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Most political
regimes, whether
““j'th"”t""”"" ar ost political regimes, whether authoritarian
demo::;atrc,t "‘;E i’“;" ’z or democratic, are born in abrupt, brutal,
WIPERY e = and momentous crises. Crises are the birth
momentous crises. . g . : . :

: certificates of regimes: they mark their start; they can be

Leaders and elites . ; T o ; :
found in the histories of nearly all countries; and they are

possess significant .
autonomy and latitude commemorated by solemn ceremonies, days of remem-

for manoeuver, especially brance, and many symbols. Crises involve sharp confron-
in times of crises and tations among political elites, and they often produce
their choices are decisive changes in elite composition and functioning that are
in forging the new manifested by new or significantly altered regimes.
regimes. Especially in moments of crisis, political leaders and elites

possess significant autonomy and latitude for maneuver.
The choices they make at such moments are frequently
decisive for the outcomes of crises and for the regimes
that follow. Political elites are never wholly independent
actors, but neither are they simply the puppets of larger
class, economic, ethnic, or religious forces.
Comparativists who study political regimes have
customarily given priority to gradual processes of political
development, comprising mcremental changes and
evolutions stretching over generations. This approach
reflects the convergence of comparative politics with
sociology and social history. Although beneficial in many
respects, it has led comparativists to neglect momentous
crises and to overemphasize the longue durée. The idea
that regimes emerge in step with changing economic
conditions, mass  beliefs, political cultures,
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and other glacial processes of social
maturation ignores the seminal importance
of sudden and dramatic crises in the
making of regimes and the forging of
national political histories.

We believe that it is time to return
to the study of how crises affect political
elites and regimes. Comparativists must
bow before the enormous fact that most
regimes are born in crises and elite con-
frontations; they originate in political im-
passes and elite power struggles fraught
with the potential for great violence. It is
necessary to reestablish this fact and to
admit that theories that ignore the pivotal
roles played by crises and elites in the birth
of regimes have limited validity.

A perusal of the circumstances in
which most European regimes were born
supports our belief. The British regime's
birth occurred in England's great political
crisis of 1688-89, the so-called Glorious
Revolution, when Tory and Whig elites rid
themselves of the detested James Il and
established a parliamentary regime that has
lasted to this day. Today's regime in
Sweden stems directly from the erisis of
1808-9. during which time the country,
governed by the incompetent Gustav Adolf
IV, was in economic disarray and was
threatened by Russian and French-Danish
military invasions; as in England, leaders
of opposing elite camps unseated the mo-
narch and in five weeks negotiated a new
and lasting parliamentary regime. In Am-
sterdam in the winter of 1813-14, the basic
structure of today's Dutch regime was
created in a fusion of elites from pre-
viously disparate Dutch provinces amid the
collapse of French military occupation; it
was consolidated constitutionally in the
subsequent political crisis of 1848. The
latter year also witnessed the brief civil
war in which the modern Swiss regime
originated. In France, crises in 1789, 1799,
1814, 1830, 1848, 1852, 1871, 1940, 1945,
and 1958 spawned the revolutionary
dictatorial, monarchical, and several repu-
blican regimes that have made up the tu-

multuous French political record. Parallel-*

ing that record, Spain's several authori-
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tarian, monarchical, and republican regi-
mes during the past two centuries were all
born in crises, the most recent of which be-
gan with Francisco Franco's death in 1975.

In Germany during the twentieth
century, elites were reconfigured and new
regimes were produced in four major
crises: those of 1918-19. 1932-33, 1945,
and 1989. Austria and ltaly experienced
two crisisgenerated elite and regime
changes during the first half of the century:
in Austria, the downfall of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire in 1918 and the onset of
an authoritarian regime under conditions of
civil war in 1934: in Italy, the conso-
lidation of the Mussolini fascist regime in
a crisis during 1924-25 and that regime's
demise toward the end of World War II.
Portugal's long-lived and authoritarian
Estado Novo regime originated in a sharp
economic and political crisis in 1926, and
its successor, today's democratic regime,
was created in the crisis of 1974-75, when
a losing effort to retain African colonies
culminated in coups and power struggles
among military and political elites. Simi-
larly, in Greece in July 1974, a crisis that
arose from the involvement of the colonels'
regime in a coup against the government of
Cyprus and an ensuing Turkish invasion of
Cyprus precipitated an elite reconfigu-
ration and the rebirth of a democratic
regime in Athens.

