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Religion and Critical Junctures;
Divergent Trajectories of
Liberalismin Modern Europe

Andrew C. Gould
University of Notre Dame

The study of cleavages, critical junctures, and resulting trajec-
tories in the evolution of politics and party systems was
launched by Lipset and Rokkan in their classic study of West-
ern Europe.! They focused on fundamental societal cleavages:
center-periphery, church-state, land-industry, and owner-
worker. According to their argument, the resolution of these
cleavages crystallized in critical junctures, which in turn set
countries on distinctive historical paths. In the intervening
decades since 1967, numerous studies have extended, refined,
and in some ways corrected their arguments about Western
Europe, and a substantial body of research has applied this
framework to other regions.

This essay discusses my work on critical junctures, pre-
sented in Origins of Liberal Dominance: Sate, Church, and
Party in Nineteenth-Century Europe.? This study focused on
the politicsof liberalismin France, Belgium, Switzerland, and
Germany from the restoration of conservative monarchiesin
1815 to the outbreak of continental war in 1914. In thishistori-
cal context, liberals sought to build representative and consti-
tutional government, to develop national economic systems,
and to confine clerical authority to religious affairs® Most
scholarsviewed 19"-century liberal sthrough aprism that em-
phasized battles over private property and socialism; my work
took the religious implications of liberalism as equally deci-
sive.

This brief article traces the lines of influence that shaped
my book, emphasizing among other points how the critical
juncture framework provided afresh, powerful, and most wel-
come new perspective on the study of religion and politics.
This framework helped to move the discussion beyond what
wastoo often arather limited analysis of secularizationin the
context of modernization. Attention shifted instead to how, at
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critical junctures, religion played acrucia and complex rolein
shaping European politics.

Linesof Influence

Institutional ties played a key role in keeping Lipset and
Rokkan’swork at the forefront of my thinking. My book began
as a dissertation at Berkeley, where David and Ruth Collier
were leading scholars of comparative politics. Their work on
critical junctures, eventually published as Shaping the Politi-
cal Arena,* influenced many graduate studentsin comparative
politics, including those of us outsidethe Latin American field.
In 1982, Berkeley hired the young scholar who became my
principal academic mentor, Gregory L uebbert. He had done his
graduate work with Lipset, at Stanford, and he situated his
research squarely in the critical juncture tradition. Thisinflu-
enceisclear inhisfirst book, Comparative Democracy: Policy-
making and Governing Coalitionsin Europeand Israel, where
he acknowledges his “great intellectual debt” to Lipset and
Rokkan.® Their cleavage theory becamethe core of Luebbert’s
own account of how policy preferences shaped party |eaders
decisions about whether to participate in coalition govern-
ments.® In Luebbert’s analysis, party leaders cared primarily
about the policiesat the core of aparty’s programmatic profile,
and this profile was interpreted to be determined by the soci-
etal cleavagethat was most salient when the party wasfounded.
Thiswas a classic Lipset and Rokkan analysis: commitments
undertaken at acritical juncture had long-lasting consequences
that set parties on different paths into the future.

L uebbert offered adeterministic view of critical juncture
theory. In Comparative Democracy, he argued that parties ac-
quired profiles “by translating societal cleavagesinto lines of
party conflict during the years before and just after the adop-
tion of universal suffrage and, especially, the introduction of
proportional representation.”” In thisframework, the metaphor
of trandlation implied that the actions of political leaders ssim-
ply reflected the underlying social and economic conflicts. The
details of politicsdid not play akey role: cleavages had “ pre-
cipitated” parties, and social and economic disputes*had given
rise to the parties.”®

In using such formulations, Luebbert understated theroles
of specific people. Indeed, though Luebbert did hint that
choiceswereinvolved,® hisanalysis emphasi zed patterns more

4Collier and Collier 1991.

5 Luebbert 1986, xiii.

¢ Luebbert 1986, 53-60.

" Luebbert 1986, 53.

