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ABSTRACT

Anecdotal evidence has 1o!8 alleged $e efticacy of the "raily'round lhe flag' effect
(Mueller, I 970: I 973). lhe propensily for the Amefican public 1o pu1 aside political
difierences and suppor! lhe Presidcniduring inlemational criscs. Indeed. lhe beliefftat
presidenb arc awa.e of this phcnomenon and willtum to forcign adventurismis a mcans

ofd;verting public altention from domeslic roubles, bolsoring presidential popularity. or
infiuencing inrpendilg elections is the foundation oflhc divcrsionary theffy ofwir. This

sludy clanrines the conditions sunou.dinS and preccding 193 militarized interstat
disputcs bclween I 933 and I 992, as idenliiied by thc Corelales of war project ll is
discovcred lhat presidentiil uses of force are in facl more ofleD associatcd wilh higher

than noflDal consumer conildence levels, that prcsidenlial approval levcls pdor to uses of
tbrce are not significantly ditierent than alcrage tevels for the siudy pcriod, and thal the

propensity to usc fbrce does not appcir to be inlluenced by thc clecloral cycle.

INTRODUCTION

on Monday, Augusi 17. 1998, Prcsidetl Bill Clinton appcarcd on national television in
anaddressl'romtheWhjtcHouseMapRoontoadmii11)an'inaPpropriatcrclalionsbip"
wifi a fofmer whilc House inlem, Monica Lewinsky. The following day. ln overnight

callup Poll rcvcaled that while thc prcsidentsjob approvalraling renuined virtually
unchanecd - 62 percenl expresscd approval ofClinlon's pcrformance as pfesident, as

comparcd to 65 pefcent prior to 1be Lewinsky spccch - the publics assessnenl of tl'c
prcsidcnls persoDal favorabilily had plumnetcd ovcmight tiom 59 percent to 39 plrcen!
approval. Widr the prcsiden t humiliated. his Party dernoralized, and scvcral prorinent
Republicans cnlling openly tbrhis resignation.lhe nredia beSan jts Post-moriem
dissections of lhe Clinton prerdcncy.

Tlnee days laler, American naval vessels in lhe Arabirn and Red seas launched morc than

one hundrcd cruise missiles al suspecled lefrorisl siles in Afghanistan and Sudan in
responsc |o lhe bombings of thc U.S. embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaanr thnbcn
days earlicr. Despile public opinion polls showing $ttlwo-thirds ofAnrericans

PrcsidentajLh$o|Fd.a



supportcd the Clinlon Adnrinisration's acdons. nrorc than onc-fiird of rhose surveyed
36 percenl- ftlt lha! fie presidenrhad ordercd thc atuck todivcn altcntion frolJr fte
trwinsky scandal. whilc alnrosr sixty pcrccnt ofrespondents feh that it was legitimate fof
menbcrs ofCongrcss roqucslion ftc timing ofthe military action (CNN/USA
Today,'Gallup poll, Au8ust 2l , I 998). Members of Congress and media pundia alike
posited a "wag tne Dog scenario, a reference to a popular nrov;e in which a prcsidcnt

ranufactures a mililaiy conUict with a minor lbrcign country as a rcans of divcrtirg
public artcntion tiom a scx scandal. Nclerthclcss, Clinton's public approval rdtings.
which had fallcn filc pcrcenlagc points in tlre days followins his lf,winsky sEech. did
not budge foilowing the altrcks on Afghanishn and Sudan.

Despile dre Whire House denials lhat lhe missile a16cks were designed !o bol(er de
prcsidcnl s popular(y and diven aGntion liom lhc burgconing scandal. thc prospcct
ncvcrthclcss did not scenr bcyond lhe realm ofpossibiUrics. Wlilc thc notion ftara
president mighr provokc a crisis solcl) for polilical gain suggcsts ! disturbingly cynical
politicrl calculus, lhc assunrplion tharhc nightdo so appca^ to bc fairly widcsprcad
anong thc Ancrican clccroralc. Ifsuch is thc casc howcvcr. it is rcasonablc 10 assumc
thal thcrc is c!idcncc for this phcnonrcnon bcyond thc anccdolal.

Fcw aspects ofpolitical behavior a.d inleraclion have eliciled as much atleniion and
stirdy as has war, a.d fie condilions surounding presidentialexercises oltnis authorily
havc engendered considerable debale as well. While concern over the nalure and scop€

offte presidenlialwar power is as old as lhe republic ilselt -"ftlhe conslilulion supposes,
wha! he History of all Govrs demonstrates. dral the Ex. is the branch of power most
inlerested in war, & nrost prone to il." James Madison wrote Thomas Je|ferson in April,
I798 (Madison,1900 1910. v.6, p.312)- i1is only in rcccnt dcoridcs $at quantitadvc lnd
analltical asscssrrnts oflhc circumnanccs sunounding prcsidcntal uscs of lbrcc havc
been a cmptcd. For fic nost pan, drese stLrdics hale lillen inlo lwo general caegories:
thosc addrcssing the circumstances su'rounding and perhaps contributing to such
decisions, and those lbcusing on lhe polilical end electoral nmiticatioDs of ch
decisions on lhe pfesidentaDd his pafty.

Public approvalhas bccomc rhe coin of$e realm tbr the modern presidency pfesidents
with broad supponare nore successlul in pushirg their legislation through Congres, nr

avoiding having lhe; veroes overidden, and in securing reeleclion for bolh themselves
and members oftneir party. Anecdotaland sonre empirical evidencc suggcsls lhal one of
the mosl effeclive and simplest neans ofbolsbring onc's public approlal is $rough uscs

of tbrce. wbich are roulinely accorded consideriblc telclision covcragc and servc to
spollighl the presidcnt's diplomatic rnd nilitary crpcrrse, nor lo menlion his resoluleness
as a leader. Gilcn rhc disparidcs berwecn pastand more receni.esearch nrb the -Rally
'Round thc Flag" ct}ecl, as well as lhe serious erhical and polilical consideratidN raised
by thc issuc.lurt]rcr research inlo lhe phenomenon is waranted.