The list of crisis-induced elite and
regime changes extends far beyond Wes-
tern and Southern Europe. In Russia, the
Soviet regime was, of course. born in the
great revolutionary crisis of 1917-18, and
it collapsed in the space of a few months
during another severe crisis in late 1991.
The Soviet regime's weakening during
1988-89 produced political erises through-
out East Central Europe from which
diverse postcommunist regimes emerged.
The regime in Mexico today dates back to
a political erisis that started with the
assassination of president elect Alvaro
Obregon in July 1928; Japan's democratic
regime was born in total military defeat
and occupation at the end of 1945; Iran's

‘theocratic regime originated in a crisis
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during late 1978 and early 1979, when the
shah was forced to abdicate and an Islamic
republic was proclaimed: in South Africa,
a crisis that climaxed between June and
September 1992 provided the incentive for
elites 1o create a substantially new and
more inclusive democratic regime.

The book from which this chapter
15 part explores these and other erises and
their effects on elites and regimes. Its
premise is that political regimes are deeply
imprinted by the genetic crises and elite
disruptions in which theéy_are born. By
studying crises and the elite changes they
involve. much can be learned:about the
origins and trajectories of political regi-
mes. This is not a simple undertaking, ho-
wever because the relation between elites,
crises, and regimes is extraordinarily com-
plex and variable. First, some political cri-
ses do not lead to significant elite and
regime changes. The dramatic tempére in
France in May 1968 produced widespread
panic among elites and the political class,
but it was nevertheless contained without
important changes among French elites or
the regime of the Fifth Republic. To take
another example, the armed confrontation
between the Russian government's execu-
tive and parliamentary branches in Mos-
cow in October 1993 was clearly a crisis,
but it produced few changes in elite
makeup and regime functioning. Second,
some regimes originate in circumstances
that fall short of profound crises. A number
of the recent transitions from authoritarian
to democratic regimes in Latin America
(Peru in 1980, Uruguay in 1984, Brazil in
1985, Chile in 1989) involved the nego-
tiated transter of government power from
military to civilian elites in situations that
were undoubtedly tense but hardly crises.
Third. there can be significant elite chan-
ges, accompanied or unaccompanied by
crises, without any clear regime change
taking place. The gradual, electorally
driven circulations of political elites in
countries with stable, politically represen-
tative regimes illustrate this pattern:
witness Britain over the past two centuries,
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and the succession of sixteen political
dynasties, from the Adams to the Kennedy
families, in the United States (Hess, 1960).

Adding to the complexities, crises
take many forms, and their intensities vary.
As Alan Knight observes in chapter 2 of
the book, there is no simple metric by
which major crises can be distinguished
from minor ones. Crises have a subjective
component, so that what we as observers
might regard as a major or a minor crisis
may well be perceived as the opposite by
actors who are embroiled in it; needless to
say. it is actors' perceptions that count. To
give one example, comparativists observ-
ing Chile during 1973 might have had a
hard time identifying a climactic crisis, but
military and right-wing political leaders in
July and August that year felt the political
and economic situation 1o be so dire that
seizing power and liquidating Salvador
Allende and his government was to them
essential. Nor is there any easy way to
distinguish between simmering crises and
sudden, crippling ones. As Michael Burton
and lohn Higley note in chapter 3 of the
book, Colombia has long been beset by
guerrilla insurgencies, and many outside
observers would say that Colombia has
been in continual erisis throughout the past
half century. But since the late 1930s and
down through President Emesto Samper's
recent entanglement with drug cartels,
there has been no crisis explosive or po-
werful enough to reconfigure elites or
change the regime; conversely, as Burton
and Higley show, the crisis in Colombia
that did produce elite and regime change,
during 1957-58, had little connection to
ongoing guerrilla insurgencies.

To make the puzzle still more
complex, crises frequently involve more
than elite confrontations. Mass protests,
riots, strikes, uprisings, and assorted
terrorist actions are often prominent fea-
tures of crises, helping to shape their
severity and paths. Many students of poli-
tics hold that mass discontents and
pressures greatly limit elite autonomy, and
never more so than during crises. Is it,
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therefore, wrong to focus primarily on
what happens to elites in crisis situations?
Should one instead concentrate on mass
and "structural" forces? This is one of the
issues most frequently raised in compara-
tive politics and political sociology. Al-
though we cannot hope to resolve it, ex-
ploring the relation between elites, crises,
and the origins of regimes yields much evi-
dence about the political intersections of
elites and mass publics.

