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ABSTRACT 
We contribute to the extensive literature on international influences on 
democratization and democratic breakdowns by conceptualizing hegemonic 
mechanisms of regime change and assessing them empirically. Our findings are 
based on a multi-methods approach and highlight the varying importance of 
hegemonic influences in post-1945 Latin America. We argue that US support for 
democratization was consistent in the wave of t ransitions to democracy that began 
in Latin America in 1978 and that it was decisive in many of these transitions. While 
past work has attributed responsibility to the US for the waves of democratic 
breakdowns from 1948 to 1956 and 1964 to 1976, an examination of the 27 
breakdowns from 1945 to 2010 gives reason to doubt this interpretation. Future 
research could use these conceptual and methodological tools to explore the role of 
other powers in waves of democracy and authoritarianism. 
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lntroduction 

This article adds to the extensive literature on international influences on political 
regimes by conceptualizing what we call "hegemonic mechanisms" and using qualitat­
ive and quantitative tools to look at how the US impacted democratic transitions and 
breakdowns in Latin America since the end of W orld War II. W e begin by taking 
stock of the literature on international effects on political regimes and by providing 
an empirical definition of our phenomenon of interest. Hegemonie mechanisms can 
be common in waves of regime change when the spatial reach of this regime change 
clusters within the hegemon's sphere of influence. Under such conditions, the 
hegemon can influence other countries' political regimes in many ways that range 
from direct military intervention to simply signalling potential support or even acquies­
cencing to authoritarian or democratic actors. Typically, however, hegemonic influence 
entails some agency on the ground through the application of economic or political 
tools to affect the balance of power between pro-regime groups and the opposition. 
Our framework suggests ways of inferring the presence of different hegemonic practices 
or mechanisms using a multi-method approach. 
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Although this framework could be applied to any hegemon and regime type, we 
focus on US democracy promotion in Latin America since 1945. On empirical 
grounds, the article indicates that contrary to some scholarship, the US was not primar­
ily responsible for the authoritarian waves that swept Latin America from 1948 to 1954 
and from 1964 to 1977. Contrary to other scholarship, it suggests that US support for 
democratic transitions was far more consistent and relevant during the wave of democ­
racy that began in 1978. 

We use a multi-method approach that combines crisps-set qualitative comparative 
analysis (csQCA), short case studies, and survival analysis to explore medium-n, 
small-n, and large-n samples. We begin by briefly analyzing US influence in all 37 
democratic transitions and all 27 breakdowns in Latin America from 1945 to 2010 
(Appendices II and III provide more detail). We then examine US influence in the 
early democratic breakdowns during the wave of authoritarianism in Latin 
America that began in 1948 and in the early transitions to democracy during the 
wave of democratization that began in 1978. Finally, a quantitative analysis suggests 
that US support for democratization, as measured by US aid flows, is a strong pre­
dictor of transitions. 

This multipronged approach illuminates different aspects of the impact of US policy 
toward democracy and authoritarianism in Latin America, giving greater inferential 
leverage. The conclusions suggest that hegemonic mechanisms - in particular, US 
support for democratization-played an important role during Latin America's third 
wave of democratization. In contrast, the evidence suggests that the waves of authori­
tarianism from 1948-54 and 1964-77 were not the result of US hegemonic influence. 

Taking stock 

The scholarship on democratic transitions and breakdowns has proposed myriad expla­
nations for the consistent finding that international influences and actors have an 
important effect on regime change. More than 20 years ago, Lawrence Whitehead 
suggested that authors converge on three recurrent international mechanisms, which 
he labelled "consent," "contagion," and "control."1 Since then, other scholars have pro­
posed new typologies2 but none has taken hold definitively. (See online Appendix I for a 
summary of the literature). Several classifications propose a useful basic distinction 
between horizontal and hegemonic mechanisms. 

Horizontal mechanisms emphasize bottom-up processes that take place among units 
that are relatively equal in formal status (that is, two or more independent countries) . 
Most research on international influences in the field of comparative democratization 
focuses on them.3 Yet hegemonic mechanisms are frequently highly important in inter­
national politics, where power matters a great deal. 

Hegemonie mechanisms are vertical or top-down mechanisms involving coercion 
and/or consent in which powerful states with vested interests in the proliferation of a 
particular regime type play a central role. Because of their superior power capabilities, 
hegemons can affect regimes in a wide variety of ways, from externally imposing them 
to supporting a certain outcome. Yet these mechanisms are often difficult to disentangle 
from horizontal factors. If hegemonic influences push in the same direction as horizon­
tal diffusion, the former could be confounded with the intermediary role of smaller 
states, non-state actors, or institutions, and thus incorrectly attributed to diffusion. 
Conversely, hegemons could be simply intervening in an already moving process or 
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triggering such a process involuntarily. Therefore, scholars need to disentangle hegemo­
nic and horizontal influences before claiming or rejecting their presence. 

Hegemonie mechanisms: international power and regime change 

How can we know hegemonic influences when we see them? These mechanisms take 
place when a hegemon affects regimes within its sphere of influence by acting as 
source of demonstration, by actively promoting or supporting a regime, or even by mili­
tariJy imposing one. The great variety of means by which hegemons can produce regime 
change or ensure regime stability in other countries makes it is necessary to talk of hege­
monic mechanisms in the plural before specifying the logic of each individual mechan­
ism. Y et they all share certain key characteristics. 

First, hegemonic mechanisms require the existence of a state with considerably 
superior economic and military power vis-a-vis other states in their part of the 
world. Second, because the spatial reach of hegemonies has never been global, hegemo­
nic mechanisms should occur within the hegemon's sphere of influence, that is, where it 
has enough linkages and leverage to influence the process. Consequently, regime tran­
sitions that duster within a region with a strong power raise the possibility that hege­
monic mechanisms could be at work. 

