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Abstract: One of David and Ruth Collier’s principal contributions to the study of comparative
politics is the critical junctures framework for analyzing political change. This essay examines
some of the challenges in using this approach to analyze a “new critical juncture” for Latin
American party systems, stemming from the shift to neoliberalism in the 1980s. I argue that
applying the critical junctures framework to the study of ongoing political change is inherently
difficult because this method presupposes temporal distance from the events in question.
Examining Kenneth Roberts’ initial formulation of the new critical juncture argument, which
posited a “re-oligarchization of politics,” I show that subsequent reactions and counterreactions
have generated a party system configuration involving much more class-based conflict and mass
mobilization. In conclusion, I suggest that the current configuration of Latin American party
systems is more likely to endure, precisely because the “mechanisms of production” of this
legacy have played out and self-reinforcing processes may now be in effect.
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One of David and Ruth Collier’s principal contributions to the study of comparative
politics is the critical junctures framework for analyzing political change. Though they adopt the
term and basic approach from Lipset and Rokkan (1967), Collier and Collier (1991) deserve
credit for taking the basic notion of a branching point with consequences and developing it into a
framework for systematically comparing cases, evaluating rival explanations, and defending
causal claims. This theoretical and methodological contribution has been widely recognized in
political science as well as other disciplines. In a Google Scholar search on the term “critical
juncture” conducted in March 2014, Shaping the Political Arena was far and above the most
cited publication in the top 100 results.1 Perusing the citations, one finds applications not only
across the various subfields and area specialties of political science, but also from history
(Horowitz 1995), sociology (Peeler 2001; Rhomberg 2010), management (Lamberg and Pajunen
2010; Schreyögg, Sydow, and Holtmann 2011; Sydow, Schreyögg, and Koch 2009) public
policy (Karch 2009; Malpass 2011; McCauley 2013), and communication (Pickard 2010).
Collier and Collier (1991) develop the critical junctures framework through their
historical analysis of the political incorporation of labor and its implications for party systems
and regime dynamics in Latin America. In the final pages of their book, they engage in some
informed speculation about the possibility of a “new critical juncture,” stemming from the shift
to neoliberalism in the 1980s and the disruption of the political and economic conditions that had
facilitated populist coalitions during an earlier era.2 Their authors’ note to the 2002 edition
returns to these themes, underscoring that “Latin America is in the midst of fundamental change”
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Collier and Collier (1991) had been cited 1974 times. The runner-up, from the management literature, was Vohora,
Wright, and Lockett (2004), with 545 citations.
2
By “neoliberalism,” I refer to both a set of market-oriented economic reform policies implemented in much of
Latin America in recent decades, and also the broader development model that replaced import-substitution
industrialization (Boas and Gans-Morse 2009).
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(Collier and Collier 2002: xv). Around the same time, Steven Levitsky (2003: 4–7 ) offered
similarly provocative speculation about the possibility of a new critical juncture in Latin
America. Meanwhile, Kenneth Roberts (2002) began developing the argument in detail, tracing
the legacy of a “neoliberal critical juncture” across both labor-mobilizing and elitist party
systems in the region.
The notion of a new critical juncture gained further appeal with Latin America’s “left
turn” in the 2000s, especially following the unprecedented string of left-wing electoral victories
in 2005-2006. Rather than a single, homogeneous rejection of the market reforms of earlier
decades, scholars identified several different varieties of leftist government in the region, as well
as other countries, such as Colombia and Mexico, that resisted this “pink tide” (Cameron and
Hershberg 2010; Levitsky and Roberts 2011; Weyland, Madrid, and Hunter 2010). The
emergence of distinct national political trajectories several decades after a major economic
change in the region seems ready-made for a critical junctures analysis.
Twenty-three years after the publication of Shaping the Political Arena, it is appropriate
to revisit the question of a new critical juncture that Collier and Collier initially posed in the
Conclusion. Writing the definitive “sequel” to a 900-page volume is more than anyone can hope
to accomplish in a short essay, and my objective here is much more modest. To do justice to
Collier and Collier’s careful analysis of the legacy of labor incorporation, it is important to ask
not only what changes might be happening as a result of neoliberal reform, but also how
effectively the critical junctures framework can be used to answer this question. While offering
some thoughts as to the likely legacy of a new critical juncture, my focus is on the method of
critical junctures analysis developed by Collier and Collier (1991) and the challenges in using it
to study more contemporary transformations.