Characteristics of Crises

Because the term “ecrisis" is so
casually and routinely used by politicians,
commentators, and scholars to characterize
all manner of events and situations, its
meaning must be specified. By crisis we
mean an abrupt and brutal challenge to the
survival of a political regime. A crisis most
often consists of a short chain of events
that destroy or drastically weaken a re-
gime's equilibrium and effectiveness
within a period of days or weeks. More ra-
rely, a crisis is a chain of individually
small but cumulating events and power
confrontations that unfold over several
years. In either sense, crises should not be
confused with the "historical crises" of
center-periphery, church-state, land-indus-
try, and owner-worker cleavages on which
scholars. associated with the school of
political development focused during the
1960s (e.g., Lipset and Rokkan, 1967,
Binder, 1971). Although those lasting clea-
vages generated many specific power
struggles, they were not crises as we think
of them. '
Typically, crises involve a sudden
flaring of belligerence by one or more of
the elite groups that are jockeying for
government power, a rapid escalation in
the volume and intensity of political ac-
tions, and a clear change in the flow of
power exertions among elites, as well as
greatly increased elite insecurities. There is
always much uncertainty about the out-
comes of crises, and this uncertainty is
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immediately and intensely felt by the
supporters and opponents of an existing
regime. Unlike palace intrigues aimed at
changing the pecking order among indivi-
dual actors, crises have far-reaching impli-
cations. They threaten to involve large seg-
ments of elites, and even of society, in
violent actions more or less immediately.
The Algerian crisis in France in May 1958
was a prototypical case: in a single week
of high drama, General Charles de Gaulle
reentered French political life and agreed
to become premier, and in so doing he
staved off impending civil war.

It is necessary to distinguish crises
not only from lasting cleavages and the
changing power balances they gradually
produce, but also from the assorted
"affairs" and scandals that are often dub-
bed "crises" by commentators and journa-
lists. The Dreyfus affair, which dominated
French public life between 1894 and 1906,
or the Watergate and IranContra scandals,
which respectively preoccupied American
politics during the early 1970s and mid-
1980s, were not crises-in our sense. The
Dreyfus affair invelved a heated moral,
intellectual, and ultimately political debate
about justice in France. The American
scandals centered on breached codes of
political behavior and standards of political
rectitude among government officials and
institutions. But these longrunning disputes
and revelations did not challenge the
survival of the French and American
political regimes, nor did they gravely
weaken either regime’s equilibrium and
effectiveness.

Crises are pofentially major turn-
ing points in politics. They go beyond the
pushing and shoving, the tactical ma-
neuvers and surprises, that capture head-
lines and are the stuff of everyday politics.
Thus, a “government crisis” brought about
by the loss of a parliamentary majority (as
occurred more than fifty times in Italy
between 1947 and 1997), by revelations of
corrupt or immoral practices among the
high and mighty (as happens recurrently in
all countries), or even by the sudden-
demise of a powerful chief executive (such
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as the murder of Sweden’s prime minister
Olaf Palme in 1986) are not in themselves
crises, though they may sometimes be part
of the backdrops to crises.

A Rough Inventory of Crises

Specifying what we mean by poli-
tical crises is a first step. However, the
circumstances in which crises occur and
the forms they take are so diverse that it is
impossible to group them in a few tidy
categories. It is nevertheless useful to
assay several main kinds of crises and to
explore their somewhat differing effects on
elites and regimes. We propose the follow-
ing rough, admittedly incomplete and
overlapping, inventory.

One kind of crisis often occurs
when territories achieve national indepen-
dence. Especially after a violent secession
struggle, national independence may in-
volve the ascendancy, ex abrupto, of a new
political elite. The new elite’s functioning,
as well as the character and effectiveness
of the regime it erects, are usually highly
uncertain. There is much initial disorga-
nization; new political institutions are
unfamiliar and untested; the new regime’s
writ is not everywhere obeyed; different
groups want to go in different directions or
in the same direction at different speeds;
there are old rivalries and scores to be set-
tled; economic and other resources are in
short supply. In 1948 there were 46 inde-
pendent national states recognized by the
United Nations; today there are more than
190, many of them in old countries that
have been resurrected. Not infrequently,
their births or rebirths have occurred in
crises from which deeply divided political
elites and harsh authoritarian rule have
stemmed. A good example is the chaotic
struggles that attended the Belgian Con-
go’s abrupt independence in June 1960 and
their legacy of dictatorial rule by Joseph
Mobuto over what came to be known as
Zaire.