8 Luebbert 1986, 54.

9 For instance, he stated that not all societal cleavagesbecamelines
of party opposition in every society. Which cleavages became politi-
caly relevant, heargued, “ has depended on their relative intensity in
thesociety at large, the historical sequences of massmobilization, and
considerations of organizational and electoral strategies, especially
the payoffs of alliances and mergers and the costs of splits and lost
support” (Luebbert 1986, 55). In this passage, the terms*“ strategies,”
“payoffs,” and “costs’ suggested that leaders were making choices.
These choicescould of course beviewed fairly deterministically within
some choice-theoretic frameworks, or they could be understood less
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than people. Luebbert asserted that parties used socia cleav-
agesto their advantage whenever that cleavageinvolved socio-
economic issues—as opposed to cleavages that concerned
“constitutional, producer-consumer, cultural-ethnolinguistic,
regional or center-periphery, ethical-religious, and foreign
policy” issues. This also occurred whenever two cleavages
reinforced each other.™°

To summarize, societal cleavages gave partiespolicy pro-
files, and then leaders struggled to maintain their positions of
privilege on the basis of that profile. As stated in the book’s
closing paragraph, Luebbert found an “almost complete ab-
sence of evidencethat the skills, ideol ogies, and aspirations of
individual politicians made any difference in the final coali-
tional outcome.” ! In other words, the key to predicting which
partieswould form acoalition was knowing which i ssues party
|eaders needed to prioritizein order to retain their positions as
leaders.

My own project was even more closely connected to
L uebbert’s second book, which he was writing as he advised
me on my choice of dissertation topic. In Liberalism, Fascism,
or Social Democracy: Social Classes and the Poalitical Ori-
ginsof Regimesin Interwar Europe,’2 he noted that European
countries which acquired liberal regimes by the outbreak of
World War |—that is, the United Kingdom, France, and Switzer-
|land—retai ned those regimes throughout the tumultuousyears
leading up to World War Il. Those were the countries that
developed neither social democratic regimes nor successful
home-grown fascist movements. Thisobservation set the stage
for Luebbert’s main argument, which sought to explain why
some countries developed social democratic regimes, as in
Scandinaviaand Czechoslovakia, while othersfell to fascism,
asin Germany and Italy.

Hiscentral concern wasworking-class palitics. Thus, the
explanation for different political regimesfocused principally
onthenational political coalitionsthat emerged out of a“fun-
damental historical transition: the emergence of the organized
working class as a mgjor contender in national palitics,” as
David Collier and Lipset put it.** The transition from €elite to
mass politicswasthe critical juncture par excellence; choices
made as the franchise expanded would shape party systems,*
coalition formation,* and even poalitical regimes.'

In advising me on the choice of a research question,
L uebbert proposed that | investigate why liberal regimeswere
successfully established in some countries but not in others.
He saw an opportunity to add crucial nuance to his argument
by exploring theideathat “whereliberal movementswere suc-
cessful before 1914, their appeal wasreinforced by areligious

deterministically as depending centrally on the skills of party leaders
and/or somewhat idiosyncratic characteristics of specific countries.

10 |uebbert 1986, 55.

1 Luebbert 1986, 246.

12 Luebbert 1991.

3 Collier and Lipset 1991, v.

4 Lipset and Rokkan 1967.

5 Luebbert 1986.

16 Luebbert 1991.
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cleavage.”'” He gave this advicejust weeks before his death—
a shock to everyone, as he was just 32 years old when he
drowned in a white-water canoeing accident. His colleague
Giuseppe Di Palma shepherded L uebbert’s nearly completed
manuscript to publication; he al so became my advisor. Collier
and Lipset wrote the preface to the resulting book.

In following the advice that Luebbert had given me, it
became my task to develop a systematic account of how con-
flicts over religion yielded different political dynamics, once
mass-based political competition had emerged. The proposed
study opened the possihility of reinforcing the conclusions of
Lipset and Rokkan, aswell as of Luebbert, that liberal move-
ments could gain or lose supporters depending on the con-
figuration of religious cleavages. At the same time, it might
offer arival perspective—for example, potentially challenging
the argument that liberalstook religious cleavages as political
givens that they themselves could not influence.