Third, when hegemonic mechanisms are present, the first in a sequence of regime 
changes should start soon after a modification in the hegemon's foreign policy. Also, 
some actors or countries might be expected to transition first or more rapidly than 
others if they are more vulnerable to or specifically targeted by the new policy. 
Timing (temporal contiguity between policy change in the hegemon and the transition) 
and sequence (the order in which transitions occur, given how characteristics of the 
policy affect particular countries), therefore, in addition to geographical location, can 
strengthen the inference that the hegemon played a key role in the process. 

Hegemons have many means to foster regime change in their area of influence.4 In 
some cases, they impose regimes through colonial rule or through invasion; these are 
foreign-imposed regime changes.5 Yet most of the time hegemons act indirectly by 
empowering or disenfranchising some domestic actors and tilting the balance in 
favour or against them, and hence swaying the balance between pro-regime actors 
and the opposition. By applying or threatening sanctions and offering or promising 
rewards - which can be moral, economic, military, and diplomatic - the hegemon 
can influence the domestic balance between pro-authoritarian and pro-democratic 
coalitions.6 

Usually, hegemons purposefully attempt to drive or support a process of regime 
change in other countries. This might mean activism in situ (for example, activities 
of the hegemon's officials on the ground) or some policy that directly rewards or pena­
lizes local actors. However, a hegemon can also influence regime outcomes without 
necessarily displaying great agency. Because of their incommensurable power, hege­
mons can trigger a chain reaction simply through signals that could be interpreted 
by other actors as indicative of its future behaviour. Even the hegemon's acquiescence 
can have effects.7 Alternatively, if a hegemon supports a process of regime change in one 
country that started independently and is championed by other international or trans­
national actors, its support could act as a powerful source of diffusion.8 In these cases, 
since the observable implications of horizontal and hegemonic mechanisms overlap, it 
is necessary to explore both before adjudicating. 
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In the remainder of this article, we turn to a most-likely case for hegemonic influence 
on politieal regimes: Latin Ameriea after 1945. Many scholars have documented that US 
policies about democracy and authoritarianism had an impact on Latin Ameriean 
regimes in the post-1945 era,9 yet few have done it using conceptual and methodological 
tools that could travel to other cases of hegemonic effects.10 We retell this story through 
the Jens of hegemonic influences, treating the US and Latin America as one historical 
case where such mechanisms are sometimes at work, parsing some of these mechan­
isms, and using methods that illustrate ways in which scholars can test their observa­
tional implications. 

Because Latin American waves of authoritarianism and democracy tended to duster 
geographically and that the US is vastly more powerful than states in the region, our 
scope conditions are fulfilled. The next three sections explore to what extent the US sup­
ported transitions and breakdowns when they happened, provided an initial im pulse for 
waves through demonstration, and acted consistently by offering incentives to domestic 
actors in this region. 

Promoting democracy on the ground: the role of US embassies 

In this section, we look at all 27 democratic breakdowns and 37 democratic transitions 
that took place in Latin America between 1945 and 2010. Our goal is to assess if the US 
government actively favoured regime change in those breakdowns and transitions and 
to assess whether US influence affected outcomes on the ground. W e used secondary 
sources, primary documents, and interviews with diplomats. Because of spatial con­
straints, here we present a succinct summary of the evidence. Online Appendix III 
offers a complete list of these 37 transitions and 27 breakdowns and information 
about the US role in each case. 

Even though some scholarship has placed considerable responsibility on the US for 
the waves of authoritarianism that swept Latin America from 1948 to 1956 and from 
1964 to 1976, a case-by-case analysis of breakdowns suggests that this interpretation 
is too simplistie. The US manifested contradietory positions toward democracy and 
coups depending on its assessment of strategie risks. Some US presidents (for 
example, Eisenhower from 1953 until around 1958 and Nixon, 1969-74) did not prior­
itize supporting democracy in Latin America, but Washington never in principle pre­
ferred authoritarian regimes to democracy. Th e US supported coups in Guatemala 
(1954), Brazil (1964), the Dominican Republic (1965), Chile (1973), and Uruguay 
(1973). Moreover, the US put some pressure on the democratie government of Peru 
right before the 1948 coup, and Ameriean diplomats sympathized with military inter­
ventions in Costa Rica (1948), Panama (1948), Colombia (1949), Ecuador (1963), 
Bolivia (1964), and Argentina (1976). In these seven instances, a case could be made 
that hegemonic demonstration was at work. Previous work has shown that US 
signals that it would accept coups were associated with their occurrence. 11 However, 
even taking such US signals into account - whieh often did not entail any agency on 
the ground - at most, the US favoured coups in 12 out of 27 democratic breakdowns. 
The waves of authoritarianism that rocked Latin America from 1948 to 1956 and from 
1964 to 1976 were not a result of consistent US indifference toward democracy or 
support for authoritarianism; Washington opposed many coups. 

As a general rule, when the US supported authoritarian regimes, it did so for strategie 
reasons, as a bulwark against a perceived communist threat during the Cold War.12 
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Washington remained neutral when coups did not provide a clear Cold War security 
advantage as in Panama (1948), Venezuela (1948), and Argentina (1966). The US 
also opposed coups when dictators might imperil US interests as in Peru (1962 and 
1968) and Ecuador (1970) or when factional struggle between local elites weakened 
the US position, as in Honduras (1963) and Panama (1968). Finally, the US opposed 
all breakdowns that took place from the 1980s until 2010: Bolivia (1980), Peru 
(1992), Haiti (1999), and Honduras (2009). Out of 27 breakdowns in the 1945- 2010 
period, only five took place after 1978, suggesting that more consistent US support 
for democracy helped deter coups. 

