No empirical basis for diversionary war theory
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According to the diversionary theory of war, the cause of some militarized conflicts is not a clash of salient interests between countries, but  rather  problematic  domestic  circumstances. Under conditions such as economic adversity or political unrest, the country’s leader may attempt to generate a foreign policy crisis in order both to divert domestic discontent and bolster their political for-tunes through a rally around the flag effect (Russett 1990). Yet, despite the wide-ranging popularity of this idea and some evidence of U.S. diversionary behavior  (e.g.,  DeRouen  1995,  2000;  Fordham 1998a, 1998b; Hess and Orphanides 1995; James and  Hristolouas  1994;  James  and  Oneal  1991;Ostrom and Job 1986), after five decades of research broader empirical support for the theory remains elusive (e.g., Gelpi 1997; Gowa; 1998; Leeds and Davis 1997; Levy 1998; Lian and Oneal 1993; Meernik and Waterman 1996). This has prompted one scholar to conclude that ‘‘seldom has so much common sense in theory found so little support in practice’’ (James 1987, 22), a view reflected in the more recent research (e.g., Chiozza and Goemans2003, 2004; Meernick 2004; Moore and Lanou e2003; Oneal and Tir 2006). I argue that this puzzling lack of support could be addressed by considering the possibility that the embattled leader may anticipate achieving their diversionary aims specifically through the initiation ofterritorialconflict2—a phenomenon I call territorial diversion.
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