My effortsto framearesearch project onreligionin Euro-
pean political history coincided with new uncertaintiesin the
discipline of palitical science. Long-standing accounts of lib-
eralism as amovement of rising middle classes seemed wed-
ded to modernization theory. Such an approach came under
strong attack inthe 1970s and 1980s dueto several shortcom-
ings, among them failing to explain dictatorshipsin advanced
societies such as Germany, Italy, Argentina, and Brazil. What
could explaintheevolution of liberalismin Europe? Thelitera-
ture no longer offered a convincing answer.

Intherealm of real-world politics, moreover, religion had
infact not faded away, as naive secul arization theory predicted.
By the 1990s, for example, Idamic clergy commanded arevolu-
tionary regime in Iran; the Catholic Church helped to open
paths to democracy in Iberia, Latin America, Poland, and the
Philippines; and Christian leadersin the United States crafted
anew alliance with aresurgent Republican party. The political
relevance of religion had thus been recast in many ways, in-
cluding the reality that religious movements made alliances
with both democrats and dictators.

Inthiscontext, my new project on early episodes of liber-
alization promised novel insights into how religion shaped
modern palitics. The critical junctures approach changed the
question from “which factor ismost important?’ to “what hap-
pened first?’, and “with what consequences?’ Lipset and
Rokkan's emphasi s on the sequencing of formative moments
opened the way to trace the impact of religion on politicsover
time.

How Religion Shaped Palitical Regimes

Inthe course of my research, acrucial insight began to emerge:
the political significance of religion changed as the franchise
expanded. In the period of elite-dominated politicsinthefirst
three decades of the nineteenth century, clerical support for
liberal reform hinged mainly onwhether clerical authority would
be curbed in areconfigured state. However, as mass political
support became increasingly decisive for the success of par-
ties in the 1870s and after, the middle-classes and peasants

weighed in as voters or potential voters. Liberal reform now
challenged not just the role of a church in the highest offices
of the state, but also clerical authority over other institutions,
such as the education of young people and property owner-
ship.

The key was identifying who supported expanding (or
reducing) the scope of clerical authority over non-religious
institutions. My research supported afine-grained analysis of
how particular political leaders and institutions shaped overall
outcomes. Nonetheless, the overall style of the analysis shared
the determinism of Luebbert’swork.

In selecting casesfor my project, like many scholarsinthe
critical juncturetradition, | set forth scope conditionsthat ex-
tended beyond a single country case, yet restricted the analy-
sisto a small number of cases that were sufficiently similar.
The analysis focused on liberal reform movements in nine-
teenth-century Europe, and especially on countriesat themiddle
of a spectrum, where liberal reform was neither a foregone
conclusion nor completely implausible. Thus, | examined Swit-
zerland, Belgium, France, and Germany as* cases at the center
of the distribution of liberal successand failure.”®

Though restricted to these four cases, | was convinced
that the study was aso relevant to understanding the more
prominent cases of success, notably the United Kingdom, as
well asyielding insight into countries where the prospects for
liberal reformin the nineteenth century weredim, asin South-
ern and Eastern Europe. The case selection departed from the
tendency in the literature on liberalism to focus on just one
country at atime, or, when comparisonswere made, to empha-
size contrasts between the two best-known cases, the United
Kingdom and Germany. The German case of attempted liberal
reform that ultimately failed, | argued, could best be under-
stood by studying these processes in other countries situated
in the middle of the spectrum of likely success of reform.

Drawing on a critical junctures approach, | focused on
how a common process—the launching of liberal reforms—
could evolvedifferently in comparable cases. | argued that the
attempt by liberals to reform political regimes was a critical
junctureinthefour cases. | distinguished between two phases
of thecritical juncture, thefirst marked primarily by elite poli-
tics and the second by mass politics. And | posited, in a nut-
shell, that each country’s path through the common process
was strongly shaped by theimplicationsof political reform for
religious authorities. Institutions present at the onset of liberal
reform, especially whether or not churches were incorporated
into stateinstitutions, influenced reformdynamics. Ultimately,
the outcomes of these efforts differed across the cases: re-
peated failuresin Germany, multiple successesin Switzerland,
and checkered reformsin Belgium and France (see Figure 1).