Support for democracy at critical junctures such as founding elections was far more 
consistent than support for authoritarian breakdowns. During the Truman years, the 
US supported democratic transitions in Guatemala (1945), Panama (1945), Argentina 
(1946), Brazil (1946), and Venezuela (1946), sometimes adamantly, due to the influence 
of "liberal cold warriors" at the high ranks of the Department of State. 13 

During most of the period from 1948 to 1977, conservative forces ruled US foreign 
policy toward democracy in Latin America ( the Kennedy years, 1961-63, were an 
exception). However, looking at transitional episodes reveals that while the US refrained 
from voicing human rights concerns, supported some coups, and backed some author­
itarian allies, it also supported democratic overtures every time they took place. Liberal 
US officials secured support for the transitions in Ecuador (1948) and Costa Rica (1949) 
despite the opposition of rising hawkish elements.14 Later on, several transitions took 
place in the mid-1950s - Bolivia (1956), Peru (1956), Panama (1956), Honduras 
(1957) - after President Dwight Eisenhower (1951-59) confronted the conservatives 
and concluded: "the United States must back democracies."15 After Vice-President 
Richard Nixon was attacked in Caracas, Venezuela, in May 1958, he suggested that 
the US should make even clearer its democratic preferences, offering "a formal hand­
shake for dictators, an embraso (sie) for leaders in freedom,"16 A brief honeymoon 
ensued. The US supported transitions to democracy in Argentina (1958), Colombia 
(1958) and Venezuela (1959). 

During the Kennedy administration (1961-63), the resumption of pro-democracy 
US diplomacy once again coincided with the hesitancy of the militaries to retain 
power after the 1962 coups in Argentina and Peru, and their immediate return to tute­
lary democracy in 1963. Then in the late 1960s came a conservative shift in US policy 
toward democracy in Latin America. Washington used aid and loans to back the Ecua­
doran transition (1968) and supported an electoral process in Honduras (1971), but 
failed to back these new governments, which rapidly collapsed. 

The use of American hegemonic influence to sway domestic balances in favour of 
democratic forces became the norm after 1977. In some cases this policy to support 
democracy involved indirect - Nicaragua and El Salvador in the 1980s - and even 
direct - in the case of toppling Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega in 1989 - military 
action. However, other sticks and carrots were far more common. In order to push an 
authoritarian regime to organize elections, the Department of State would lower its 
annual ratings on human rights. Congress and the president considered these ratings 
to limit or prohibit US foreign assistance and trade, and determine voting positions 
in international financial institutions.17 To support democratizers, the US developed 
preferential relations with existing democracies and mobilized pro-democracy 
coalitions in the UN and the OAS. In turn, the UN and OAS could apply pressure 
(for example, diplomatic segregation) to reassure certain actors (for example, business 
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elites) that the new democracy would be supported and guarantee Latin American mili­
taries the continuity of military cooperation after democratization. 18 

The more critical evidence of hegemonic activism was at the local level. US ambas­
sadors voiced Washington's concerns, applauded moves toward liberalization, and 
sometimes granted material support to local actors via the CIA, USAID, and from 
1983 on, the National Endowment for Democracy (NED). In Bolivia, Chile, 
Ecuador, Paraguay, and Peru, US ambassadors were key promoters of democratic 
transitions in critical moments during the late 1970s and 1980s. In Nicaragua and 
EI Salvador, in the early 1980s, the US Embassy initially supported some democratic 
actors and some virulently authoritarian forces, but by the second half of the 1980s, 
US support for the latter waned. In Chile, the Dominican Republic, and Ecuador, 
officials such as the commander of the US Southern Command provided critical 
support during transitions. Even years after the transitions, the pressure and the intel ­
ligence coming from US embassies helped prevent several coup attempts from 
succeeding. 19 

In the 37 transitions that Mainwaring and Perez-Liiian included from 1945 to 2010, 
the impact of US support for democratization varied greatly. The US was not a major 
actor in most democratic transitions before 1977, although it contributed to that 
outcome in Argentina (1946), Venezuela (1946 and 1959), Ecuador (1948 and 1968), 
Costa Rica (1949), Colombia (1958), and Peru (1963). In most other cases Washington 
formally supported the elections but followed a policy of non-intervention. This 
changes notably after 1977. 

In his assessment of the role of US embassies in the third wave of democratization, 
Huntington concluded that it was critical in the Dominican Republic (1978), Ecuador 
(1979), EI Salvador (1984), Guatemala (1986), Honduras (1982), Panama (1990), Peru 
(1980) and U ruguay (1985) - eight cases - and a contributing factor in Bolivia (1979, 
1982) and Chile (1990).20 The US also played a decisive role in transitions in Nicaragua 
(1984), Peru (1995), and Haiti (1995).2 1 

If we put these assessments together, the US embassies played a relatively important 
role in 22 out of 37 cases of democratization. Among the cases where Washington was 
less important were Argentina (1958, 1963, 1973, and 1983), Brazil (1945-46 and 1985), 
and Mexico (1988), the three biggest economies in Latin America at the time. US impact 
was limited and tended to follow locally driven trajectories in these three cases, yet the 
US supported the transition in all of them.22 

A qualitative comparative analysis of US embassy support 

CsQCA is a data analysis technique suitable for medium-n contexts in which the 
researcher knows enough about each case to have an informed scholarly judgment. 
Given a set of relevant conditions that were concurrent with a certain outcome - in 
our case, breakdowns and transitions - csQCA uses Boolean algebra to identify the 
combinations that best describe the data.23 Thus, csQCA allows us to more systemati­
cally determine whether the support of US embassies for the successful regime coalition 
was consistently associated with cases of regime change. Consistent association does not 
show causation, but it reinforces the evidence from the cases and from the regression 
analysis later in this article. 