Are prcsidcnts prone |o making such decisions as a means towafd divening public
atenrion from poor cconornic condilioDs, bolslering theif public apprcval ratings, or
influencing impcnding clcctions? I. order 10 refine present theory and understanding of



be divcrsionary $corr- ofrvarand presidentiai uses of ibfce. dris resea.ch willreeianrine
he rally etleci. enrploying a dala sel never before incorporated into past research on t|e
phcnomcnon thc Corclatcs ofwa. Pfojecls Militarized Inle|stale Disputes data se1,

cnconpassing ill niliurizcd intcrslatc disputes occuning belween l8l4 and 1992 and
eilending lhe analysis to inchrde tcn prcsidcnrial adminisralions, thc Rooselelt through
the Bush presidencjes.

ll, Previous Research

A. PrcsidentialApprova!

'1he importance of public apprcval and support to prcsidcntial succcss is $cll
docunrenled. Bolh Abramson, Aldrich. and Rohdc ( l9E6) and Fiorini (19E1) norc that
loling behavior in presidential and congressional clcctions is inllucnccd by thc popularity
of dre while House incunbenl, while Mari ind Osronr (1989) dcnonstratc thal thc
presidenfs public approralratings plal r rolc in rhc disiribution ofcongrcssionalscais.
Presidelrial popularity has al$ bccn linkcd to p.csidcndal succcss in congrcssional roll
callvotes (Edwards. I980),lhe succcss ofprcsidcntial policy inilialivcs (Rivcrs and
Rose. 1985). and con-pressionrl rcacrions |o presidcntial veroes (Robdc and Simon, 1985).

Populir prcsidcnts hivc nrorc lcv$agc in pcrsuading other polilical aclors 1l) adop!
ddrlrinisrrtion prioritics and policics as ileir own (Neusndt. l9E0) and are more I'kely !o
prcscnr bokland ambirious legislative packages to Comgress (Lighl. 1982). Although not
bind[8. Crespi(l9s0) has obsened thal Lpl rcsidcnria I approlal radnss havc crcrtcd a
pseudo perli.nrentary situalion. wh.rcby rhc picsidcnrlaccs a nronrhly !otc of
confidencc ftom thc t{rtal clccrorarc...tnis lote ofconlrdence is accepred by borh
politicians and political analysrs as an indicalor oftne president s political cloDl and.
ficrclbic- ofhis ablliry 10 govem eifec!i!e1y. (Crespi.,12). QuiIe simply, pfesidents
enjoying substantial populxfity and pnblic support havc morc options and revntrces
alailable 1o drem rnd fewer concems about co.gicssional rcsishncc to tncir policjcs,
while unpopular prcsidcnts may bc ,norc !ulnerable lo congressioral recalcitJancc and

Pfesidenlial popul.rily is not a consknr howcvcr. and cvcry presidcnr in fic cn of
modem public opinion pollins has sccn his approlal ratings wax and wanc, soncdmcs
considcrably. forrcasons thararc ollen unclear. Nlara. Os!|om, and Simon (1990) note
thit rbcrc arc rhrcc brsic, ftough not mutually ex.lusive. schools ofthouSh! as to fie
dynanrics rhar intlucncc presidenlial popularity. one schooloflhought begins with the
obser!ntion fial. ibr most iD.umbenIs, public rpprovrl nto!cs incluctably do$nrvard
liom lhe ilNt day in oifice- ( MacKucn, I 983, I 78). Advocatcs of rh is p$spccrivc
(Cfonin. 1980i M.cKuen. 1983i Mucllcr. 1970: l973iSrimson, 1976i) Dainlaln that

fresidentialappnrval is chrracbri^d by a girdurl and sieady e(xion olcr rhc coursc ofa
presidenrial lerm. and that wlrilc cvcnts and dc\clopnrcnB nray onrpora.ily dclay or cvcn
rele^e dris decline over lhc shofl-tcrn. ircannot be tbresolled indetlnilcl\.



A second school of thoughl cnphasizes the domestic and intcmaronal contc)its in which
he president operates and to which prcsidcndal populdrily rcsponds. Accordine 1o this
approach, prcsidenls are continually assessed based on $eirabilities to salisfy lire
expccbdons and desires of lhe eleclolate. Public app|olal has been shown 10 rise and
fall in responsc 10 such stmuli as the mles olunemployntent ard inflalion, levels of
intemational tension, baltlc dcarhs during pcriods ofwar. and fic succcss of rhe

presidenfs lesnlaiive agenda (Kcmcll. 1978: Hibbs. 1982i MicKuen, 1983; Osromand
Simon, l9E5).

Thc ftird school ol lhough! accepts fiis relationship berween public approvaland
environmenral sdmuli. but enrphasizes instead fie symbolic nature ol he presidcncy and
t|e polential for anelionting $c ncgalilc impacr ofcvcnN in thc domcsric and
inlemational arenas through polidcaldrami and cffcclilc public rcladons strabgies-
Faced witn the inevirable loss ofsuch in iarponanl political asset, presidenls dght be

expecled !o do whatever k in their power in rt€]l]pting to ninimize or even revene this
seeningly ineiorable decline i. public ipprolal (Bncc and Hinckley. 1993i Brody nnd
Page, I975: HaiShl and Brcdy, 1977i Kcmcll, 1986: Lcc, 1977: Ncustrdt, l9E0r
Ragsdale, 1984i 1987). Kemell (1986) and Bncc lnd Hinckley (1993) elen posit dre

development ofa _public relations prcsidcncy" in thc postwar crt in which in.unben$
sliaegically or reactively act in deliberate ways to achicve heightened popularily in $e
polls and in elections (arace and Hincklcy, 1993.3E2-3E4). Aclivilics such as rclcvised
addresses, foreign and domeslic travel, prcss confercnccs, and Rosc Gardcn signines dre

all desi8ned to present a cohcrcnt nrcssagc or theme 1l) tt'e eleclorate, all wi& an eye
toward maximizing and maintaining public approval.

