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Brief Description:  
 

One of the most important virtues of a democracy is presumed to be that its leaders are 
accountable to the public, which makes democracies more cautious about using military force 
and ultimately, more peaceful. This book argues that constraints on democratic leaders’ decisions 
about war come from elites, rather than the public, which pays little attention to decisions about 
the use of force.  Democratic elites have distinct preferences and politics from the mass public, 
making war an “insiders’ game.”  But this insiders’ game does not necessarily drive democracies 
to war.  Although elites are often caricatured as either guardians of peace or warmongers, the 
reality is more complicated.  While elites can push leaders toward war, they are also an important 
source of constraint and accountability.  Democratic leaders must bargain with elites or control 
information to secure crucial elite support for war.  Even if they support war, elites can force 
democratic leaders to alter military strategy or even end conflicts.  Outward elite consensus can 
thus mask fierce elite politics that shape the timing, scope, strategy, and duration of military 
conflict.  Democratic foreign policy under elite accountability is thus not as effective as some 
might hope—but it is also not as dangerous as others might fear.  Focusing on the United States, 
this book develops and tests a theory of elite politics and war, and shows how leaders’ domestic 
political bargaining with elites shape not only on when, but also how democracies use force.   
 
 
Overview: 
 

In a democracy, who constrains a leader’s ability to make war?  Who holds leaders 
accountable for their decisions about the initiation, conduct, escalation, and termination of 
military operations?  Theories of democracy and war generally focus on the relationship between 
democratic leaders and the voters who elect them.   

But this voter-driven approach bumps up against a stark conclusion backed by decades of 
research on political behavior: the public does not pay much attention to foreign policy.  The 
individual citizen’s knowledge of foreign affairs is slight, tends not to move much in response to 
leaders’ rhetoric, and can be changeable on particular issues.  Indeed, focusing on public 
accountability leaves us with a series of puzzles.  How are some leaders able to continue or even 
escalate wars in the face of strong or rising popular opposition, as Lyndon Johnson and Richard 
Nixon did in the later stages of the Vietnam War, and Barack Obama did in Afghanistan?  Why 
do some leaders with dovish preferences, who might prefer to avoid war and who anticipate 
public opposition to conflict, feel compelled to fight, as John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson 
did in Vietnam?  Why are some leaders who want to fight constrained even when popular 
opinion is permissive, as in the case of Ronald Reagan’s intervention in Lebanon?   

This book challenges traditional theories of public accountability, and argues instead that 
the politics of democracies at war are primarily elite politics.  We know intuitively that elites 
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matter, but exactly when and how elites constrain democratic leaders, and how elite constraints 
differ from those exerted by public opinion, remains poorly understood.  The book develops and 
tests a theory of democratic elites and war.  Rather than focusing on elites as technocratic experts 
or a group collectively eager to use force, the book develops a political theory of elites, 
specifying when and how particular elites can constrain democratic leaders and thus shape not 
only when democracies use force, but also how wars unfold.  Although many different types of 
elites can influence decisions about the use of force, I focus on three main groups of elites that 
shape almost every war-related decision democratic leaders make: legislators, military leaders, 
and high-level bureaucrats and advisers. 

 
I begin from the premise that democratic leaders face both a public and an elite audience.  

The public is an important audience, but its voice is rarely heard on national security, and its 
views are powerfully shaped by elite messages.  Our attention should therefore be on the politics 
that produce those elite messages in the first place.  Democratic leaders have room to build or 
maintain elite consensus, which, in turn, can generate or prop up public support for war.  The 
proximate political problem democratic leaders face is to manage elite support and criticism of 
their policies: if democratic leaders can keep key elites on board, they can effectively keep voters 
in the background.  Elite unity may result from strategic behavior by leaders to manage what can 
be contentious elite debate over when and how democracies use force.  Elite institutions are the 
primary arena in which the politics of war play out, a feature more commonly associated with 
authoritarian regimes.  Even in democracies, therefore, war is an insiders’ game. 

  
 I build the argument in three steps.  First, I show that elites—including legislators who 
are themselves elected by voters, and those who are appointed by leaders, such as bureaucratic 
and military elites—are a distinct audience from voters.  Although many elites represent the 
public, they may also have different preferences, incentives, and power that make them capable 
of action independent of the voters.  Elites vary in how they view the costs and benefits of war, 
and elites are not uniformly more acceptant of military conflict.  But their preferences are more 
specific and informed by policy, political, or career concerns than those of the public.  
Additionally, elites have concentrated power, informational advantages, and the ability to impose 
more immediate political or policy costs on leaders than voters.  Elites—and especially sustained 
elite disagreement—can also galvanize public attention. 
  