We first analyse 27 episodes of democratic breakdown between 1945 and 2010 
together with the 18 country-years with the highest probability of democratic collapse 
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given their negative economic growth, high inflation, radicalization of the opposition, 
and a low support for democracy; these are alternative explanatory conditions or vari­
ables for breakdowns. In a second analysis, we include 37 democratic transitions 
together with the 22 country-years of authoritarian survival that faced the highest prob­
ability of transitioning given the aforementioned variables. Appendix II shows more 
details of the analysis. 

Due to the existence of several logical reminders, none of these tests indicates that US 
Embassy support was a sufficient condition for regime change according to conven­
tional use of csQCA. Yet whiJe this condition does not appear as relevant in any 
configuration associated with breakdowns, the support of the US Embassy was the 
most consistent condition (1.00) and had the highest coverage (.83) in transitions to 
democracy. US Embassy support was present in 100% of the cases of democratization, 
and 83% of the time that the US Embassy supported a transition in a critical juncture, 
democratization followed. The fact that US support alone - not in any particular 
configuration with other factors - stands out, makes these results more reliable in a 
context of limited diversity.24 Substantively, this means that looking at most-likely 
cases of democratic transition, US Embassy support is more strongly associated with 
a democratic transition than any other factor deemed relevant in the literature. 

This csQCA analysis illuminates two further points. First, even when American 
support for democracy was low during the Eisenhower, Johnson, Nixon, and first 
Reagan administrations, the analysis of specific transitions during those years shows 
that US embassies pushed for some important democratizing measures despite the 
general rhetoric of the government. During the Reagan administration, for instance, 
US support had a significant influence on transitions in Bolivia (1982), Honduras 
(1982), El Salvador (1984), and Nicaragua (1984). Second, looking at cases without a 
transition indicates that the effect of democracy promotion was neutralized in countries 
where US diplomatic activism was absent. 

These findings underline the potential impact of US agency or at least US signalling: 
where the US Embassy did not support democratization, the authoritarian status quo 
always prevailed. Conversely, where a transition occurred and democracy prevailed, 
American embassies always supported democratization. Skeptics will correctly point 
out that Washington many times adapted to domestically driven processes and 
support for democratization. But even skeptics must recognize that while Washington 
opposed in one way or another nearly half of Latin American breakdowns, it supported, 
at least in intention, all 37 transitions. This is an important fact that has so far remained 
overlooked in the literature and for which we provide abundant evidence in Appendix III. 

US policy presented blatant contradictions in some salient cases. In Nicaragua, El 
Salvador, and Guatemala, the US supported some highly authoritarian actors as weil 
as some democratic ones during the 1980s. For example, although the US supported 
the Salvadoran military even as it slaughtered scores of thousands of its own citizens 
during the civil war of 1980-92, it also insisted that the Salvadoran government hold 
elections. The holding of elections beginning in 1982 ultimately was critical in the Sal­
vadoran transition; it pushed the logic of critical actors on the Salvadoran right toward 
winning electoral support and forming a political party. Many scholars, activists, and 
policy makers have reasonably criticized US policy in Central America in the l 980s 
for not being more consistently pro-democratic and pro-human rights and for exces­
sively tolerating and supporting authoritarian actors. Even in these cases, however, 
the US also generally supported democratic actors that ultimately prevailed in very 
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fragile transitions. Almost invariably the US tended to adopt a clearer pro-democratic 
stance in the months preceding elections. Whether this was mere credit taking or an 
effective intervention remains debatable in some cases, but the consistency of this prac­
tice is notable. 

The analysis in this section selected cases on the dependent variable, focusing on epi­
sodes where regime change occurred. Thus, it did not evaluate cases where US influence 
was present yet failed to produce the outcome. The statistical analysis in the last section 
uses a complete panel of Latin America 1945-2005 to overcome this limitation.25 But 
before proceeding with that analysis, we look at the role of the US in broader, regional 
tipping points in the following section. 

Starting waves in Latin America? Washington as a trigger 

Figure 1 reproduces Mainwaring and Perez-Liftan's indicator for US policy toward 
authoritarianism and democracy in Latin America and their data on the number of 
competitive regimes out of 20 Latin American countries. lt shows a remarkable corre­
spondence between US support for democracy and its fate in this region. 

As Figure 1 shows, abrupt changes in Washington's policy in 1948 and 1977 
immediately preceded the beginning of sharp changes in regional patterns of democracy 
and authoritarianism. After attacking dictatorships and supporting democracies from 
1944 to 1947, in 1948, the US stopped withholding recognition of authoritarian govern­
ments.26 Subsequently, for most of the Cold War until 1977, the US offered meagre 
support for democracy and often supported authoritarian coups.27 Then, after the inau­
guration ofJimmy Carter, the US actively promoted democracy from 1977 to 1981 and 
from 1985 onwards. In this simplified story, 1948 and 1977 stand out as two critical 
junctures when clear changes in policy took place.28 For this reason, we explore 
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Figure 1. US Foreign Policy and Regime Change in Latin America. Source: Mainwaring and Perez-Lifian, Democ­
racies and Dictatorships in Latin America, 87. 