B, DiYersiona.y Th6ry ofWar

wlrile rhe fealist school of intemdtional rcladons hokh thar virtually all lntcmational
behavior can be explained through such exogenous factors as the prevaillng level of
in€marionalrcnsion and suategic balance. the divefsionafy theory ofwar posits t|al such
intmal domestic iaclon as pfesidential approval. election cycles, and the slate ofthe
economy nuy atfecl dec isions to enploy forcc as wcll (Irvy. I 9 89). Thc popular
presumplion that presidents will tum |o miliiary adlenluiisnr to diverr aftnrion tiom
dismal economic conditions.laltcring popularity rarings or pending elecloral mislbnune
is well rep.esenled bolh historically and in the 

'nainstream 
media. and owes much 1.) the

in group/out group hypolhcscs tbund in tbe sociological lilerature (Coser, 1956; Sinrnel
1898). Domestic considerations in bolb London and Buenos Aires undoubledly played a

role in fic cscalation oi rhe Falklands War in I982 (NorDodr. I987). and when thc New
yoli lin.s reponed in Augusl 1992 thal ihc Bush Adrninistfttion was considcring
militar) aclion against haq in order to bolsbr ftc Prcsidcnfs rcclcction chanccs--a chargc
angrily dcnied by the Whire House the prcsunrplion thal a Prcsidcnr mighr takc thc
nation into baule |o secure his own political objcctivcs appcarcd to bc widcsprcad.
Aucrnprs at conoboraling lhis conventunal wisdom initirlly mct wifi trixcd rcsuhs



howevef, and early research lbund lilde or no relarionsbip belween domestic poUlical or
econonric conditions and instances of tbreign confl ic! (Hazel$,ood, I 973; Kesley,
Richardson, and Richter, i97Et Rummel, 1963: Tanler. 1966; wilkenfeld. 1968).

Howcver.laler research has found evidencc 1o suggcsl fiat domcsdc politics do€s play
sonc rolc in fte fbreign policy decisions ofnational leidcrs. In rcccnt dccadcs. statistical
evidence his suggcstcd rhat presidenlial uses of force may indeed redound b the benclit
of the chief exccu tivc's public approlal ratings ( Muellef, I 970: I 973 r Lee, I 977: Kemell,
1978; Erikson. Lultbeg, ind Tcdin. 1980: Sigelman and Conover, l98l:MacKuen,l983i
Brody, 1984, l99l i Oslr'on rnd Simon, I985a Hurwilz and Peluey, 1987; Russett,
1990a). Such benefils ma) prolc tansitor). howcvcr. AlthoLrgh the Reagan and
Eisenhower administ|ations enjoyed signiilcanr short-tcrm boosls in public suppon
lbllowing popular nrilirary opefalions, Presidents Tfltnn and Johnson both saw their
public approvalraiings plunnnel over the bng tern as a rcsult oflong rnd unpopular
wars. Georgc Bush, in perhaps lhe mosl lelling exanple oflhe fickle nature of
presidcnrial approval in recen!yeaF, was denied reeleclion and tumed outofofficcjusl
cightccn rnonths atier regislerin8 dre highest pubUc approlal ratings clcr mcasurcd lbr an

Anr$ican presidenl ibllowing the stunning vicrory by tbc Unitcd Stats ovcr haq in the

I991 cult' war. Clearly. t|e decision to usc lbrcc ray backlirc iflhc elcclorat perceives

thar the conmander in chief is exercising his constitutional audority lbr polilical gain.

On $e olher hand. scholars such !s Arlhur Stcin (1978) have suggested lhat wars ntay in
laclhave a disinlegfative effecton nationalcohesion. as iamilies lose iiiends and
relatives in conrbal. consurn$ goods become scarce, and nalion^l resources are redrrected
toward thc \!rr cffb.t. More recen!rcsearch, including thai ofJimes and Oncll(1991),
Hugick and Callup (1991), Bfody (1991). Liin and Oncrl ( 1993), Oncal and Bryan
(1995), Janes and Rioux {1998), and Bukcr and Oneal (2001) halc cast doubt on ilre
eftlcacyofdris'Rally Round thc F-lag" clticr in explainiDg variations in presidentiai
popularity. Clearly. the rclationship belweeD presidential uses offorce and presidential
popnlarity is obviously morc conrplex drn conventional wisdom would have us believe.

Subsequent rcsearch has sug8esled thatprcsidcnts may be nrorc likely to consider
miliraryfofce when econonic condilions arc poor. James (l9EE). Russelt (l990ar
1990b). Russctl and BarTilai (1991). James and Oneal ( l99l). ind Brace and HjnckleJ
( 1 99 1 ) coroboratc Ostionr and Job s ( 1986) findings thdr dctcrioradng cconomic
condidons posirively afilct the likelihood that a chicfcicculivc will dccidc to cnplo)
milirary tbrce in a crisis. aecause ccononric condirions are so much more diftlculr lo
manipulale in the sbolt term. prcsidcnts may ind the use ofmllilarv fbrce abroad a more

et]ective oprion for increasing $cir populaf'ry. Mintz (1991) conlends dul dre Busb
Administralion s dccision ro abandon econonric sanclioos favor olnrililary lorce in
ordcr 1o cjcct iraq tiom Kuwail was due in part to worscning ccononric conditions in thc
Unircd Stats in fic fall of 1990. while wans (1996) fbund thai highcr cxpcctcd valucs
lbr war and greater cosls forbacking down during war wcrc associatcd wilh domcstic
considcrailons--poor econonric conditions. thc prorinrity ol prcsidcntialclcctions, rhc
numbcr ofscatsheld by dre presidenfs pxrly in Congrcss-and witi morc violcnl



rcsponscs to criscs on th. paft ofthe Uniled Slares. Or lhe otnerhand, Mccmik (1994).
in tbcusing on 458 prcsidcntial opportu.ities to use force betwee. 194E and 1988. found
that lcvcls ol U.S. ttilitary aid and prior U.S. uses of force had a grcatcr impact on
presidendal decision making t|an did sucb donresdc variablcs as popular approval or
economic condilions.