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I argue that faithfully applying the critical junctures framework to the study of ongoing
political change is inherently difficult because this method presupposes temporal distance from
the events in question. A critical juncture is only “critical” because of its legacy, and a causal
argument of this sort requires linking cross-national variation in the legacy back to variation at
the critical juncture itself. Yet legacies are not immediately apparent; they emerge through
“mechanisms of production” that may play out over many years. The comparative historical
method used to analyze critical junctures also relies on extensive secondary source material,
which is never produced quickly.
Roberts’ (2002) initial formulation of the new critical juncture argument illustrates the
challenges of using this method to study short- to medium-term changes. Roberts argued that
neoliberalism undermined class-based political mobilization and was prompting the convergence
of previously diverse party systems on more elitist forms. This “re-oligarchization of politics”
was an accurate characterization of Latin American party systems as of 2002. However, the
subsequent “left turn” in Latin America has seen reactions and counterreactions to neoliberalism
that involved much more mass mobilization, ties to social movements, and new party
organization in some countries. It seems quite clear that neoliberal reform does represent a
critical juncture for Latin American party systems, in that it the political effects of these
economic changes played out differently in different countries and launched them on distinct
trajectories. Yet where these trajectories will end—the legacy of the critical juncture—is still
uncertain, and it looks fundamentally different in 2014 than it did in 2002.
While conclusions drawn in the midst of ongoing changes are necessarily speculative, I
suggest that the party system legacy as we see it today is more likely to endure than that which
prevailed in 2002. Reactions and counterreactions that had yet to occur by the turn of the
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millennium have now clearly taken place, even if they have not fully played out. The party
system legacy of neoliberalism is more likely to have crystallized today, now that political
movements opposing this economic model have had a chance to win power in many countries.
Moreover, the present-day party system configuration may also be more likely to endure, as
political competition is restructured around new cleavages generated by dominant left-wing
movements. Whatever the ultimate legacy of a new critical juncture, attention to these
mechanisms of production and reproduction will be crucial for making the case.

Key Components of the Critical Juncture Framework

Collier and Collier (1991: 29) define a critical juncture as “a period of significant change,
which primarily occurs in distinct ways in different countries (or in other units of analysis) and
which is hypothesized to produce distinct legacies.” A critical juncture can be considered a
period of significant change in each case in its own right; Collier and Collier (1991: 4) note that
single-country studies routinely identify the years corresponding to the initial incorporation of
the labor movement as crucial watersheds in national politics. Yet critical junctures also imply
cross-case variation rather than an episode that plays out similarly in every country. State efforts
to legalize and regulate the labor movement happened in all eight of the countries they examine,
though it took on very different forms in different cases.
Critical junctures are “critical” not merely because they constitute significant periods of
change, nor that these periods play out differently in different cases, but also because of the
distinct legacies they produce. A critical juncture argument thus constitutes a causal hypothesis.
One identifies major processes of change in different cases and demonstrates that these have
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occurred in different ways—in other words, there is variation on the independent variable. One
then hypothesizes that variation at the critical juncture is the cause of variation in a temporally
distant dependent variable. Connecting the critical juncture and legacy by means of a processtracing causal argument is necessary for evaluating this hypothesis.
In order to advance a critical juncture argument, therefore, it is necessary to specify the
legacy a priori and describe how countries vary with respect to this legacy. In other words, one
needs not only to identify and score cases on the key independent variable of interest, but also on
the dependent variable. As Collier and Collier (1991: 33) note, “The importance or lack of
importance of a critical juncture cannot be established in general, but only with reference to a
specific historical legacy.” Without specifying the outcome that a juncture might be critical for—
party system dynamics, democracy versus authoritarianism, economic development, etc.—there
is no way to evaluate its importance. Yet once identifying the dependent variable, it is also
necessary to score the cases on this outcome. Doing so is crucial not only for establishing that
there are distinct legacies produced by the critical juncture, but also for connecting cause and
effect.
Given the need to score cases on the outcome when applying a critical junctures
framework, temporally delimiting the legacy is crucial. Yet doing so can often present
challenges, since legacies, by definition, tend to endure. Collier and Collier (1991: 33-34)
maintain that “one must have explicit criteria for determining when it ends but must also be open
to ambiguities about the end points.” Criteria should be explicit, therefore, but in applying these
criteria in a given case, one might encounter uncertainties and questions that can be revisited on
an ongoing basis.