A second, especially stark kind of
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crisis arises from defeat in warfare. The
responsibility for defeat is almost always
sheeted home to the political and military
elites who presided over it. Where they are
not annihilated, these elites, as well as the
regime they operated, are destroyed politi-
cally. An ancient example was the over-
throw of democracy in Athens following
the disastrous defeat of the naval fleet sent
to Sicily-in415 B.C. Some twentieth-cen-
tury examples are the crises arising from
military defeats of the German, Austro-
Hungarian, Russian, and Ottoman imperial
regimes at the end of World War L. Still
deeper crises arose from the devastating
defeats suffered by the Japanese and Ger-
man Nazi regimes in World War [I. Other
instances of political crises stemming from
defeats in warfare include France after the
FrancoPrussian War in 1870-71, Portugal
after failure in its African colonial wars in
1974, Greece indirectly by the Turks in
Cyprus that same year, and Argentina in
1983 after losing its war with Britain over
the Falkland Islands. In each case, the
existing regime either was destroyed or
was so gravely weakened by defeat that
there followed a period of great political
uncertainty while surviving and emerging
elites maneuvered for power.

A third kind of crisis, and one that
has received much study, is “revolution.”
The quotation marks are necessary because
there is no agreed definition of revolution
(for a typology of revolution, see Dobry,
1992). But whatever is precisely meant by
the term, most historians and comparati-
vists agree that revolutions have punctuat-
ed the modern political record. As the
American historian Crane Brinton (1965)
shows in his “anatomies” of the English,
French, Russian, and (more dubiously, in
our view) American revolutions, they
constituted political crises of the highest
order. Revolutionary crises involve inter-
regnums in which all the expectations of
normal political life cease to obtain, there
is for the moment no clearly constituted
regime, and political power is up for grabs.
Recent scholarship on revolutions links
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them closely to defeats in wartare (the
Russian and Chinese communist revolu-
tions) or to fiscally enervating foreign
adventures such as those France undertook
during the 1780s under Louis XVI
(Skocpol, 1979,1994).

A fourth kind of crisis that might
be distinguished involves the withdrawal
of foreign support for ruling elites and the
regimes they operate. A physical analogue
would be the cracks that temperature
changes create in the polar icecaps, so that
great icebergs drift away and later melt.
When foreign support is withdrawn (the
“temperature” changes), elites dependent
upon that support lose much of their capac-
ity to rule. so that deep “cracks™ at the elite
and regime level quickly open. This ap-
proximates what happened in the countries
of East Central Europe once the Soviet
Union, signaled, during 1988 and early
1989, that it would no longer use force to
shore up communist elites and regimes in
the region. In less than a vyear, eight
countries recovered their national indepen-
dence and established new regimes, al-
though most entrenched elites survived by
shedding their communist mantles, adopt-
ing nationalist idioms, and reveling in
testimonies about their country’s ancient
lineage. However, the withdrawal of fo-
reign support for a regime often occurs in
the midst of, and due to, a crisis that
already challenges the regime in question.
It was in such circumstances that the
United States withdrew its support for the
Batista regime in Cuba in [ate 1958, for the
shah’s regime in Iran during the last weeks
of 1978, and for the Marcos regime in the
Philippines at the start of [986. The
withdrawal of foreign support can thus be
more like the proverbial straw that breaks
the camel” back, greatly fueling and per-
haps even shaping the outcome of an
already existing crisis.

Political “implosions” may consti-
tute a fifth kind of crisis. As happened to
the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918, a
radical decompression or a rapid and grave
weakening of state apparatuses (the mili-
tary, police, the central administration)
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takes place. Ruling elites suddenly find
themselves without support from any
quarter, their capacities sclerotic, and their
decisions and edicts largely ignored. But
violent struggles between ruling and
challenging elites, accompanied by mass
uprisings or military defeats by hostile
foreign powers, are not central aspeets of
the situation. Impiosions, in other words,
are not the same as revolutionary crises.
Although the societies in which implosions
occur suffer great distress, most institu-
tions and elites manage to survive, and
there is no chaotic interregnum when
power is “in the streets.” There is, howe-
ver, much disarray among political elites;
regime leaders are discredited and forced
to leave politics; their lieutenants hastily
repackage themselves politically or move
to elite positions outside politics; hodge-
podges of leaders and cliques reconstitute
the decompressed state, possibly with new
territorial boundaries. Reflecting the trau-
ma of implosion crises and the positional
scrambles they entail, political elites be-
come badly fragmented; elite relations and
political game rules are in flux, and con-
flicts proliferate. All of this makes the cha-
racter and direction of postimplosion regi-
mes uncertain.