Conlcnronal wisdorr also conicnds that political leaders strouklbc morc vorablv
dispos.d toward foreign connict in order to elicita ratly and bolstcr thcir pubUc apprcval
when rtreir personal populafity is low. Osrom and Job (1986) and James and Oneal
(1991), however, find t|at presidential uses of tbrce arc in iact rrore likely when public
approval is high. suggesling thal relarilcly high lclcls ofpopular suppodare a
prerequisile lbr fie use ofnrili|ary lbrcc abroad. Similarly, Morgan and Bickers (1992)
rclicwcd aggressivc fbrcign policv actions on $e parl of the UDited Stnres lionr 1953
through 1976, and lbund $al the While House is mofe prone loward such bcbavior whcn
the president is faced with a loss ofsuppofamong his core partlsans rathcr ftan frcm
anong the eleckmle as a whole, aDd drt lolver approval ratings tiom within thc
presidenl s own piny were Iound 1o have aD impaclon fie U.S. inidadon of rili|arized
disputcs. This finding is somewhat al odds with rhose of LiaD ard Oncal (1993),
although the litter emploled a somewhat ditferent lariable.'U. S. uscs offbrcc-as thcir

Lindsay, SaFs, rnd Stcgcr (1992) maintain thal presidenlial decis;ons !o use lbrcc in a

crisis arc influ.nccd lcss by public opinkrn than by the White House s relaiionship wiIh
Congrcss, whilc Brands (19E7) argucs that dre U.S. interventions in tfbaron. crenada.
and the Donrinican Republic weic lacilitatcd p.inrarily by thc hck ofcongresional
opposilion to such moves. Taken logetner, these lindings suggc( rhat conrary to
popular sentiment. politicel leadefs do nol roulinely reso4lo tbrce as a mcans bwaftl
bolslering their public approval ratings over the shon lerm.

whilc paslrcscarch has suggcstcd thltpublic support for American presidents foulinely
incrcascs in the shoa-ornr altcr uscs offbrcc (Mucllcr. I970. 1971: Brody and Page.
1975a MacKuen. 1983),lhis supporl 

's 
olien ephemeral and is likcly rc wanc should rhc

confliclbecome long lerm (Cotlon. 1987r Kemell, 1978; Mueller. 1973). Migh!
gesidents tine uses offorcc shon of full scale warto inprcve iheir own elecloml
prospccts or fiosc ofrhcir prrry? Jamcs rnd Oncal (1991) found that decisions 1o revrl
to miliary forcc arc tnorc comnon during thc &ird quartcrs of prcsidcntial clection years,
a linding conoborared by Russeli (1990b), suggesring tharchiefexecurivcs nright bc
tiying to insligate rallies in order to turlher their own political and elecloial interc$.
S!ol1(i9E4), on ihe olher hand, iinds t|at presidenls are ac ally less likely to reson to
milihfy force dufing ele.rion years, althotrgh uses of fofce are more likely 1o occur when
dre Uniled Slates is involvcd in an ongoing war, whilc Giubitz ( I99l) finds thal
democratic stites in gencral arc norc likcly 1o bccomc involvcd in forcign conflicls
earlier nther than lrtcr in thcir clccrion cyclcs. DcRoucn (1995) finds lhxt whilc tbc statc
of t|e econonry plays no dirccl rolc in prcsidcntial dccisions 1o usc forcc, ficre is a
significant relalionship bctwccn prcsidcnrial popularity and thc statc ofthc cconomy, a

the Dv$br$y Iheary ot war and



nonrecursive relalionship bctwcen popularilyand the usc of lbrce. and drefelore dn

indirecl linkage bctwccn ftc economy, presidendal ipPloval and uses of lorce.

Thcsc lindings presenrus with somc troubling elhical queslions. Ostro m and Job nole

rhat *is thc lcader of one of the world's grcat powe.s. the Presidenl ol thc United Slales is

charSed wirh thc rcsponsibility ofguiding and inrplcmcnling policies 1o protcctand
advance U.S. intcrcsts abroad." (1986,541) Howclcr. ficiifindings and those ol othcrs

suggesr t|al presidcnls fiorn Roosevel! lhrouSh Bush, whcn acting as commander in
chief, have been morc inilucnccd by panisan politics than by thc nalion s \lrategjc
int$csts. Ifour leaders arc truly nrolivaled lo use ldce nol lbr naionaldetense or
sirarcgic considemlions bul prinarily in the hope ofparlisan gain,lhcn ftc 

'noml
shoncomings ofwate.gare. lrrn Conta. and w}itewaler must pale in comparison

However, ifprcsidcnN do in fact enrploy AtErica's arned iofces in attenrpts alarening
declinirg popularity or inflLrencing elections, a progranr oleducalion tbr U.S. lcadds is

sorely needcd, bccausc recen!resedch indicalcs tial the rally eifect is neificr ccnain nor

slron8. Olftcuing $is smallexpecled bcnciit is fie danger that dre use of forcc tbr
limited. political p.rposes might leid 1o rn cxtended war, a reRrlt which has typically had

a strong and unilbrnny adverse effecl on prcsidcnlial popularily (Cotton 1987).

I,urthermorc. rhe poenrial benefit to bc ac$ucd liom such a politi.al usc of lbrce is only
aboul hrli $at ofr pdnre time teleliscd forcign policy speech (Russclt 1990a, 36).

t. Stat'stical Analyses

In ordcr |o delernire whelher prcsidcna in fact purue milihrizcd iitcrsate disputes as a

mcans roward divering public att:ntion from poorecononic condilions, iniluencing the

clcclilal process, or bolstcring presidenlial popularity, this pnpcr will consider whethcr

cerl1in faclors prior prcsidential popularity, thc proximi!y ofelections. econonic
indicalds makc prcsidentialuses of forcc morc likely. Data were conp'lcd on

milikri^d inrersrare dispures to which the Uni€d Stales was a prrly. prcsidenlial

approval prior 1o the initiation of$e use ofiorce. public Pcrceplions ofbusiness
condirions. personal financcs. consumef confidcncc and erpecotions, and the prcxinity

{. IliliturtedlnLt.\raleDisputcr

Pcrhaps $e mosl conrprehcnsivc dali sels on inlemalional conllict is the Militarized
Inlersnte Dispntc (MiD9 daa set, . revised lcision of Cochnran and Maoz s (l9li4)
original dala collcction conrpiled by dre Conclatcs ofwar (COw) Proiecr. Thc MIDS

data encon)pissc s rhc )eafs I E I 6 I 992 and pro! ides detailed inlormad on on lhc morc

tian two thousand mililariTed disputes in whlch one or more stales threalcncd, displaycd,

or used fdcc agajnst one or more other stilcs over the coune oflhis dmc Pcriod: ofthesc
dispules.108 invollcd $e Unned Stales.