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In their analysis, Collier and Collier have the advantage of a definitive endpoint for five
of their cases: coups in the 1960s-70s ushered in long-term military rule and fundamentally
interrupted party-system dynamics in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Peru, and Uruguay. More
generally, however, the change in Latin America’s economic environment brought on by the
debt crisis and neoliberal reform radically altered the conditions that had facilitated the class
compromises of the incorporation period and underlain party system dynamics throughout the
legacy. In Mexico, Colombia, and Venezuela, therefore, Collier and Collier were able to argue
that the 1980s marked the end of the legacy, despite important elements of continuity in these
countries’ subsequent party system development. Even though the initial stages of eventual party
system change were not yet apparent in Colombia and Venezuela at the time of their writing, it
surely seemed safe to argue that any future changes would be attributable to new developments,
especially since the stable legacy of labor incorporation had been in place for decades in each
country.
In addition to the within-case significance, cross-case variation, and distinct legacies
produced by a critical juncture, other elements of the framework are important to mention. A
critical juncture begins with a cleavage or crisis that calls into question the political status quo
and sets up the critical juncture. Yet the critical juncture is analytically distinct from this
cleavage or crisis, and it is often temporally removed as well. Industrialization and the growing
export economy in Latin America led to the emergence of a working class and new middle
sectors, establishing new cleavages and posing inherent challenges to the continued political
dominance of the oligarchy. Yet in some cases it took decades for middle sector reformers to
gain control of the state, legalize and regularize the labor movement, and, in most cases,
mobilize it as a source of political support.
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Just as significant time may pass between the cleavage or crisis and the critical juncture,
the emergence of the legacy may be temporally removed from the critical juncture itself. This is
particularly true if “the critical juncture is a polarizing event that produces intense political
reactions and counterreactions” (Collier and Collier 1991: 37). These intervening steps are the
“mechanisms of production” of the legacy, and one cannot begin to characterize the outcome of a
critical junctures process until they have played out. Once the legacy has crystallized, it is
important to identify the separate “mechanisms of reproduction” that perpetuate it even after the
original cause is no longer present, as well as to distinguish this “historicist” argument from rival
explanations involving constant causes (Stinchcombe 1968).
A final important component of the critical juncture framework concerns the role of
antecedent conditions. The political status quo prior to the emergence of a cleavage or crisis
serves as a rival explanation for the legacy of the critical juncture. To the extent that key
elements of the legacy involve the continuity of antecedent conditions, the critical juncture might
not have been particularly “critical” for the outcome. Yet the comparative nature of the critical
junctures framework may allow one to account for substantial continuity in some cases without
undermining the causal argument. In Colombia and Uruguay, for instance, there are major
similarities between the two-party systems that predated labor incorporation and those that are
identified as its legacy (Collier and Collier 1991: 34). Looking only at these cases, the critical
juncture might not seem so important for the outcome. Its significance is clearer in comparative
context: political continuity was possible in Colombia and Uruguay precisely because the critical
juncture did not take on a different form that, in every other country, fundamentally transformed
existing party systems.

7

A separate issue with antecedent conditions concerns the extent to which they influence
the direction taken at the critical juncture. The literature on path dependence has often focused
on historical trajectories that are set in motion by small, seemingly random events.3 Collier and
Collier (1991: 27) allude to this question of contingency, noting that “some critical
junctures…may entail considerable discretion, whereas with others the presumed choice appears
deeply embedded in antecedent conditions.” Indeed, the form of labor incorporation in Latin
America is closely related to the prior strength of the oligarchy (Collier and Collier 1991: 104).
Where oligarchs were politically strong and held a viable electoral position, labor incorporation
involved more top-down control; where they were weaker, it involved more benefits and greater
mass mobilization. A skeptic, therefore, might view labor incorporation as epiphenomenal rather
than “critical,” and consider the real cause of party system development to be the strength of the
oligarchy.
One useful way to think about the causal effect of antecedent conditions is to
conceptualize a critical juncture as a moment in which variation in one realm is mapped onto
another—an idea that David Collier has often expressed in personal communications. Labor
incorporation itself was not an outgrowth of oligarchic politics in any country. If they had a
choice, Latin America’s political and economic elite would almost certainly have preferred for
the “social question” not to have arisen. Rather, labor incorporation became a political issue
because processes quite separate from oligarchic politics—early industrialization, the growth of
cities, the rise of labor protest, and the emergence of reform movements among the rising middle
sectors—placed it on the political agenda. These are also antecedent conditions, but not the ones
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In the classic example of the QWERTY keyboard, letter keys were randomly rearranged to produce a layout in
which the manual typewriter was less likely to jam (David 1985). While the problem that QWERTY sought to solve
was clearly a product of the status quo in typewriter technology, the chosen arrangement of keys was in no way
predetermined.