Note: US Support for Democracy measures Washington's pro-democratic stance based mostly on public statements and diplo­
matic positions (see Mainwaring and Perez-linan, Democracies and Oidatorships in Latin America, Appendix 3.2). 
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transitions that took place right after these critical junctures to weigh the impact these 
US policy changes had. Early cases matter for understanding diffusion and hegemonic 
influences because they are close to the beginning of a sequence. Due to temporal con­
tiguity, they say more about triggering factors, and they are less "contaminated" by the 
simultaneous presence of diffusion.29 Dissemination effects are typically weaker in early 
cases; indeed, they are non-existent in the first case of a wave.30 

The 1948 foreign policy change in Washington contributed to a counter wave of 
authoritarianism, but the US did not generally support the coups or prefer authoritarian 
regimes in the cases that immediately followed: 1948 coups against democratic govern­
ments in Costa Rica, Panama, Peru, and Venezuela. In none of these cases did the US 
clearly support coups against democratic governments. At most, the US signalled that it 
would accept military coups and work with "friendly" dictatorships, but this acquies­
cence was highly contradictory. 

In Peru, the US failed to strengthen the democratic government, but it recognized 
the coup leader, Manuel Odria, only one month after he seized power. "US disinterest 
for democracy provoked a considerable popular backlash,"31 but Washington never 
expressed support for the plotters and saw the outcome as unfortunate, yet inevitable. 
Assistant Secretary of State Edward Miller contemplated recommending sanctions 
against Peru after Odria's coup, but decided against them, fearing that they would 
worsen the situation "merely because we might not approve of this kind of 
government."32 

In Venezuela, the US Embassy weighed the pros and cons of opposing the coup 
against a new democratic government. Judith Ewell argues that although Washington 
opposed the coup in principle, it "apparently was prepared to accept a golpe both as 
inevitable and less harmful to US interests than any measures to assist (deposed Presi­
dent R6mulo) Gallegos would have been."33 While new dictator Marcos Perez Jimenez 
"had no problem in gaining recognition from the Americans,"34 Washington viewed the 
new dictatorship negatively. Steven Schwartzberg notes that, "As was the case in Peru, 
neither the Cold War nor American policy was a significant factor in the overthrow of 
Venezuelan democracy. "35 

Panama (1948) was a similar case in which the US acquiesced to a coup that over­
threw a semi-democratic government. Similarly, the dynamics leading to constitutional 
crisis, a short civil war, and democratic breakdown in Costa Rica (1948) were overwhel­
mingly domestic. Washington "contributed signi.ficantly to the success of the demo­
cratic cause" one year later.36 Overall, US policy in the 1948 juncture was ambivalent 
and it rendered contradictory effects, being followed by roughly as many transitions 
as breakdowns in the subsequent decade. 

The US role in triggering the early cases of the post-1978 wave of democratization is 
much clearer. The hegemon's policy shift, its agency on the ground, and the timing of 
the democratic transitions that followed clearly correspond. Out of the 20 Latin Amer­
ican countries, only Colombia, Costa Rica, and Venezuela were democratic in 1977. By 
1990, Cuba and Haiti were the only unequivocal autocracies left. From 1977 to 1981 and 
from 1985 on, the US used a battery of means to punish dictators and reward democra­
tizers. These policies were not always consistent: in all countries, but the general orien­
tation was clear. They tilted the incentives for domestic actors toward democracy. 

Change toward a more pro-democracy policy began in a Subcommittee of the US 
Congress in 1974 and rapidly imbued the Democratic Party.37 Having campaigned 
on a human rights platform, Jimmy Carter took office in January 1977 and almost 
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imrnediately began to emphasize human rights in US policy toward Latin America. 
Between 1978 and 1979 aid to Latin America dropped from $210 million to $54 
million, penalizing only authoritarian regimes.38 

The Latin American third wave started with four smaller and medium-sized autocra­
cies in the region, where dictators were relatively weaker and Washington actively 
backed democratizers: the Dominican Republic (1978), Ecuador (1979), Peru (1980), 
and Bolivia (1982). Unlike in the four breakdowns reviewed above, US influence was 
of "very critical"39 importance in all these transitions (see Appendix III for more 
sources and historical detail about all 37 transitions to democracy and all 27 break­
downs from 1945 to 2010). 

The US has impressive linkages and leverage in the Dominican Republic, so much so 
that some authors called the relationship an "informal empire."40 Many scholars agree 
that this "transition from without,"41 would not have occurred without US pressure and 
support.42 Before the Dominican elections of May 16, 1978, the US sent a new, vehe­
mently pro-democratic ambassador to the country. At US urging, observers from the 
Organization of American States (OAS) monitored the elections. On election night, 
when the military stopped the vote count to enable the incumbent dictator, Joaquin 
Balaguer (1966- 78), to commit fraud, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance immediately 
issued harsh diplomatic protests. On May 19, Carter publicly called on Balaguer to 
"permit a free election or lose aid."43 The head of the US Southern Comrnand person­
ally telephoned the head of the Dominican army to let him know that the US military 
would oppose any coup to enable Balaguer to remain in office. The US measures were 
"crucial in dismantling the coup in the making."44 Under heavy US pressure to allow a 
fair vote count that resulted in the incumbent's defeat, the Dominican regime and mili­
tary relinquished power and allowed for a transition to democracy. 

Right after the Dominican transition, a US State Department memorandum estab­
lished that "we will want to encourage the democratization processes in Bolivia, 
Ecuador and Peru .... "45 In 1979, the same procedures used in the Dominican Republic 
- that is, moving out ambassadors who had supported dictators and replacing them 
with ambassadors comrnitted to free elections and human rights, deploying observers 
to monitor elections, discouraging local armed forces' intervention by the US rnilitary, 
and publicly pledging electoral integrity on the part of the US Secretary of State, threa­
tening aid cuts - were applied to nudge the dictators toward holding elections and to 
secure the integrity of the Bolivian, Ecuadorian, and Peruvian elections. 

