Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48355-1 — Revolution and Reaction
Kurt Weyland

Frontmatter

More Information

Revolution and Reaction

Why did so many Latin American leftists believe they could replicate the
Cuban Revolution in their own countries, and why did so many rightists
fear the spread of communism? Cognitive-psychological insights about
people’s distorted inferences and skewed interest calculations explain
why the left held exaggerated hopes and why the right experienced
excessive dread. The resulting polarization provoked a powerful back-
lash in which the right uniformly defeated the left. To forestall the
feared spread of revolution, the military in many countries imposed
authoritarian regimes and brutally suppressed left-wingers. Overly wor-
ried about the advance of Cuban-inspired radicalism as well, the United
States condoned and supported the installation of dictatorship, but
Latin American elites took the main initiative in these regressive regime
changes. With a large number of primary and secondary sources, this
book documents how misperceptions on both sides of the ideological
divide thus played a crucial role in the frequent destruction of
democracy.

Kurt Weyland utilizes a distinctive theoretical approach that draws on
cognitive-psychological insights to elucidate crucial political phenomena.
He is the author of four books and approximately fifty journal articles
and book chapters. His previous book, Making Waves (Cambridge
University Press, 2014), won the book award from APSA’s
Comparative Democratization section.
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One book leads to the next! After I finished Making Waves: Democratic
Contention in Europe and Latin America since the Revolutions of 1848
(Cambridge University Press, 2014), I noticed that like most scholars who
examine the diffusion of political regime change, I had investigated attempts
to spread “good things,” namely political liberalism and democracy.
Obviously, it is more pleasant to analyze progressive changes and their
proliferation. We all root for the social and political forces that try hard to
effect improvements.

But because I am German, I am painfully aware of the fact that during certain
time periods, it were the nasty, violent, and (self-)destructive innovations that
held a great deal of ideational appeal and that spread. The prime example is, of
course, fascism during the interwar years. What the monumental catastrophe
caused by Italian and especially German fascism makes many observers forget is
that Mussolini and even Hitler for years drew a great deal of admiration and
emulation. As many liberal democracies crumbled, fascism seemed to be the
wave of the future.

While an analysis of the autocratic riptide of the interwar years will have to
wait for my next book, this was not the only reverse wave of democratic
breakdown that the modern world has seen. Political liberalism came under
renewed assault in Latin America during the 1960s and 1970s, when right-wing
military regimes spread. The present book focuses on this proliferation of
autocracy, which preceded the “third wave” of democratization in the region
that my 2014 study sought to elucidate. Why did so many countries, including
the longstanding democracies of Chile and Uruguay, fall to conservative
dictatorships? Why did nations that had significant experiences with
liberalism come to suffer under regimes that were unprecedented in their
repressiveness and cruelty?

In light of scholars’ understandable preference for explaining progressive
changes, these questions about the causes of consequential political reversals
hold considerable intellectual interest. Why does history sometimes move in the
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wrong direction? Investigating these dark issues is not a very uplifting task,
however. The fears and resentments of reactionaries do not make for pleasant
reading. One marvels at the exaggerated threats they perceived and cringes at
the drastic countermeasures they regarded as necessary. What a chilling
experience, for instance, to peruse the reasoning of Argentina’s former
dictator Jorge Videla in explaining why the military junta came up with the
idea of simply “disappearing” opponents (which meant killing them in
a clandestine fashion and disposing of the corpses secretly; see Reato 2012:
52-3, §8-61, 92—3, 149—52). Yet, to help prevent recurrences, understanding
the causes underlying the waves of political regression that brought such
atrocities is important.
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Chapter 8 draws on two of my published articles, namely “Fascism’s
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