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that directly influence the direction taken at the critical juncture. Hence, a critical juncture arises
due to some process that is largely exogenous. However, the path taken at this critical juncture
can be endogenous to prior political conditions without undermining its “critical” nature.
In sum, the key features of Collier and Collier’s critical juncture framework are as
follows. Critical junctures involve significant change in individual cases as well as cross-case
variation in the form that this change takes. They are also hypothesized to produce distinct
legacies; thus, supporting a critical junctures argument involves identifying this variation in the
outcome and developing a causal argument that traces it back to variation at the critical juncture.
Significant time may pass between the cleavage or crisis that perpetuates the critical juncture, the
critical juncture itself, and the ultimately legacy, and identifying intervening steps in this process
is crucial. Finally, antecedent conditions play important roles in a critical junctures argument,
both as rival explanations for the legacy and as potential influences in the direction taken at the
critical juncture.

The Challenge of Analyzing a “New Critical Juncture”

As noted above, Collier and Collier (1991: 772-774) pose the question of a new critical
juncture in the conclusion to Shaping the Political Arena, and their authors’ note to the 2002
edition briefly revisits the theme (Collier and Collier 2002: xv). Yet the scholar who has most
fully developed the new critical juncture argument is Kenneth Roberts. While his ideas are
developed in greatest detail in the forthcoming book Party Systems in Latin America’s
Neoliberal Era: Changing Course, Roberts first articulated the notion of a new critical juncture
in the 2002 article “Social Inequalities Without Class Cleavages in Latin America’s Neoliberal
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Era.” In this section, I first reflect on the challenges inherent in developing a critical junctures
argument 2–3 decades after the crisis that inspired the hypothesized new critical juncture. I then
review Roberts’ (2002) initial formulation of this argument, assessing the extent to which it
captures the party system legacy of labor incorporation as we might identify it today.
If the labor incorporation critical juncture was one that arose because of new cleavages,
the neoliberal critical juncture is one that responds instead to a crisis. As Roberts (2002) argues,
though socioeconomic inequalities in the region are deeper than ever, class cleavages have
declined. The poor and marginalized in today’s Latin America are much less likely than the
expanding working class of the early 20th century to view themselves as a unified, distinct group
with shared interests and identities. Yet one can identify a clear crisis in the existing state-centric
economic model and an ensuing shift to neoliberalism, with profound social implications.
Though the height of neoliberal reform happened at different times in different places, from the
mid-1970s in Chile to the 1990s in many other countries, the 1982 debt crisis stands out as a
common event that initiated reform efforts in many countries and place the issue on the table in
others.4 Thus, for the purposes of analysis, we can identify 1982 as the date of the crisis that
brought on the neoliberal critical juncture.
Given the timing of the debt crisis, efforts to develop a “new critical juncture” argument
in the early 2000s face unique challenges that were not a concern for Collier and Collier (1991).
Across the eight cases analyzed in Shaping the Political Arena, the average onset of the reform
period—itself coming after the emergence of the new cleavages that would be the analytic
equivalent of the debt crisis—was the year 1921, or seven decades prior to the book’s publication
(Collier and Collier 1991: 164). If one assumes that present-day politics plays out on the same
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Even in Chile, the political ramifications of neoliberal reform did not really begin until the 1982 economic crisis
and ensuing protest movement.
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temporal scale, assessing the legacy of a new critical juncture in 2002 would be akin to studying
the long-term impact of labor incorporation during the Cárdenas presidency in Mexico, the Pérez
Jiménez dictatorship in Venezuela, and the Popular Front governments in Chile. In each case,
one would fundamentally mischaracterize the outcome. In Argentina or Peru, one would be
analyzing the legacy of labor incorporation before its full-blown phase even took place.
Even taking into account today’s globally interconnected economy and 24-hour news
cycle, which ought to speed up economic and political changes, analyzing the political legacy of
a new critical juncture only 2–3 decades after the debt crisis implies a significant challenge.
Identifying the legacy’s endpoint and scoring cases on the dependent variable is obviously
difficult when one might be in the midst of the reactions and counterreactions that are producing
the legacy itself. Many components of the critical junctures framework presuppose temporal
distance from the events in question, so they ought to be more difficult to apply when this
distance is shortened.