 Second, I show that democratic leaders face a different political problem when they 
confront an elite audience rather than the mass public.  Since war brings private benefits (such as 
political or reputational advantages) to some elites, democratic leaders can use targeted tools to 
manage elite opinion that are unavailable when dealing with voters.  Democratic leaders manage 
elites through two mechanisms.  First, democratic leaders can manage information by keeping 
certain elites informed and cutting others out of the loop, potentially altering perceptions of the 
probability of success in war and thus whether elites will support it.  Second, democratic leaders 
can use side payments to bargain with particular elites, altering how they view the costs and 
benefits of supporting war.  Leaders can threaten to punish elites who do not support them, or 
offer benefits such as career advancement or political favor to those who do.  Such bargaining is 
not always possible, but leaders who manage elite politics successfully can generate or maintain 
an elite consensus for their decisions about military force.   
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 Third, I turn from a general theory of democratic elites to more specific arguments about 
how presidents strategically manage the elite politics of war in the United States.  I show how 
partisanship plays an important role in how elites view the costs and benefits of fighting, and 
how Democratic and Republican presidents have different political incentives to bargain with 
particular elites.  I also show how information flow among elites can be as important as 
information that reaches the public’s ears, given that some elites, particularly in Congress, pay 
little attention to national security issues, while others focus on it daily.  I also argue that elite 
politics reach all the way into the White House, and that the president’s advisers are highly 
political actors even if the president chose them.  I argue that Democratic presidents have 
incentives to placate their most hawkish advisers, while Republicans are pulled in the direction 
of their most dovish or restrained advisers.  Democratic presidents often have incentives to fight 
despite their own preferences, while Republican presidents face constraints when they fight wars 
given their party’s bellicose image.  But the politics of war are asymmetric: the costs of 
coalition-building are larger for Democratic presidents who wish to choose peace or less 
escalatory action than they are for Republican presidents who wish to fight.  The elite politics of 
war in the United States therefore have a built-in hawkish tendency, although it is by no means 
predetermined.  But hawkish outcomes can result even when many influential elites hold 
relatively dovish preferences. 
 
 The book thus argues that leaders face constraints from elites, but the content, timing, and 
frequency of constraints are different than if the public held leaders accountable directly.  The 
insiders’ game can sometimes result in elites effectively “colluding” with leaders in a war with 
dim prospects; it can also allow unpopular wars to continue.  But insider politics also mean that 
elites are on the front lines of democratic accountability, occasionally leading to de-escalation or 
the end of a conflict before public opinion turns against it.  Elites sometimes smooth the path to 
war, but democratic leaders must face these elites early and often.  Democratic foreign policy 
under elite accountability is thus not as effective as some might hope—but it is also not as 
dangerous as others might fear.   

 
Testing an argument about the strategic behavior of leaders is inherently challenging.  If 

elites lead public opinion, we would expect observed public opinion to track closely with elite 
opinion and thus it will be difficult to separate them.  Furthermore, we will rarely observe 
dramatic public reactions precisely because leaders take strategic actions to avoid them.   

 
I therefore use a two-pronged empirical approach.  I combine evidence from survey 

experiments, designed to show which elite cues would affect public attitudes towards war and 
presidential approval and thus would most concern presidents if they ever reached other elites or 
the public, with case studies designed to illustrate that in the real world, presidents spend their 
bargaining energy on managing those elites whose cues would have the strongest effects on 
public and elite opinion.  The case studies use archival and historical evidence to show, first, that 
elite and mass opinion are separable, and second, that presidents work hard to accommodate 
particular elites as predicted by the theory.  Limiting my analysis to the United States allows me 
to hold constant domestic institutions and focus on the strategic behavior of leaders, addressing 
variation in elite constraint within one country over time.   
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To show that elite dominance of decisions to use force is not merely a post-Cold War 
phenomenon, or the result of new technology that enables leaders to shield the public from the 
costs of war, I examine the politics of the US involvement in the Korean and Vietnam Wars.  
These cases demonstrate that elites dominated decisions to use force in major conflicts during the 
Cold War.  I then examine a pair of cases carefully chosen to help separate the effects of elite 
and mass opinion: Reagan’s decision-making in the Lebanon intervention and Obama’s decision 
to “surge” troops into Afghanistan.  This pairing of these cases is essential to the book’s overall 
research design.   

 
The book concludes by returning to the question of whether an elite-centered foreign 

policy is really democratic, and well as the implications of the argument for longstanding debates 
about whether democracies are distinctive in their international relations.  Domestic politics 
impose important constraints on democracies at war, but much of the politicking happens at the 
elite level.  If the audience for decisions about the use of force is a relatively small number of 
elites, then foreign policy is an insiders’ game in both democracies and autocracies.  
Democracies may still be distinctive in how they choose and conduct their wars, but the effects 
of democracy may manifest in the corridors of power, rather than the voting booth.   


