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     	 Another Skirmish in the Battle over Democracies and War
 
	 Dan Reiter (bio), Allan C. Stam (bio), and Alexander B. Downes (bio)
 

 
 
 
   To the Editors (Dan Reiter and Allan C. Stam write):
 In previous articles and in our 2002 book Democracies at War, we argued that democracies are particularly likely to win their wars. Democratic political institutions provide incentives for elected leaders to launch only short, winnable, low-cost wars, so they may avoid domestic political threats to their hold on power. Democracies tend to win the wars they initiate because democratic leaders generally “select” themselves into winnable wars, and they are more likely to win when they are targeted because their armies fight with better initiative and leadership.
 Analyzing all interstate wars from 1816 to 1987, we found strong empirical support for our theory.1 Other scholarship has produced findings supportive of our theory. Elsewhere, two different formal game-theoretic models produced the hypothesis that democracies are especially likely to win the wars they initiate.2 The empirical results generated to test these and related hypotheses have withstood challenges to data selection and research design.3
 Using data sets and research designs different from ours, other scholars have uncovered empirical patterns consistent with our theory that democracies are especially likely to win the crises they initiate,4 that wars and crises are shorter when democracies and democratic initiators are involved, and that democracies become increasingly likely to initiate wars as their likelihood of victory increases.5 H.E. Goemans’s recent [End Page 194] empirical work exploring the relationship among conflict outcome, regime type, and the postwar fate of leaders confirms our theory, noting that his main result “now offers empirical support for some of these theories [of international conflict] (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 1999, 2003; Reiter and Stam 2002).”6 And, the long-established democratic peace has been explained using our theoretical assumption that variations in domestic political institutions create variations in conflict behavior.7 Even the research designs of our critics, trivially adjusted, generate supportive results for our theory.8 Lastly, in recent work, we have extended the data set forward to 2001 and confirmed our earlier results. Notably, in the 1988–2001 period, democratic initiators won five interstate wars, and tied or lost none.9
  
 Click for larger view
 View full resolution
  Table 1.
 Initiation, Regime Type, and War Outcome, 1816–1987
 
 
 
 [End Page 195]
 The spring 2009 issue of International Security featured an article by Alexander Downes entitled “How Smart and Tough Are Democracies? Reassessing Theories of Democratic Victory in War.”10 This article critiques our empirical finding that democracies are more likely to win their wars. We welcome the opportunity to discuss important issues of research design and address Downes’s critiques (there is unfortunately insufficient room here to lay out our critical reaction to Downes’s case study of the Vietnam War). Downes offers four main critiques of our work: our dependent variable of war outcomes should include a third “draw” category as well as “win” and “lose” categories; a third category of war belligerent, “joiner,” should be added to “initiator” and “target”; we miscoded some initiation outcomes; and we miscoded some war outcomes. We disagree with all of Downes’s critiques, but because of limited space we focus here on two errors of theory and substance he made. We demonstrate that correcting those mistakes produces empirical results that, contrary to his claims, support our theory.11
 Inspection of Downes’s revised version of our data reveals our hypothesized patterns. Table 1 is a cross tabulation of initiation, regime type, and war outcomes, using Downes’s codings. As our theory predicts, democratic initiators win more than either autocratic or mixed initiators. Strikingly, as our previous works also showed, democratic initiators almost never lose (13 wins, 1 loss). Note that this relationship of democratic initiators winning more than other initiators holds if draws are dropped or included (for more on this issue, see below). That is, as shown in table 1, our hypothesis is supported whether the comparison is win versus lose (democratic initiators win 93 percent of the time, autocratic initiators win 59 percent of the time, mixed regime initiators win 59 percent...
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