Temporal distance is helpful not only for applying the critical junctures framework but
also for making available the sort of evidence that is routinely used for comparative historical
analysis. Writing a half-century after the events in question, Collier and Collier (1991) were able
to draw upon a massive bibliography of country-specific monographs covering various historical
episodes. Work of this sort takes time to produce, and less of it should be available to presentday scholars analyzing a more recent transformation. New methodological trends and changing
standards in comparative politics have also made the single-country dissertation based on
extensive fieldwork less common than it was a generation ago. Hence, even if scholars waited
until 2050 to analyze the effects of the neoliberal critical juncture, they might find less in terms
of detailed secondary material than did Collier and Collier.
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The lack of detailed secondary sources is particularly problematic for characterizing the
legacy of a new critical juncture. Assuming one is interested in its effect on party systems, as
were Collier and Collier (1991) and Roberts (2002), a crucial question is how different each
country’s party system is compared to the period before neoliberal reform and/or military rule. In
order to make this assessment, detailed studies of individual parties are especially useful. For
some of Latin America’s major political parties, including Argentine Peronism (Etchemendy and
Garay 2011; Levitsky 2003; McGuire 1997), Brazil’s Workers’ Party (PT) (Hunter 2010; Keck
1992; Meneguello 1989), and Mexico’s National Action Party (PAN) (Mizrahi 2003, Shirk 2005,
Wuhs 2008), we do have detailed, fieldwork-based case studies that collectively cover multiple
phases of transformation. For others, including Peru’s APRA, very little is available.5
When detailed, fieldwork-based secondary literature is lacking, assessment of party
system outcomes tends to rely on publicly available data such as candidate lists and electoral
results, which often provide a much noisier signal. A case in point is the fate of Peru’s party
system. In the 1995 and 2000 presidential elections, Peru’s once-dominant traditional parties
garnered combined vote shares of less than 10%, prompting numerous scholars to identify a
collapse of the party system (Tanaka 1998, Kenney 2003, 2004, Levitsky and Cameron 2003).
Yet in 2001 and 2006, two of three major candidates were members of these traditional parties—
Alan García of APRA, and Lourdes Flores of the Popular Christian Party (PPC)—which
suggested a partial party system resurgence (Kenney 2003; Meléndez 2009; Boas 2010). After
the 2011 election, when APRA withdrew its candidate and the PPC failed to field one at all,
consensus shifted back toward party system collapse (Melendez 2011; Levitsky 2011, 2013;
Tanaka 2011). Yet an interview-based analysis of APRA published during this period suggested
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Cynthia Sanborn’s (1991) unpublished doctoral dissertation is the most recent book-length study of APRA of
which I am aware.
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that the party remained strong at the grassroots level, despite the elite squabbles that led it to sit
out the 2011 election (Cyr 2011).
In sum, analyzing the legacy of a new critical juncture only 2–3 decades after the crisis
that precipitated it presents significant challenges. Sufficient time may not have passed to even
tentatively identify the end of the legacy. Rather, the reactions and counterreactions that
constitute the legacy’s “mechanisms of production” might still be ongoing. Moreover, secondary
sources are likely to be sparse, making it hard to use comparative historical analysis to examine
the hypothesized new critical juncture.

The “Re-oligarchization” of Politics: Legacy or Aftermath?
The challenges of applying a critical junctures framework to analyze ongoing political
changes are evident in Roberts’ (2002) analysis of a “neoliberal critical juncture” in Latin
America. Like Collier and Collier (1991), Roberts (2002) argues that Latin American party
systems diversified in the early- to mid-twentieth century in response to the rise of organized
labor. Some countries developed labor-mobilizing party systems in which one or more parties
drew upon labor as a core constituency, established ties to unions, strengthened class identities,
and generated class-based patterns of voting behavior. Others retained elitist party systems
similar to those of the nineteenth century, where labor mobilization was limited or nonexistent,
class identities were weak, and party loyalties were based primarily on cross-class patronage
networks. As in Collier and Collier’s framework, therefore, the labor incorporation critical
juncture represents a branching point in Roberts’s analysis. The distinct legacies of this critical
juncture—the party systems that prevailed in each country prior to the debt crisis of the 1980s—
can be arrayed along a continuum from the greatest to the least amount of class-based
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mobilization, as depicted in the top of Figure 1.

Figure 1: Old and New Critical Junctures
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Roberts (2002) argues that the critical juncture stemming from the debt crisis of the
1980s fundamentally altered labor-mobilizing party systems by undermining their class-based
character, transforming them into something much more similar to their elitist counterparts.