The Elite Phase

How should these contrasting patterns of success and failure
be explained? Religion was a key factor. The nineteenth cen-
tury opened with churches being incorporated into the gov-
erning ingtitutions of some states, but not others. Would-be

T Luebbert 1991, 6.

18 Gould 1999, 9.
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Figurel: I nstitutions, Reform Dynamics, and Outcomes:
The Casesof Germany, France, Belgium, and Switzerland

Cases
Germany France Belgium Switzerland

Hite Phase
State and Church Institutions Non-liberal, Non-liberal, Non-liberal, Non-liberal,

at Onset of Liberal Reform incorporated churches incorporated church church not incorporated churches not incorporated
Liberal Policy toward Attack Protestant Attack Catholic Promote Catholic Preserve Protestant

Religious A uthority & Catholic & attack Catholic
Clergy Response Protestant Catholic opposition Catholic support Protestant support

& Catholic opposition

& Catholic opposition

Liberal Reform Outcome Failed reform Failed reform Successful reform Successful reform

Mass Phase

Institutions at Onset of Monarchs sovereign Emperor sovereign Parliament sovereign Parliament sovereign
Second Liberal Reform

Liberal Policy toward Preserve Protestant Attack Catholic Attack Catholic Preserve Protestant

& attack Catholic
Protestant toleration

Religious A uthority
Clergy Response

& Catholic opposition

Provincial Middle-Class Protestants tolerate liberals

and Peasant Response

Party Outcome

& Catholics oppose liberals
Weak liberal parties:

co-opted defeat of liberals
Regime Outcome Authoritarian regime

(contested)
Source: Gould 1999, 20.

Catholic opposition

Catholics support liberals

Strong liberal parties:

Constitutional democracy

& attack Catholic
Catholic opposition Protestant support
& Catholic opposition
Catholics oppose liberals Protestants support liberals
& Catholics oppose liberals

Weak liberal parties: Strong liberal parties:

victory of liberals (contested) conditional defeat of liberals supremacy of liberals

Constitutional democracy Constitutional democracy

liberal reformersencountered authoritarian regimesin all four
cases, but those regimes had incorporated churches in just
two of them, France and Germany. In those two countries,
liberalscast their programs asachallengeto both political and
clerical authority, and clerical leadersdefinitely viewed liberal
reform as threatening. In France in particular, the Catholic
Church had been deeply integrated into the pre-Revol utionary
administration and had been a major landowner across much
of the country, especialy in the south-east. The Church op-
posed liberal reformers.

By contrast, in Belgium and Switzerland churches played
only limited rolesin the state and rural economy. Here, liberal
reformers sought political change but did not call for reduced
clerical authority within the state. Inthese cases, liberal reform
even held out the possibility for clerical |eaders of achieving
greater political autonomy and/or supremacy over minority
religions. Clergy supported liberal plansto reform political in-
stitutions only when such reform would enhance the scope of
their authority. My chapters on these contests focused on the
revolutions and attempted revolutions of 1830 and 1848, and
concluded with the regimesthat emerged in the 1850s.

Two alternative outcomes emerged. In Belgium and Swit-
zerland, liberal regimes were established with executives re-
sponsible to a legislature, and a formal separation of church
and state at the national level. By contrast, Prussia’s govern-
ments depended mainly upon the Kaiser’s support and France's
depended upon that of Napoleon I11; legislatures did not make
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governments on their own. Other scholars overlooked that
Prussia sand France'sauthoritarian rulersintegrated churches
into the ruling apparatus.

The Mass Phase

In the context of these elite-dominated regimes, pressures for
greater participation and mass franchiseincreased and brought
new actors into the set of coalitional possibilities. Conserva-
tivesand liberals alike reached deeper into the urban and pro-
vincial middle classes, and into the peasantry. They sought
the electoral support needed to prevail in contests in which
most of the adult mal e population was eligible to vote, aswas
common throughout these cases in the 1870s and thereafter. |
labelled this period the “mass phase”’ to signal the common
process of expanding participation and inclusiveness in na-
tional politics.