The COW prolcct dcfin.s x _militarizcd intcrshtc disputc" is a set ofin€raclions
be$een oramong stales inlolvinS threats to trse miiitary force. displays ofmilitary tifce
or actualuses ofnilitafy fofce. lo be inclDded, thee acts must be explicit,
nonaccidcnlnl. and governrDenl sanctioned" (Gochnran and Maoz, 1984:587). Givcn
tiesc crircria. rclcvant cases musr inlolvc nrdonal political cn ics thar arc panicipants in
tie i ersnte system disputcs wit]r lerorist groups, separatist molements. or orher
nonslate actors are t|erefore not included.

Alrhough the MIDS darl se! includes 308 militarized inlentale disputes irvolving rhc

Lrnitcd Slatcs dating back to l8l6, modern pLiblic opinion polling on prcsidcnrial
apprcval did nor bcgin until fic middlc of thc 1930s. and clcn rhcn polls wcrc conducted
only sporadically. This resea.ch $ill theren)re focus only on $e 193 militarized
inleNFte disputes in which the United Strles was involved between 1933 and 1992.
cncompassing dre Franklin Rooseveh through the George Bush adminisbations.

Figure I indicales drat instances of militarized inleFtale dispules involvirg dre Uniled
Srares are nordistributed unilbrmly throu8hout the period being studied. Moslnotably.
mililarized disputes pfior Io 1948 appe to be significantly nrer tnan dxxe in ihe post
1948 period. A nunter of polential explanalions might accounl for this phenomenon.
The relatively spafse nature of pre 1948 incidenls nay be simply a coding artifact,
peftaps nrdicating dre difficuhies involved in identifying mililarized dispules through
hinorical rccofds and nredia $ufces decades ifter the facl. Givcn $. improved
conrmunicatiols lechnologics thnt wc find litcr in thc srudy p$iod, it lrray bc that
relalilely miror uscs or displxys ofibrcc fiar $ould havc been colered in mcdia
accounts in thc la cr portions of the sludy period may have been ole ooked ln lhe media
accounts of thc 1930s. Similady, media atleniion on the American activities inthe
Pacitlc and Europ€an lheale|s in Wodd Waf lI nright hale resuhed in the omission of
rclatilely minor inciden$ drat would have been covered more thoroughly in nrore

Anoth.r potcndalcxplanarion lbr thc iclative scarcity ofU.S. mjlitarjzed dispures prior b
19,1E is $at fte Uniled Sotes nray simply have had neilher dre inclinition nor the
oppoaunily !o become irvoived in such d'spules. Indccd. pnor b fic Japancsc altack on
Pcarl Ha$or t|et led 1o the U.S. enfiv into World WarII, thcrc wcrc strong isolationist
senrimenh among both the generil public and lvithin Congrcss: sLrch senriments mighr
have dissuaded U.S. policlmakcrs lron inldaring displays or uses of force during this
period for fearofprovoking a ncgalilc reaction lto'n ConS'€ss or iiom dre populalion as

Altcmatly. U.S. policynrake|s mighl have been willing to cnglgc in displays or uscs of
forcc, ycr simply nolhad t|e opportunitiee lo do !r. In thcir dcscripdon and discussion ol'
tic cnrirc MIDS data sel- Gochman and Maoz (198'l) nolc lhat milluriTcd disputcs
involvjng t$o or morc memben of dre inlefslate systcm notjun ftosc involvinglhc
Unitcd Stalca-ha!e not been elenly distributed ovcr thc dmc pcriod of l8l6 lhrough
I 992. Thc ir analyses of all inle rcDte disputes do indicab a nrarkcd dccrcasc in



militarized intcrsbre disputes in the interwar period. espccially dudng the 1930s,
followcd by another marked decrease in the lale 194Os and carly I 950s (Gochmn and
Maoz. I 984:59 I -592). S imilarly. Gochman and Maoz norc fiat 'by far lhe mosl
o..pL .r:nui periuJ in rrms ol lne nul,beh ol di.p-le' beSJn "nJ Ln'l(r .dy \a( been
dre 1L,cle,r erJ... LC.\hrndndnJMao/. 10r,1)q)r Coc\tunolJ \4d^/ drlrrbutc rhi.
ircrease in pan lo ine BroMh in thc sizc ol lhe inl,erstate syslem, as former colonics in
Afiica. Asia, and tle Middle East grincd $cir independe'ce in tne 1950s and 1960s.

Givcn ftc l-ltcr tbar he relalively few U.S. nilit{rizcd interstale dispules ii the pre I 948
period mirror rhc gcncrally lower dispute levels globally. it is rcasonable to assume lhat
rhis finding is not a data collection artifact and d@s in factrcllccl tie generally less
dispuhti{rus intemadonal cnvironmentlhe United Slates ficed in ftc intcrwar pcriod.
Concomirrntly, as rhe Unitcd Stacsemerged as a world snperpower and cngagcd thc
SovielUDion in a Cold War in thc posl-World war ll era. opponunities for mililarizcd
interstate disputes incfeased. and dttitudes loward such conflicts among bodr U.S. elites
and fie general public likelychansed.

Of thc 308 riiitarized inlersl.1te disputcs since l8l4 in which the Unjted States has been
a pirticipanr, 193 occurcd during ftc pcriod under sludy,1933 1992. FiSure 2 reilecls
the dislJibulion of MlDs by adminisiration during the study period. As indicited,lhe
Rea!r rrdFr'enhowe, pre'iJcn.rc..\pcncnced n,ore rr r.riledin,er.t"reli'purcs.
a 'd her Le i,ore npp^rturrrie' ,r cnl") ,rl ) ellicr.. tlrn did drF .ier m.Jem
prerdenc e. l'ri\ d.pJrirr r' ub\iu rl' Jue nor ^rl) ro fp [i.r rd tr'enhu"cr dnJ
ilearar bon..neo'"" ruil r.rm. In rh; o',1 orrrca our J .n r,r fieI presiJen..cs
conrcided with dre relalively norc disputatious environnrents of the I 950s and I 980s.