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Countries with labor-mobilizing party systems went furthers with import substitution
industrialization (ISI) and had the highest rates of unionization; thus, they were forced to make
the most drastic adjustments under neoliberalism. Partly as a result, they endured more severe
economic crises during the 1980s, producing high electoral volatility as governing parties took
the blame for poor performance. Union strength was undermined by economic reforms, job
losses, and region-wide trends such as the growth of the informal sector, forcing labor-based
parties to find new sources of electoral support or go into decline. The result, Roberts argues, is a
“re-oligarchization” of politics, in which party competition revolves around individual politicians
and patronage networks whose support cuts across class lines and does little to promote class
identities.
Though Roberts (2002) does not use the term himself, he effectively treats the reoligarchization of politics as the distinct legacy of the neoliberal critical juncture. The pattern of
change here is quite different from the legacy of labor incorporation. Rather than a branching
point, neoliberalism represents the beginning of a convergence process in Latin American party
systems, as they become more similar to one another. Convergence might seem to challenge the
definition of a critical juncture as formulated by Collier and Collier (1991); if party systems all
end up similar to one another several decades after the debt crisis, it is not immediately apparent
that this change produced “distinct legacies.” Yet if one considers the legacy of a critical juncture
to be a political trajectory rather than an endpoint—as Collier and Collier do—it is clear that the
re-oligarchization of politics would fit well within the framework. Latin American party systems
clearly followed different paths after neoliberal reform, even if those paths initially led toward
similar destinations.
Roberts’ argument also fits the critical juncture framework in terms of the role of
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antecedent conditions. Variation in the degree of class-based mobilization in pre-neoliberal party
systems clearly influenced the trajectory of these party systems after neoliberal reform. Yet the
neoliberal critical juncture itself was not a direct result of antecedent political conditions. Many
of the causes of neoliberal reform, such as the example of East Asia’s developmental trajectory
and the conditions attached to IMF bailout loans, are largely exogenous to the region; others,
such as the exhaustion of ISI, are primarily the result of economic factors rather than party
systems (Edwards 1995). And Roberts clearly rejects antecedent conditions as a “constant cause”
of party system configurations in 2002. Elitist party systems may not have changed much since
before the neoliberal era—or indeed, since the period of oligarchic politics—but the comparison
with labor mobilizing systems shows that their stability is not due to simple inertia. Rather,
countries with elitist party systems were less vulnerable to economic crisis, which implied
significantly less party system volatility.
Finally, Roberts’s argument about the “re-oligarchization” of politics is an accurate
characterization of what he treats as the legacy—the landscape of Latin American party systems
circa 2002. In that year’s presidential elections, Bolivians chose Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada, a
technocratic former president and businessman, for a second term in office. In Brazil, Luíz
Inácio Lula da Silva triumphed for the PT, but with stronger support in wealthier rather than
poorer regions of the country (Hunter and Power 2007). Chile’s Ricardo Lagos, the first Socialist
president since Allende, was continuing the cautious economic policies of his Christian
Democratic predecessors. Peru’s Alejandro Toledo and Mexico’s Vicente Fox, whose
personality-centered campaigns had emphasized political rather than economic transition, were
governing even further to the right. Argentina’s trajectory was somewhat more uncertain as of
2002, though results of the 2003 presidential election implied a victory for the political
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establishment and return to normalcy rather than the emergence of class-based politics (Levitsky
and Murillo 2003). Venezuela stood as a partial exception, though Hugo Chávez’s movement
remained personality-centered and had made few efforts to institutionalize his lower-class base
of support (Roberts 2002: 26).
Yet the ensuing twelve years have made clear that 2002 in no way marked the endpoint
of the party system legacy of neoliberal reform, and it may have been the highpoint of its neooligarchic character. Many party systems that then looked quite elitist have since taken on a
much more class-based, mass-mobilizing character, as depicted in the bottom of Figure 1.
Bolivia’s Movement Toward Socialism (MAS), with its strong base in indigenous organizations
and the coca growers’ union, led the mass movement to oust Sánchez de Lozada in 2003 and
elect Evo Morales as president in 2005 (Van Cott 2005; Madrid 2012). After a decade of
neoliberalism in the 1990s, Peronism shifted in a much more class-oriented direction under
Néstor Kirchner and Cristina Fernández, who not only employed more radical and divisive
rhetoric but also pursued new linkages to the piquetero organizations of unemployed workers
(Etchemendy and Garay 2011). In Venezuela, the establishment of Bolivarian Circles, the
community-organizing aspects of social policy via the Bolivarian Missions, and the founding of
the Unified Socialist Party of Venezuela all lent greater organizational coherence to chavismo
(Hawkins 2010). In Brazil, Lula acquired a much more lower-class support base while in office,
and the PT strengthened its organizational presence throughout the country by building linkages
to existing civil society organizations (Hunter and Power 2007; Samuels and Zucco 2014). Even
in countries governed by the Right during much of this period, politics has taken a more classbased and mass-mobilizing bent, thanks to grassroots protests over education reform in Chile,
natural resource extraction in Peru, and the fairness of campaigns and elections in Mexico. And
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Uruguay has now seen two successive presidencies by the leftist Broad Front, calling into
question whether its party system is best characterized as “elitist.”