In Ecuador, US diplomats acted to prevent coups against pro-democratic rnilitary 
leaders, discouraged authoritarian leaders from spoiling the elections, and conveyed 
Washington's support for democratic progress, most of the time as a condition for 
much needed financial and diplomatic assistance.46 The US Embassy strongly pressured 
the armed forces to return to civil rule. Pressure from Washington was high even several 
years before the transition.47 The US conditioned support for key priorities of Ecuador's 
military, ranging from arms transfers and fishing rights, to territorial claims against 
Peru and maritime claims, on progress toward democratization. The head of the 
Southern Command and the First Lady of the US, Rosalynn Carter, visited Peru to per­
sonally express US support for the electoral prncess to the junta on June 4, 1977. The 
First Lady was very insistent about supporting a transition to democracy, and she con­
veyed President Carter's direct support. According to Robert Pastor, who served on Pre­
sident Carter's National Security Council, "[In] Peru and Ecuador, she used every 
opportunity to reinforce the democratization process."48 



279 

US Ambassador (ret.) Edwin Corr, second in charge at the Quito Embassy at the 
time, recalled two episodes that illustrate the influence Washington exerted to favour 
pro-democratic actors. The first concerned a coup attempt by General Guillermo 
Duran, representative of the Army in the Junta, who wanted to derail a transition to 
democracy. Corr flew to the coast to warn Admiral Alfredo Poveda, the representative 
of the Navy in the Junta and the most pro-democratic figure among the three, about 
Duran's intentions. Corr's action might have prevented that coup. The second 
episode concerns the role the US played in discouraging the candidacy of Assad 
Bucaram - a leftist leader deemed unacceptalble by the junta. Acting as mediators 
between the democratic and authoritarian soft-liners, US diplomats talked Bucaram 
out of running for office to prevent a military reaction and facilitate the transition.49 

The Carter administration also supported democratization in Peru. As in Ecuador, 
the US used diplomatic support on key issues as a bargaining chip to get political liberal ­
ization. These included key issues at the top of the Peruvian military's agenda, such as 
the Law of the Sea, the Antarctic Treaty, and questions affecting their historical rivalry 
with Chile and Ecuador. 

In Peru, Mrs Carter pressed dictator Francisco Morales Bermudez (1975- 80) hard to 
return to democracy in her visit in 1977.50 The US conditioned support for the Peruvian 
dictatorship in multilateral financial institutions on progress toward democratization. A 
US State Department secret cable detailed the many ways in which the US Embassy was 
engaging the military to secure their support for the transition, which it considered a 
"principal objective" of the US. One of these ways was through the use of military 
aid as a bargaining chip with the military.5 1 

In an interview with one of the authors, Harry Shlaudeman, the US Ambassador to 
Peru from June 1977 to October 1980, stated that 

US support in the IMF and with the World and Inter-American banks was critical in getting the 
military government through its terrible financial difficulties. That support was implicitly con­
ditioned on progress toward democratization. During my farewell call on General Morales Ber­
mudez, he made a point of expressing eternal gra;titude for President Carter's Support („ .) 
Perhaps our main contribution was in insisting on APRA's full participation and on its demo­
cratic credentials .... We did have a role in overcoming the long history of Aprista-military 
conflict, which otherwise could have scuttled the prQcess.52 

US success in supporting democratization in Bolivia was initially more elusive, but 
US pro-democratic support was steadfast. The Carter administration pressured dictator 
Hugo Banzer (1971- 78) to open the regime, which it did by holding elections in 1978. 
The democratization process suffered setbacks along the way, with massive electoral 
fraud in 1978 and coups in 1978, 1979, and 1980. However, US pressure increased, con­
tributing to a democratic outcome that probably would not have occurred otherwise. 
The Carter administration recalled its ambassador after the military launched a coup 
against a fledgling democratic government on July 17, 1980. Washington refused to 
recognize the military government and suspended $127 million in assistance and aid. 
Then the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) implicated the Garda Meza dicta­
torship (July 1980 to August 1981) with drug trafficking. The US pushed the IMF, the 
World Bank, and other countries to isolate Bolivia and cut all financial support. The US 
established five conditions for a normalization of relations, among them "improved 
human rights [and] a reestablishment of democratic rule."53 Garcia Meza, was forced 
out of office in August 1981. In late 1981 Corr, by then a well-known pro-democratic 
figure, was named Ambassador to Bolivia to "work behind the scenes to facilitate the 
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transition."54 Months later, in October 1982, "with Corr playing an important role, the 
military agreed to hand over the government to the winner of the 1980 elections."55 

The details of these cases indicate that change in the US human rights policy in 1977 
was relevant for the actors involved in these first transitions and sent a clear message 
about how committed Washington was to supporting democratic leaders in the 
region. The profound impact this change in US policy would have on Latin American 
political regimes was not obvious at the time. Early transitions looked highly contin­
gent,56 and it may have seemed implausible that the US had much to do w:ith such a 
fragile and seemingly slow-moving process. Retrospectively, the change in American 
pro-democratic policies and its impact on the incentive structure of Latin American 
elites is clearer. 

Promoting democracy from Washington: the role of foreign aid 

This section aims to show that US foreign policy on the ground as proxied by foreign 
aid had a significant impact in the probability of a democratic transition, controlling for 
other relevant variables. We use survival analysis to test for the impact of US foreign aid 
policy in the average Latin American country. We replicate the main models in Main­
waring and Perez-Liiian,57 replacing their measure of US support for democracy 
(Figure 1) with a country specific measure of US foreign economic and military aid. 

