in the literature. We have only to look at the
situation in Iraq to see an extreme example of the dangers and complexity involved in
democratization. Yet, even if the United States envisions more indirect approaches in the future,
these efforts are subject to the same theoretical considerations. While the exact relationship
between socioeconomic development and democratization remains unproven, there are
indications that higher levels are correlated with an increased probability of the consolidation of
democracy. The question is whether the United States will be able to sustain efforts to promote
socioeconomic development abroad. Y et, even if Americais not be ableto turn everyoneinto a
committed democrat, by creating and strengthening democratic institutions abroad it may be
possible to convince key elites in other states that they will benefit more from continued
participation than they will from continued conflict.
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QUESTIONS

1. Does democracy promotion abroad represent a path to peace and security at home?
Can the United States sustain the economic, military, and political expenses associated with
promoting democracy abroad?

2. Isdemocracy theideal form of government for all peoples and cultures? If so, can
nations become democracies through external influence, or must the political transformation
occur internal to the nation-state?

3. Will promoting democracy abroad be subordinated to other considerations when it
may result in ademocratic regime hostile to American interests?

4. Should the United States maintain robust trade with Chinain the hope that a more
economically liberal Chinawill become more democratic politically? Or, should America
reverse its course with China, believing instead that eventually Chinawill be a powerful peer
competitor that American economic support helped create?

5. Isit reasonableto state that die-hard insurgents in Irag, for example, see U.S.
demoacratizing efforts as "proof"” of the Islamist message and are therefore undeterred, even
inspired to attack U.S. forces on these grounds?
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