The contrast between Latin American party systems in 2002 versus 2014 illustrates the
difficulties of employing a critical junctures framework too close to the critical juncture in
question. Many of the leftist governments in power throughout Latin America arose as explicit
rejections of neoliberalism and the elitist politicians and political parties that embraced it,
especially after the economic crises of 1998–2002 weakened popular support for neoliberal
reforms (Levitsky and Roberts 2011). In the language of Collier and Collier (1991), the
“reactions and counterreactions” that constitute the mechanisms of production of the legacy of a
critical juncture had not fully played out—or, in some countries, even really begun. Indeed, since
2002, countries such as Argentina, Bolivia, and Venezuela have seen not only a mass-mobilizing
reaction to neoliberalism by left-wing presidents, but also middle- and upper-class
counterreactions, taking such diverse forms as Argentina’s “Farm War” (Fairfield 2011), the
autonomy movement in the Bolivian lowlands (Eaton 2011), and Venezuela’s recent protests
against Maduro. Politics has thus taken on a much more class-based character in these countries,
even though opposition movements have failed to generate unified and electorally viable rightwing parties.
Analyzing the legacy of labor incorporation too soon after it took place could have led to
equally misplaced conclusions. Consider Latin American party systems in late 1955—a point at
which it would have been easy to say that the incorporation of labor uniformly produces
conservative or centrist rule. Venezuela, Peru, and Argentina were led by repressive military
dictatorships that had overthrown labor-mobilizing populist governments—in Argentina’s case,
several months prior. Chile was governed by former dictator Ibáñez, an independent who
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enjoyed support from both sides of the political spectrum (Collier and Collier 1991: 520). In
Mexico, the pattern of centrist governance under the PRI was well established by the mid-1950s.
Brazil might constitute a partial exception; ideological polarization was already evident in the
party system, especially after Vargas’s second presidency in the early 1950s. Yet a snapshot of
major Latin American party systems taken at that time would have missed much of the diversity
that Collier and Collier ultimately identify as the legacy of labor incorporation—precisely
because many of the crucial reactions and counterreactions had not occurred.
Post-2002 changes in Latin American party politics do not call into question whether
neoliberal reform was a critical juncture. If one accepts the notion that a pattern of convergence
from different starting points represents distinct legacies, Roberts (2002) did identify a critical
juncture for Latin American party systems as they were configured at the time. Likewise,
neoliberal reform certainly constitutes a critical juncture for Latin American party systems as
they are configured in 2014. Moreover, whatever future direction the evolution of these party
systems might take, it seems likely that analysts will look back and conclude that neoliberal
reform was a major cause of the outcome.
However, the major changes occurring in Latin American party systems between 2002
and 2014 should lead us to question whether the framework developed by Collier and Collier
(1991) can be fruitfully employed to analyze the legacy of a recent critical juncture. An approach
that relies on carefully specifying mechanisms of production is much more difficult to use when
these processes are still ongoing. At the time of their analysis, Collier and Collier (1991) allowed
for some ambiguity as to whether the legacy of labor incorporation had fully ended in each of the
countries they analyzed, but there was no doubt as to whether it had crystallized. Today’s
analysts ought to be much less certain about the form that the political legacy of neoliberalism
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will ultimately take.

Conclusion

In his 1999 essay “Politics Without Class: Postindustrial Cleavages in Europe and
America,” Gøsta Esping-Anderson expressed what might be thought of as a European version of
the “new critical juncture” thesis. He argued that economic globalization had weakened class
identities across advanced democracies, but that the political impact of this change varied
according to national political and economic institutions. Yet Esping-Anderson (1999: 294) was
also cautious in his conclusions, acknowledging that a definitive assessment of the “demise of
class” argument could not yet be written:
The empirical problem we face is that society is in the midst of a great but incomplete
metamorphosis. We may therefore identify sweeping political dealignments without
knowing where they will take us. They reflect perhaps the demise of the old class order
without giving a clear picture of a new, stable political order. A conclusive adjudication
between the two alternative scenarios must clearly have to await the passage of time.