E

E
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lables I and 2 providc dcscriplive information on hc dispules i}emselves in which ine
U'ited Shtes was invollcd bctwccn 1933 and 1992. Tablc I is bascd on dala iicluded in
$c Militaized Inlerstate Disputes data sel nnd reports the highcst iction reachcd by the

p ticipanrs in lhe disputes in which the Uniled Slates was a panicipani. As indicated,
displays oftroops, ships, planes. or olhef mobilizations accounled tb! more lhan 27
percenlofrhc highcstactions in fie dispues. while bordef violalions and blockades
accounted for more tiran twcl!c pcrccnt. Twcnty-$rcc p$ccnr of acions consiltcd of
occupalions ofterildy, s.izurcs, clashcs and raids. Dcclaralions ofwar and inrrstatc
war accourl fbrjust oler lhree percenl of U.S. responses over $e sludy pcriod.

Table 2 mea$rcs lhc hostliry lelel to wh;ch tne dispule escalated. The fourteen typ€s oI
military iction prcscntcd in Tablc I are clusle'€d into fifee bfoad calegories. ft/.arr,
!r.rr.? enlails threars 1o usc fbrcc. |o blockade, to occupy terilory- of lodeclafe war.
DirpLtr affarc? in |)lc: a]crts. mobilizarions- and sholvs oftorce. Ur. r/ror.c reters

!o ac al blockades, occupations of tcri|ory, seiTures, clashes, declaralions of!vaf, war.
of odrer u ses of nilitary lbrcc (Coch nran and Maoz, I 984). Tl is lypology is consistenl
wilh dre codine scbemc for cvcnrs dita c'rploycd by t-eng and Singer (1977) and by Stoll
(1987). During thc p.riod in qucsdon, disputes in which lhe Uniled Slates was a

padcipant escalale.l to an uctutil use of tbrce in jue one-quadef of t|e cases considered,
while rhfeals or displays of force accounted lbr almos!fiiiy percentoflhe ca*s.

D, Prcsidcnlirl{ppr,,ral

Foi he puryoses oldris study, prcsidcnralapproval levels are based on ihe Gallup
Organization\ measurerncnts ofthis phenomeDor beginning in the Roosevelt
adminislrition and conrinuing through the conclusion ofdre fint tsush adninistration in
January 1993. Gallup (1972) lrcludes the presidential approlal datn lbi thc Rooscvelt
and Trunan adninistJarions,lhe figures ibr thc Eiscnhowcr through ReaSan

adDinislralions are iound in Edwards and Callup (1990). while ihe stalislics for the Bush

ad.InisratioD are conrpilcd in Saad (1993). However, the Gallup orsanrzanon s

measurements ofprcsidcntial popularity were sporadic during drc Roosclelt and Truman

adminisfiations. During fie Roosevelt presidency. Gallup askcd only tbur presidenlial
apprclal qucsrions in 1943 and lone in 1944. pcrhaps oul ofconcern lhal any evidence of
public dissaristuction $ifi lhe chiefexecutive mighl hindcr dc war eifbl1i in iact,lhe po]l

of Dcccmber I 9,13 is the lasl of ihe Rooscvch prcsidcncy. Furlhermore, as late as the

1970s dre presideDlial rpprovalqucsdon was onrilled liom suNeys jn t|e nrcnlhs
prcceding presidenlialeleclions. pcrhaps 1() avoid iniluencinS lhe clccloral ou|comc.

In order !o ensure drat any rallics associaled widr presideDtialuscs of lbrcc wcrc nol
conranrinaled of iniluenced by othcr conlcmporaneous events, cises in which thc rclcvanl
public appfoval ratings wcrc lcasurcd Jrr(re fian six iveeks prid lo or lbllowing thc

inrcrsrar dispu!e were onritt.d. Rcliablc publlc approval fi3ures arc thcrclbrc a!ailablc

t



for only 167 of fie 193 inleFtate disputes in \!hich the Uniled Slates was inlolvtd
bcrwcen 1933 and 1993.

The presidcntial approval data indicate thal. on avcragc, coDnDanders in chiefhavc bccn

neifier unusually popular nor unpopuld prnrr to bccorning involved in foreign dispures.
The mean public apprcvllprcsideDls have enjoyed prnn lo uscs of tbrce is 56.54 percent

Table 1

Ilighest Action in Dispute by Either Party

NoMilihrD.d '\.rion

'rhr.at roO..up)

sho* ofShits
Sho* orPlanet

Table 2

HostilitY Level of Dispute

Nlobilizribn
funii nortrLr
Bord€r \i. brion

o.. u narion ot Territn
StiTurc

Declararionotrvrr
LseotCRR \rerFns

loins Inrernrte w
Iisi,'! r rnres

N

No Militariz€d 0 0

Threat to Use 8 .t.1

Display of '79 44.9

Use oflbrce 50 25.9
2.1

luissinc Values 52 26.9

Total 191 100

jusr slightl) abovc the average popularily lcvcl of55.75 percent for allGallup
prcsidcntial approval polls during thc cntrc sludy periodi t lests indicalcd a l-valuc of
1.l0 u.d a t$o'tailed significance lclcl of0.271. indicating t|al thc null hlpclhcsis $at
rhcrc is no signiiicant diflerencc in thcsc scores cannol be reject.d- Thh indic.tlcs lhal
ficrc is likely no relalionship bctwccn uscs ofiofce arrd prior prcsidcntialpopularily.



This simplc tcsr suggests that the popular wisdom that prcsidcnts arc more likely to luor
to toreign adlenturism when their popularity is cithcr unusually low or unusually hiSh js

On rhe olherhand. as indicatcd. prcsidcniial populariry pfior to militarized intershte
disputcs lends to increase as the hostility lcvcls offtc dispuGs in queslion escalate. On
average, prcsklenN hare leDded to enjoy public appro!11 lcvcls more $an 1en percentage

points greabr whcn entering into a war than they do whcn cngaging in a display of torce.