Implosion crises result from a
concatenation of accumulating economic
malfunctions, spreading corruption among
elites, and greatly increased difficulties in
keeping national states that are culturally
and regionally segmented intact. They con-
sequently take the form of a selfdissolu-
tion, of self-destruction — a kind of collec-
tive political demission or resignation. One
example is the decision of the Hungarian
Socialist Workers’ Party on October 7,
1989, to dissolve itself (1,059 delegates to
the party congress voted for dissolution,
and only 159 resisted it). Or consider the
Czechoslovak communist regime's relin-
quishing of power in the space of ten days
during November 1989, The Soviet regime
imploded quite suddenly and unexpectedly
during the autumn months of 1991, even
though dissipative tendencies had been
evident for some time. Under the postcom-
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munist Russian regime that followed,
living standards dropped precipitously,
with roughly half of all economic activity
taking place underground and outside state
control or regulation. The Yugoslav regi

during 1990-91. The hecatomb of much of
the Italian political elite between 1991 and
1994 in a whirlpool of revelations about
corrupt practices is another interesting
case, although the regime itself never quite
imploded.

Weak political regimes in the
countries of sub-Saharan Africa seem par-
ticularly vulnerable to small-scale implo-
sion crises. In this region, states are skele-
tal, in part because they are beset by verti-
cal political cleavages between ethnic
groups with regional bases, rather than by
horizontal cleavages based on social class.
Consequently, instead of revolutions there
are successive small implosions followed
by the ascendancy of new but short-lived
ruling cliques. Whether more sweeping
implosions will occur in such multiethnic
and territorially fragmented states as Indo-
nesia, or in the somewhat culturally and re-
gionally divided China, is a question of
great importance.

Do economic disasters constitute
another distinet kind of crisis? Stephen
Haggard and Robert Kaufman (1995) think
so, and they are certainly not alone in this
belief. They argue that a sharp deterio-
ration in a country's aggregate economic
performance may challenge its political
regime by adversely affecting a wide seg-
ment of the population and by foreing
ruling elites to adopt dramatically different
policies. The new policies alienate the
coalition of groups that benefited from the
previous, failed policies and supported the
elites. It the new policies do not quickly
reverse the economic deterioration and if
the ruling elites are unable to fashion a
new and powerful coalition to support
those policies, the elites may be over-
thrown and the regime replaced. Like de-
feats in warfare, economic disasters may
thus constitute crises in which elites are
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reconfigured and regimes are changed. In
Germany during the Great Depression,
economic collapse and mass unemploy-
ment, preceded by a catastrophic monetary
inflation during 1923-24, climaxed in the

imploded with nearly equal suddenness . brutal political crisis and elite machi-

“nations that unfolded during December
1932 and January 1933, following the Nazi
Party’s strong performance in 1932
elections. Its outcome was the harsh Nazi
dictatorship that followed Hitler's ascen-
dancy as chancellor at the end of January
1933, the Reichstag fire, which he used as
a pretext for assuming emergency powers
less than four weeks later, and the rigged
elections he engineered in early March
1933. Similarly in the Soviet Union, as
Jack A. Goldstone discusses in chapter 5,
ever more dire economic circumstances
during the 1980s lay behind Mikhail
Gorbachev's increasingly divisive efforts to
reform the Soviet system. The result was a
profound political crisis during August and
September 1991 in which the Soviet
regime was effectively destroyed.

It is clear, however, that not all
economic disasters produce elite and re-
gime-destroying crises. Anglo-American
and Scandinavian elites and democratic
regimes Survived the Great Depression,
Mexican elites and the PRI regime wea-
thered severe economic crises in 1982 and
1994-95 (discussed in chapter 4), and du-
ring 1992-93 elites and regimes in Vene-
zuela and Peru were badly shaken but not
destroyed by failed coups and constitutio-
nal confrontations that were in great mea-
sure fueled by steep economic declines. It
thus appears that only in some conditions —
the central feature of which may be the
presence of elites that are already deeply
divided and therefore unable to implement
effective new policies — do economic
disasters constitute highly destructive
crises

Another, more indistinct kind of
crisis involves sudden breakdowns of un-
stable democratic regimes. In Europe,
twenty-two new democracies emerged
overnight from the cataclysm of World
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