Two observations are pertinent regarding the way in which Mainwaring and Perez­
Lifüin coded US support for democracy in Latin America. First, their variable provides 
one value per year for the whole region. lt therefore fails to reflect the US stance vis-a-vis 
specific Latin American countries, which probably biases the regression results in a con­
servative way by overlooking country-to-country variation. Second, measuring public 
statements may raise validity issues because actual policies, which are the result of 
complex political and bureaucratic processes, can be at odds with the statements of indi­
vidual officials. Country-specific statements could be used to proxy signals, but not 
agency on the ground. 58 

W e look at foreign aid instead. Almost all cases of effective US pressure on behalf of 
democracy involved the use of foreign aid, so it should provide a good proxy for US 
support for regime change. We look at both economic and military aid channelled 
by any US government agency, department, and office (US Overseas Loans and 
Grants Greenbook) as a per capita measure. W e consider broader trends in aid to 
capture a larger set of uses. For instance, US support for authoritarian coups was 
often channelled through military assistance, and USAID was only one among many 
agencies and organizations through which pro-democratic funding was channelled.59 

This variable ranges from zero to 210 US dollars per capita, with over 95% of the obser­
vations concentrating below the 100 US dollars per capita threshold. 

In Tables 1 and 2, we analyse the correlation of US foreign assistance with the prob­
ability of a democratic transition among authoritarian regimes (Table 1) and of a demo­
cratic breakdown among democracies (Table 2) for the 1945-2005 period. We replicate 
the main survival models in Mainwaring and Perez-Liiian, using their models 4.4.5 and 
4.2.5 as a baseline (first column) that we then modify by introducing the variable for 
US aid.60 

The positive coefficients for US foreign assistance are consistent with the case 
studies. The US offered aid to authoritarian governments on the condition that 
they were making progress toward democratization. The US cut aid to authoritarian 
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Table 1. Survival models for authoritarian regimes {transitions). 

4.2.S 4.2.5 US aid US aid 
(1945-2005) + US aid (1945-2005) (1977-2005) 

Actors' preferences 
Radicalism (ruler and all ies) - 1.lSO* - 1.410 - 1.069 - .082 

(.588) (.972) (.753) (.650) 
Radical ism (opposition) 2.284*** 2.146* 1.449** .837 

(.817) (1.128) (.715) (.768) 
Normative preferences (all) 3.228*** 3.172*** 3.007*** 2.370* 

(.634) (.739) (.567) (1.188) 
International factors 
U.S. policy 1.053* .886 

{.583) (.838) 
Per capita foreign assistance (US) .016** .020*** .015*** 

(.006) (.005) (.006) 
Region, t- 1 3.984** 3.542 

{l .736) (2.259) 
Polity outside the region, t-1 - .070 .045 .263 - .133 

(.163) (.230) (.175) (.134) 
Alternative explanations 
Per capita GOP, In t-1 - .379 - .673 - .463 - 1.312*** 

(.575) (.766) (.604) (.473) 
lndustrial labour, t- 1 .116** .189 .171 .145** 

(.055) (0.46) (.061 ) (.067) 
Oil and mineral exports .634 .085 1.045 .101 

(.656) (1.116) (.829) (.407) 
Growth, 10 years - 14.481 - 28.996** - 30.786*** - 19.907 

(14.699) (13.577) (11.647) (14.650) 
Age of the regime .132 .307** .350** .233 

(.126) (.152) (.144) (.189) 
Age of the regime ''2 - .004 - .0 10 - .012* - .009 

(.005) (.006) (.006) (.008) 
Age of the regime " 3 .000 .000 .000 .000 

(.000) (.000) (.000) (.000) 
lntercepts (Thresholds) 
Semi-democracy 5.042 5.250 4.583 - 2.842 

(3.634) (3.989) (3.671) (2.576) 
Democracy 6.229 6.443 5.713 - 1.840 

(3.640) (3.994) (3.705) (2.496) 
lntercept variance .360 .995 .373 0.000 

(.656) (1.612) (.675) (0.000) 
Pseudo R2 0.17 0.20 0.19 0.16 
N 576 564 564 181 

Note: Entries are random-effects ordered logistic coefficients (standard errors). The dependent variable is trichoto-
mous and is coded "O" if an authoritarian regime persisted that year and "l " or "2" if a transit ion to semi-democ-
racy or a transit ion to democracy occurred, respectively; ***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.1. Source: Mainwaring 
and Perez-Liiian, Democracies and Dictatorships in Lat in .America, 104 and US Overseas Loans and Grants 
Greenbook. 

regimes that were not moving toward democracy. Thus, greater US aid is associated 
with a greater probability of a transition to democracy. The second column in Table 1 
shows that when US foreign assistance proxies for US pro-democracy policies, the 
association between regional diffusion and US policy preferences, on the one hand, 
and democratic transitions, on the other, disappears. As measured by the p-value, 
US policy as proxied by foreign aid has a stronger association with democratic tran­
sitions than the regional diffusion variable. In column 3, we take out the variables for 
regional diffusion and US policy preferences and retain US foreign assistance. Com­
pared to the original model (column 1), the model in column 3 slightly increases 
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Table 2. Survival models for democratic regimes (breakdowns). 