T.ble 3

Public Approval Priorlo Use of Force

N SD Min. Max.
Presidcnfial Approval Prior to 167 56.5,1 13.45 26 81

{ll \,Iilitarized Interstate

Presidential Approyal Prior to 5 56.2 13.48 39 12

Presidential App.olal Prior to i8 53.63 t2.94 32 7E

DisDlaY of Force
P.esidential ApproralP.ior to 119 57.13 13.44 26 a]

Presid€nti.l Approyal Prior to 5 64.,+ 15.95 3'7 16

Thcse flndings arc consistcnt wilh lhose of Ostrom and lob (1986) and.Ianres and Oneal
(1991), who found fiar presidenrial uses of forcc arc morc likely when public approval is

higb, suggestine fiafelatively high lelels ofpopular support are a prerequisilc for fic
more seious categories ofnrililarizcd intcrshte disputes. As indicat.d in Figurc l.
howc!c., ftere arc wide disparilics anrong presidenlial adnrinisrttions in pLrblic approval
lclcls prior to rally cvcnts. Only t}eTnman and Cancr prcsidcncies apFa! to bavc

become involvcd in niliurized intenl.1te disputcs whcn lhe ir public approval lclcls wcrc
low. while PrcsidcnN Rooseveh, Eisenhowcr. Kcnnedy, and Bush each tcndfd 10 enioy
faifly rcbusr popularily levels prior to uscs of ibrce. These findings casl doubl on dre

efficacy of&e diversionafy theory ofwai, at least insofar as prcsidcndalapproval is



Figure 3

Average Presidential Approval Prior to Rally Eyent

c.

N SD Min.
Business Conditions - 12 Months 152 120.4'7 15-f2 32 168

Personal Finances Exp€cted I 47 121 .'7 I lA-22 92 1 41

Consumer Confidcnce 94 87.00 18.90 13.2 138.20

Consnmer ExDectations 94 93.87 17.10 45.20 t22.4)

The snte ofthe econony has long bccn rccognized as ao inrpotunl iniluence on
presiderlial populdrity (Kcmcll, l97Et MacKuen. 1983a Os!om and Simon, 1985: Mara,
Oslrom, and Sirnon, I 990; witrkopf, I 994). The econo mic dala in Table 4 are based on
components ofthc Univcrsiry ofMichigan's Suney Research Centeis lnder of
Con$rmcr Scnlimcntand the Conlerence Board's Consunrer confidence suracys. Thc
Michigan data were sporadic through dre late L94Os and carly 1950s, butwcrc reported
qLrarlerly by the I960s and nonlhly by thc larc I970s. Thc Contbrence Board s data,
untbrlunaiely. dcs not b€gin until 1969. Ncvertheless. lhe variables employed,
Michigan s consumer expcctations ofpersonal inances (PERFIEXP) and consunrer
erpecrldons of busincss condilions oler lhe next twehe months (BUSCONI2). as wcll
as rhc Cont-crcnce Boaftl\ indices ofconsumer confidence (CCINDEX) and consumci
cxpectnrions (EXPECTS), caphrre the artitudcs olrhc public and are naturally influenced
byp,ol. per. epr' n, of -npmDlu) mcnr dnJ ir I .. u, .

Su rmary slatistics ibr rhe consumer confidence data prior 1o the militarizcd intcrs€tc
dlspules are lburd in Table 4.

Consu ner C o. fid.nc. M.!sur.s Prior to Mili ta rized I nle.stale Dispu 1es



As mi8hl be expcctcd, all ofthc consumer confidence variables are positively corelated
lvilh one anodrer and $csc concl.td on s arc aU sign itlcanl a! ,re 0.0 I conldence level.
For he purposes of this research,lhc rosr rcccnt consumci scnti'ne.1 survcy da|a prior 10

Lhc,hc ul lurce a,e enp n)ed C,'P' 1 q|l:. h drF n! \. rei cnr.. n\u rtr | \cn.rn.nl
suNey is morc tian three monrhs prior to the use olforce in question are omitted.

The mean values fora!si,ess Conditions 12 Months 1120.42) and P.tsonal Finances
tv.c/e./ (121.7,1) are somewhal lrighcr ftrn thc avcrigc fbr ftc cnrrc 1947-1987 peiiod
corcrcd by fie data ( I I 1.94 and I18.96, rcspcctivcly), and thcsc difiircnccs arc
si-qnificant. Comparing rhe means oflhe trsirzss Corditiahs l2 Manths t],lar.srltatl
in a t value of-1.20 and a 2railed significance level of0.002, while a conrprrison of the
neatl\af the PersohaL f ikar..r ttrpe.r../ data relurlred a 1lalue of 2.24anda2aailed
signitican.e level of0.027. Thc null hypolhesis thal tlrere is no signiiicant diifefence in
rf c.c.rre. r..) .l eref. F be,,r. ) r... r. J.n rtr\c ir.rdn.c.

Thc nrean lalues lor C.,J! her Cahlde nce 187 ) anrl Consume t E!p. dations (93.47).

howevef. are vilually :denlical r{r thosc ibr $c.ntire 1969-1992 period colertd by the

Contcrence Board s dala (90.77 and 94.,t1. rcspccrilcly). and Flests lrdicaled fiat the
ditlerences were not slatislically significant- Whilc lbc tlndirgs lbr Conrrnal
Co,fidene ardConsmn.r Z-rp..rart,,J would sccm to councr he prcmise oftne
dilersionary t|eory t|al presidenls rrc morc inclited lo 1um !o military advenlurism to
di!cr! public altenlion from thc st{tc offic cconotry. he findings ftr'Busnress
Conditioni-and Pcrsonrl Financcf suggest that presidenls may, counter intuilivcly, bc
mofe likely 1o bccomc inlolved in uses ofiofce when con su nrcr con fidcncc rnd
expecrarions arc relati!ely high.