In this essay I have suggested that Latin Americanists should be similarly cautious in
their analysis of the “new critical juncture” thesis. In the tradition of David and Ruth Collier, we
should not shy away from asking big questions, even if these questions deal with contemporary
rather than historical transformations. Yet, also in the tradition of David and Ruth Collier, we
should not let the magnitude of a question or the scope of an argument get ahead of careful,
methodical analysis.
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The critical junctures framework developed in Collier and Collier (1991) provides a
model for careful analysis of historical legacies. By advancing an explicit definition of a critical
juncture and differentiating it from other forms of political change, Collier and Collier make
clear that their argument is not simply that “history matters” or “one damn thing follows
another” (David 1985: 332). Rather, critical junctures matter for specific legacies that differ
across countries. In tracing the causal path between critical juncture and legacy, it is crucial to
specify both the mechanisms of production of the legacy and the mechanisms of reproduction by
which it is perpetuated. These processes tend to play out over time and are difficult to observe in
the short to medium term. The evidence needed to assess them by means of the comparative
historical method also emerges slowly—and it may be produced at a slower rate today than in the
past.
Analyzing the first major argument about a “new critical juncture” in Latin American
politics underscores the difficulty of applying this framework to more temporally proximate
political transformations. Roberts (2002) makes the case that the advent of neoliberalism in Latin
America undermined the political salience of social class and fundamentally transformed party
systems that had been anchored by a labor-mobilizing populist or left-wing party. The
consequence of this critical juncture, he argues, is the “re-oligarchization” of politics—a
convergence upon party systems defined by competition among personalities and cross-class
patronage networks rather than distinct social classes. This description is an accurate
characterization of Latin American party systems in the year 2002. If one allows for a process of
convergence from different starting points to count as “distinct legacies,” Roberts’s (2002)
argument is entirely consistent with Collier and Collier’s framework.
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Yet as subsequent developments have made clear, reactions and counterreactions to
neoliberal reform may mean that the ultimate legacy of neoliberalism for Latin American party
systems is a very different one. “New left” governments that came to power in many countries
have politicized class cleavages, cultivated ties to unions and social movements, and
strengthened their own party organizations. Counterreactions to these efforts by middle- and
upper-class opposition movements have generated a clear dynamic of class polarization in many
countries, even where the partisan Right remains weak and disorganized. These reactions and
counterreactions are ongoing, and it is uncertain where exactly they will lead, but it seems to be a
different destination than an elitist, personality-driven form of politics that largely subsumes
class divides.
In conclusion, it is worth considering whether we can identify “mechanisms of
reproduction” in present-day Latin American party systems that might make the current scenario
a more long-lasting legacy. In Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, and Venezuela, new left
governments have won large (often historic) majorities of the vote over two or more electoral
cycles. In several of these countries, most notably Ecuador, this new electoral stability replaces a
period of substantial volatility in which presidents were often deposed or forced to resign before
completing their terms. Extended stints in office have allowed these leftist governments to
implement policy changes—social programs like Brazil’s Bolsa Família and Venezuala’s
Bolivarian Missions, or indigenous rights under the MAS in Bolivia—that benefit lower-class
constituencies. Each of these movements is (or was) led by a dominant personality, but not one
as anti-organizational as neoliberal neopopulists of the 1990s such as Alberto Fujimori and
Fernando Collor. Personal loyalties alone may not be enough to build a durable political
movement, but combined with tangible policy benefits and some degree of organization, they
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can generate lasting partisan attachments, as seen with the examples of Perón in Argentina and
Haya de la Torre in Peru.
The combination of these factors implies that new left movements might successfully
anchor their countries’ party systems going forward, just as traditional populist parties did in the
period analyzed in Shaping the Political Arena. To have any chance of competing with
electorally dominant parties of the Left, opposition movements will need to coalesce. The unified
support for Henrique Capriles in Venezuela’s 2012 and 2013 presidential elections suggests that
the opposition to chavismo may finally be overcoming internal divisions. If so, political
competition in Venezuela could be restructured around a durable chavista cleavage that finds
expression not only in civil society but also in the party system. The same might eventually
happen in other countries governed by the new left, even if upper- and middle-class opposition
movements are currently much more divided.
Any effort to identify mechanisms of reproduction in the current scenario of Latin
American party systems is inherently speculative. The definitive assessment of the legacy of a
neoliberal critical juncture may indeed have to be written further down the line. But whenever
this is done, a careful application of the critical junctures framework outlined by Collier and
Collier (1991) will undoubtedly help in sustaining the argument.
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