4.4.5 4.4.5 US aid US aid 
(1945-2005) + US aid (1945-2005) (1948-1976) 

Actors' preferences 
Radicalism (ruler and all ies) 1.034 1.046 1.432 1.832** 

(.989) (1.043) (1.061) (.715) 
Radicalism (opposition) - .686 - .681 - .648 - .773 

(.690) (.734) (.914) (1.208) 
Normative preferences (all) - 2.698** - 2.755** -2.981** - 2.701 

(1.100) (1.234) (1.492) (1.971) 
International factors 
U.S. policy - .829 - .512 

(.641) (.934) 
Per capita foreign assistance (US) -.010 - .013*** -.019 

(.007) (.004) (.015) 
Region, t- 1 - 4.376** - 5.087** 

(1.933) (2.346) 
Polity outside the region, t-1 - .430* - .512 - .822 -1 .024 

(.249) (.352) (.244) (.660) 
Alternative explanations 
Per capita GOP, .307 .145 .039 .407 

In t- 1 (.531) (.570) (.666) (.557) 
lndustrial labour, t- 1 - .000 .008 .024 - .063 

(.047) (.053) (.051) (.059) 
Oil and mineral exports - .976 - .695 - .622 - 3.49*** 

(.711) (.735) (.858) (.997) 
Growth, 10 years 6.955 8.569 24.941** .785 

(12.856) (16.513) (10.895) (28.228) 
President ial powers - .247*** - .302*** - .238*** - .396* 

(.049) (.051 ) (.055) (.201) 
Multipartism, t .445 .489 .751 - .981 

(.643) (.659) (.543) (1. 151) 
Semi-democracy, t- 1 2.305*** 2.550*** 2.107*** 2.716*** 

(.622) (.760) (.668) (.817) 
Age of the regime .213 . 197 .175 .573 

(.158) (.196) (.201) (.414) 
Age of the regime ' "2 - .008 - .006 - .004 - .036 

(.008) (.Oll) (.Oll ) (.026) 
Age of the regime " 3 .000 .000 .000 .000 

(.000) (.000) (.000) (.000) 
Constant - 2.202 - .329 - 3.414 -1 .234 

(5.258) (5.368) (5.955) (6.043) 
lntercept variance 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
Pseudo R2 0.35 0.37 0.33 0.37 
N 644 635 635 218 

Note: Entries are random-effects logistic coefficients (Standard errors); ***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.1. Source: 
Mainwaring and Perez-Liflan, Democracies and Dictatorships in Latin America, 109-11 0 and US Overseas Loans 
and Grants Greenbook. 

explanatory power despite being a bit more parsimonious. Finally, column 4 shows 
that, as measured by the p-value, the US aid variable was statistically more significant 
than domestic actors' preferences in the 1977-2005 period. 

Table 2 applies the same procedure to the survival of democracy. In line with the quali­
tative findings in the last section, the association of US policy with democratic break­
downs is less impressive. The second column shows that the predictive power of 
regional diffusion per se is not overcome by adding the variable for US aid. Column 3 
shows that overall (1945- 2005) greater US foreign assistance is associated with 
a reduced probability of a democratic breakdown. The US did not consistently support 
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democracy in the 1948-76 period, so in Column 4 there is more variance in the associ­
ation of foreign aid with democratic breakdown, resulting in much !arger standard errors. 

The conclusion from these tables is that US foreign assistance is strongly associated with 
the third wave of democratization in Latin America. US aid or its lack thereof did not cause 
regime change by itself, but it served as a proxy for US support for democracy and opposi­
tion to authoritarianism. Using this proxy, from 1977 to 2005 hegemonic effects were sig­
nificantly associated with authoritarian breakdown and democratic stability in Latin 
America. Conversely, results for 1948-1976 do not support the idea that the US systema­
tically bolstered authoritarian regimes. AJthough it goes beyond the goaJs of this article to 
explain the waves of authoritarianism from 1948 to 1954 and 1964 to 1977, the polarizing 
effects of the Cold War, especially after the Cuban revolution, loom !arge in any under­
standing of these regional trends. The US was the main actor in the Guatemalan coup of 
1954 and it strongly influenced other outcomes, but the evidence suggests that it did not 
unleash the waves of authoritarianism that began in 1948 and 1964. 

Conclusions 

Hegemonie actors have a powerful effect on regime change and stability in their regions 
of influence. Our findings comport with Levitsky and Way's work on competitive 
authoritarianism, which considers Western pressure an important factor leading to 
the rise of competitive regimes in the post-Cold War era. We show that hegemonic 
mechanisms have been present in Latin America and were particularly relevant 
during the wave of democratization that began in the late 1970s. 

We provide a conceptualization and systematic empirical test of hegemonic mechan­
isms, a form of international influence on regime outcomes that is sometimes oversha­
dowed by other international factors such as demonstration and diffusion. Hegemons 
affect political regimes in countries within their sphere of influence. When a hegemon 
exists and regional clustering of regime change occurs in the hegemon's sphere of 
influence (that is, transitions take place after a change in the hegemon's behaviour), it is 
likely that the regime outcome is affected by the signals or active agency of this bigger 
state. The massive relative power of the US in the western hemisphere and the geographical 
clustering of Latin American waves are easy to prove, so we use a multi-methods approach 
to explore whether and how the US acted as a trigger and driver of regime change. 

First, the csQCA anaJysis of27 democratic breakdowns and 37 transitions to competi­
tive regimes between 1945 and 2010 showed that US embassies signalled pro-democratic 
preferences whenever transitions took place. US support for democratization was not con­
sistently decisive, but it existed in all cases - a notable finding. Second, the anaJysis of two 
criticaJ junctures for the whole region suggests that the triggering effect of Washington's 
policy change, although unclear and weak in 1948, was far clearer and sustained in the 
1977 juncture. Third, our replication of the main survival models in Mainwaring and 
Perez-Lifian demonstrates that US foreign aid was systematically related to democratic 
transitions in the post-1977 era. Put together, this multi-method approach offers three 
solid and interlinked pieces of evidence suggesting a prominent role of hegemonic 
influence in Latin America during the third wave of democratization. 
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