This shared process yielded different coalitional possi-
bilitiesin each case. A key factor shaping coalitions was how
provincial middle classes and peasants responded to the spe-
cific threats they faced. In France, these two groups feared
both socialism and a revived Catholic Church; whereas their
counterpartsin Belgium, whose property did not derive from
forced secularization of land, feared only socialism. In Prussia
and Switzerland, where Protestants ruled over large Catholic
minorities, Protestants viewed the Catholic Church with deep
suspicion. In Prussia and France, monarchs seemed viable as
checks against socialist-inspired expropriation, but not in Bel-
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gium or Switzerland, where neighboring powers checked the
ambitions of would-beroyal rulers.

The expansion of participation thus reinforced a liberal
regime in Switzerland, but it strengthened the monarchy in
Prussia. In Belgium, it brought a Catholic party to power that
preserved parliamentary sovereignty and expanded clerical
authority in education. In France, universal male suffrage re-
jected the presidential ambitions of generals and empowered
radicals, such as Léon Gambetta, who declared clericalism to
be the enemy of a constitutional republic. The expansion of
participation in national politics, aquintessentially “modern”
process, thus emboldened authoritarians in Prussia and re-
publicansin France. In Belgium it buttressed Catholic consti-
tutionalism, while in Switzerland it reinforced greater direct
democracy.

Competing Explanations

The book sought to evaluate competing explanations for the
successesand failures of liberalism. The historical scholarship
on each country gave central attention to case-specific fac-
tors, including the personalities of political leaders and the
outcomes actually experienced in a given country. Hence my
book, like many worksin comparative-historical analysis, faced
acreative tension with works of history. Thetension lay in my
claiming greater comparability of explanatory factors, across
diverse contexts, than many historiansfound plausible. Yet at
the same time, | drew on these historians' very own work as
basic sources of data.

| used acritical juncturesframework and cross-case com-
parison to generate insights that scholarship on individual
countries did not offer. For instance, | found that liberals in
Germany werewell aware that established L utheran churches
encouraged support for monarchy; asaresult, German liberals
supported so-called free churches that incubated support for
liberal palitics. | learned about these efforts in works of his-
tory, but their significance had been ignored in assessments of
German liberalism. From the point of view of my book, theseill-
fated efforts showed that liberals knew that religion could be
their ally only once it was differentiated from the state.

Totakeadifferent example, for scholarsof French politics,
“republicans’ could not be liberals; they were viewed as too
popular to be liberal, which was supposed to be an attribute
only of the elite supporters of the Orléanist monarchy. Yet
excessivefealty to how termswere deployed in particular cases
obscured akey fact about Francein the 1870s. apolitical move-
ment advocating constitutional governance successfully at-
tracted amassfollowing by activating concerns over the scope
of achurch’s authority.

With regard to moderni zati on theory, which was common-
place in works by political scientists, | offered two responses
to the argument that economic development accounted for
liberalism. On the one hand, my case sel ection acknowledged
that Europe’s most economically developed country, Britain,
provided the most hospitable setting for liberal reform, in con-
trast to the underdevel oped periphera statesin Southern and
Eastern Europe. On the other hand, my book showed that lev-

els of development in the middle-range could not account for
differences between such key cases as France and Germany,
much less between Belgium and Switzerland. Moreover, my
analysis showed that assessments of the relative sizes of the
middle classin various countrieswere often measured in ways
that excluded Catholicsby definitional fiat; | carefully avoided
such bias.

Thefinal aternative explanation wasthe claim that Catho-
lic political theology opposed liberalism, while Protestant po-
litical theology supported it. It simply did not bear sustained
scrutiny to argue that national and regional religious elites
conformed to uniform applications of doctrine. Protestant
clergy supported direct democracy in Switzerland and opposed
itin Germany, while Catholic clergy supported Belgian consti-
tutionalism, but frequently sided with monarchistsin France.
Clerical elites, aswell asmembersof churches, took stanceson
liberal reform mainly for local and institutional reasons.