D,

As noled previously.lhcrc is a widespr€ad assumption thal presidcnls mightrcsorl to
ibrei8n military acton as a means ofiniltrencing impcnding clcclions. while some
rescarch has suggested that presidents rrc indccd morc likely 1() beconre invohed in uses

of lbrce as elecrions apprcach (Ostrom und Job. 1986i James and Oneal. l99l), olhcrs
have lailed to find such a rclation ship (S toll. I 984: Gaubau, I 99 I ). In ordcr to a sscss $e
relalionship between uscs oiforcc, presidential approval. and thc clcctoialcalendar. ihe
variable NSXTELEC will represenl fie mont|s remaining undl lhc nexi presidenlial



qostility l?rel and Months until N€xt Eldtion

As indicared in Table 5, the prcpcnsity tbr the presidenlto lead the nalron rnlo a

nrililarized dispute d€s not appcar ro be related to the electdal calcndar. Uhcn al1 193

MIDS cases afe considered, thc averagc anroun!oftinre unlilthe ncrt prcsidcn tial
election isjust under two ycars. While hefe is a posilivc corclation bctwccn the use of
fbrce aDda presidenlial elcction in tbe same quanef excluding uscsoitbrce in
December end dre latter prfl ofNovembef followin8 an clcction-tic rcl.tlionship is not

stitislicelly si8nificint. This suggesrs once again thal prcsidcnts do nol seenr !o roulinely
schedule uses of forcc as a nreans ofinlluencins imp.nding clcclions.

Il may be tbal pfesidents who wish to inflLrence imFndin8 elections through uscs of lbrce
woirkl only lavor cerlain kinds of military action. Gilen thc pot ntially disaslrous eilecls
a major nilitary endcavor mightbale on a prcsidcncy, as cvidcnced by the Truman and

Johnson expcricnccs. a chiefexeculive mightbc morc inclined toward fireals and

displays of forcc rader fian uses of forcc or war in fie monL\s pfecedin3 electons.
Howc!$. .ts indicaled in Table 5, thcrc appcar to be no appreciable diferenccs among

thc diiterenl boslilily levels in fic anroun! oftine until thc ncil clcction. Forcach
hostility level, the averagc anounl oftime until the ncxt prcsidcn t ial clection is about two

Convenlional wisdom. sociologicai fteory, and pasl rcscarch halc ollcn suggesled lhat
presidenls nriy bc inclincd 10 seek oul foreign nlilit.rr) adlcntures in order !o bolstel
sagging public approval ralings. influencc loling behalior trior 1oeleclions, or djveft
atcntion rionr lackluster economic conditions. Sucb dtories hale eained crcdcncc in
rcccntdccades hfough stalislicrland anecdolal evidence suggesting drat such uscs of
forcc may raise t|e chiefexecutivc's public approval ratiDgs, ahhough thc bcncfits appcar

nosr oftcn lohave been nrinor and transilofy. in bodr real and polilical tcnns.

LJ

Arl N{IDs 211-L 191 lLl6 A 47'lfrrcar\ol L-_ 5 la'6 6 a1

I!r!9pisplar\of '..:j 4l l_L_2 | el

Ierlg
us€s ofForce 2s2 )t9 ll-!4 ! ll

22.00 8 17.19 l



The dilersionary theory of war. the widely held beliefthal presidenrs will be predisposed
toward uses of force in nrilitarized interstate disputes as a means ofboostnrg drir own
public approval mrings. dilerting public altention from donreslic polilical or economic
lr'oublcs, or to irfluence impending elections. assumes, ofcourse, tnat ihe rallyetfecl is in
facl re^l, or at lcrst ihxt prcsidcnts bclicvc thal il is. Howcvcr. kcy clc lcnts of thc
diversionafy dieory of war have been brcught inlo questbn as a result ofthis research.
Dcspilc popular presumplions !o the conaary, p.esidenls afe in fact nol more likely 10

bcconc involved in crises when then populafily is low. and actually are morc likely 10

enjoy highcr than aleragc public approval lcvcls prior lo becoming inlollcd in
militarizcd dispurcs. Thc cconomic da€ presentcd also suggcsr tharprcsidents arc nol
mofe inclined to seek oul f{rrcign rrilitary divcrsions whcn thc consu mcr conlidcncc in
the heahh of the economy is low, but that in fact consumer confidence and.xpcctations
lcnd to be highellhan alerage prior !o a dispute. Similafly. dre proximily ofelections
docs norappear io be a faclor in dre onsetof militarized inlentale dispules eithef.

Ho$,c!cr. *hilc hesc resulrs do casldoubt on he pioposirioD lha! presidenls are inclined
tNard inlcmational advcnturism as a means ofbolstering their own polilical posilions. il
is possiblc fiat prcsidenls in polilical ditUcuhy are in lac! simply nrore seleclive and
discrirrinating in thcir choices as ro whar rcriviiies lhey choose 10 dilen publjc allenlion.
As indicarcd prc!iously, Russel! (1990a) nores thar a president may realize a greater

boost to his public approval rarings firough a nationally televised primelinre speech
withoutrhc longrcrm iisLs eniailed should a limiled militery dispute escalate inlo war-

Thara presiden! may elicil a sufSe ofpatriotism and public approvil for b;s
administmtion and irs policies dnough an intcmatioml crisis is pcrhaps onc ofr|c most
deeply held tenels in Amcricrn polirics, and fo. ! nunrbc. ofycars thc anecdoial evidence
lha! such a phenoncnon in factcxistcd \ras suppoacd by fie prelailing empirical
research (Kcmcll. 197 8r Mucllcr, 1970t 1973). Morerecentstudies(Bfody.l99liLian
andOncrl, l993iOnealxnd Bryan, 1995i James and Rioux. I998; aaker and Oneal,
2001), howc!er, have cas! doub! on the eificacy of the rally eifect to accuratcly account
for and cxplain !vha!happens to public opinion and prcsidcndal popularity during
nrilirarized inteAtate disptrtes: wbile public suppon for &c president during internaional
cfises dcs incrersc in many inshnccs, $is increase is oiren small, is by no means

cetuin. and apFrrs to bc contingent on a number ofcontextual factors. Clcarly thc
relationship bcrwcen presidenlial uses of force and presidentialpopulrrily is nrorc
conplc)( than convenlional wisdom would ha!€ us belrcvc.
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