My book confirmed Luebbert’s suggestion that religious
cleavagesprovided crucial opportunitiesto Europe’smost suc-
cessful liberal movements. The book filled in key gapsin sus-
taining this argument across diverse cases, such as by ex-
plaining how the struggle against the Catholic Church in the
1870s could weaken liberal movementsin Germany and Bel-
gium but strengthen it in France and Switzerland. The fight
against Catholicism alienated many middle-class voters who
feared socialism but not theinstitutional power of the Church.
At the sametime, it bound together those who saw the Church
asathreat to parliamentary sovereignty and therural economy,
asin Franceand Switzerland.

Like Luebbert, | argued that Lipset and Rokkan's frame-
work could be used to explain not just party systems, but also
the characteristics of the political regimes in which partisan
competitiontook place. Political regimesare more short-lived
than patterns of partisan support and opposition, which often
surviveinterludes of authoritarianism. Yet explaining episodes
of liberal reform did indeed aim squarely at acore goal of com-
parative politics, which is to understand the conditions for
self-government.

TheSudy of Religion, Then and Now

At the time | was doing research for my book in the 1990s,
Lipset and Rokkan's 1967 work had already endured thirty
years—an eternity in modern social science. Their work wasa
touchstone for almost all research on religion in comparative
politics, bringing religion into a broad and exciting research
agenda. As noted, the field had long been influenced by the
often unacknowledged, yet widely shared, assumptions of
secularization theory, with the ideathat economic moderniza-
tion would inevitably diminish the personal, social, and paliti-
cal importance of religion. Potential successorsto moderniza-
tion theory—such as neo-Marxism and dependency theory—
neither challenged long-standing assumptions about secular-
ization nor provided useful ways to guide research on how
religion shaped palitics.

By contrast, Lipset and Rokkan contended that conflicts
among different religions, and between religiousand state auth-
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orities, created enduring legacies. Cleavages were conceived
as boundaries between social groups that identified, on an
ongoing basis, with one side or the other of old conflicts. As
politics democratized and participation expanded in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, political parties formed
with the objective of representing the interests of groups that
were defined by these historically given conflicts. Thus, long
after modernization theory and its critique had become less
salient for comparativists, Lipset and Rokkan endured as a
valuable model for investigating the politics of religion.

Nearly two decadesinto the 21% century, of course, schol-
arscontinueto be called uponto explainreligion’srolein poli-
tics. Islamist movements have thrived throughout Muslim-
majority countries—in democratic or semi-democratic contexts
such as Indonesia and Turkey, aswell as repressive ones such
asin Egypt and Pakistan. In Europe, religious settlementsthat
seemed firm and unchallenged have re-emerged in a highly
contentious form, as states confront new religious heteroge-
neity.

Intheoriginal critical juncturesformulation, the key role
of religion was rooted in the past, given that the legacies of
religious conflict endured for decades. My elaboration of criti-
cal juncture analysis, whileit similarly interpreted religion as
embedded in historically derived institutions, emphasized that
liberalizing movements could gain strength from religious|ead-
ersand movementsthat sought greater freedom and autonomy.
This insight was crucial to understanding the divergent
effects of Protestantism in Germany and Switzerland and
Catholicism in France and Belgium. Religion has proven far
more capable of renewal than most scholars of comparative
politics previously allowed, making research on the political
commitments of religious movements ever more pressing to-
day.

Lipset and Rokkan's insights should be considered more
relevant today than many scholarsrecognize. Several features
of their work do limit its appeal. Key terms were rooted in
Western European events, such asthe Protestant Reformation
and the French Revolution. In addition, Lipset and Rokkan
favored adeterministic view of causality, and gave sparse at-
tention to the details of how politicians attempted to assemble
coalitions of supporters. My own research issimilar to Lipset
and Rokkan'sin thisregard. It focused on particular cases, in
one region (Europe) and in one historical period (the nine-
teenth century). It also could be characterized as overly deter-
ministic. Yet, for al of these limitations, Lipset and Rokkan's
work helped my book show that religion wasakey determinant
of support for liberalism and of regime outcomes. Moreover,
my research did validate ageneral claim: that religion can have
adecisive political impact when paliticiansthreaten—or prom-
ise—to change the scope of religious authority. And thisles-
son is certainly relevant today.
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