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Pitfalls and Opportunities:
Lessons from the Sudy of
Critical Juncturesin Latin America

Kenneth M. Roberts
Cornell University

| first taught Shaping the Palitical Arenal® in a graduate semi-
nar in the Fall of 1994, when | was arelatively new assistant
professor. | still remember the class ending with a vigorous
debate about whether or not the institutional legacies of the
labor-incorporating critical junctures studied by Ruth Berins
Collier and David Collier—including populism, corporatism,
and state-led development—had run their course in Latin
Americaand been eclipsed by a new erawhose defining fea-
tureswere political and economic liberalism.

Convinced that a new political erahad in fact dawned in
Latin America, | |eft the class determined to write a sequel to
Shaping the Political Arena, with a focus on party system
transformation during the critical juncture of neoliberal reform.
Filled with amixtureof naiveté and hubris, | thought | could tell
the story of how the debt crisisand market reformsin the 1980s
and 1990s had reversed the process of labor incorporation,
undermined thelabor-based populist parties studied by Collier
and Collier,?and generated anew critical juncturethat realigned
LatinAmerica ssocial, economic, and political fields.

Twenty years later, following a series of false starts, mis-
steps, and detours, | finally published that book—Changing
Course in Latin America®—as a somewhat chastened (and
much grayer) senior professor. My central argument was that
the crisis-induced transition from state-led development to
market liberalism had programmatically aligned and stabilized
some party systems—namely, thosewhere market reformswere
imposed by conservative political actors and resisted by a
major party of the left in opposition—while de-aligning and
destabilizing others, where structural adjustment policieswere
adopted by traditional center-left or labor-based populist par-
ties. Under thislatter, de-aligning pattern, party systems con-
verged around variants of market liberalism that | eft them highly
susceptible to destabilizing “ reactive sequences’# in the post-
adjustment era, when societal resistance to market orthodoxy
intensified. Lacking institutional outlets in established party
systems, this societal resistance found expression in extra-
systemic outlets, from mass social protest to mass electoral
protest, culminating in the demise of mainstream party sys-
tems and the rise of new |eft populist or “movement” parties.

Kenneth M. Robertsis Richard J. Schwarz Professor in the Gov-
ernment Department at Cornell University. He can befound online at
kr99@cornell.edu and http://government.cornell.edu/kenneth-roberts.

1 Collier and Collier 1991.

2Collier and Collier 1991.

3 Roberts 2014.

4 Mahoney 2000.
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Looking back, | am struck by two things. On the one hand,
| believe | made an original contribution to our understanding
of acomplex, region-wide process of political and economic
changein adecisive period of institutional transformation. On
the other hand, theintellectual journey wasindeed circuitous,
and | would liketo think | learned afew |essons along the way
about pitfallsand opportunitiesin developing critical juncture
arguments. This essay addresses the most important of these
lessons.

First Lesson: Thelmportanceof Historical Hindsight

Perhaps the most obvious lesson concerns the role of histori-
cal hindsight inacritical juncture analysis. Collier and Collier
wrote their classic book nearly half a century (or more, de-
pending on the case) following the critical junctures associ-
ated with labor incorporation and the rise of mass politics.
This historical hindsight made it possible for them to analyze
not only the aftermath period immediately following thecritica
junctures, but also their divergent, long-terminstitutional lega-
cies.

Inmy case, | began research when it was clear that theold
order had broken down in much of the region, but the new
order wastill ingestation.® That is, | believe, acommon occur-
rence. It is surely easier to identify why some type of exog-
enous shock or endogenous strain leads to the breakdown of
agiven ingtitutional order than it isto explain how divergent
patterns of institutional transformation emergefrom the strate-
gic responses of specific actors to that breakdown. Indeed,
considerable time may pass between the demise of the old
order and the consolidation of the new. The further challenge
isthat the demise of the old order, on its own, may not consti-
tute a critical juncture; neither does the consolidation of new
institutions, unless one can demonstrate that other institu-
tional choices or outcomes were possible, and that something
systematic occurred in the critical juncture that propelled a
case along one path as opposed to another. In the recent Latin
American experience, some of the most important institutional
changes in party systems played out not during the critical
juncture of structural adjustment, but rather initsaftermath or
post-adjustment period, when societal resistance to market
liberalization strengthened—in the classic Polanyian sense®—
and the region began to “turn left” politically. The divergent
institutional trgjectorieswere not fully identifiable, therefore,
until the region had gone through a series of “reactive se-
guences’ inthe early aftermath period that were driven by this
societal resistance. Until | could identify thefull range of varia-
tion on the outcome of interest—party system transforma-
tion—my explanatory leverage was severely truncated.

Notably, the reactive sequences that | studied in Latin
America's post-adjustment erawere parallél to, but pushedin
the opposite direction from, those analyzed by Collier and

5 For thisreason, | began the book with an epigraph from Antonio
Gramsci’s (1971, 276) Prison Notebooks: “The crisis consists pre-
cisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in
the interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.”

6 Polanyi 1944.



Qualitative & Multi-Method Research 15, No. 1, Spring 2017, 12-15

Callier in the aftermath to labor incorporation. Where labor-
incorporating critical junctures pushed political systems to
the left, reactive sequences were triggered by right-wing ac-
torswho pulled palitical systems back in amore conservative
direction. In my study, by contrast, critical junctures entailed
the political exclusion or marginalization of labor and popular
sectors, moving politicsin arightward direction. Reactive se-
guences, therefore, involved a rearticulation of popular sec-
tors—albeit with organized labor playing adiminished role—
and a strengthening of new or established leftist alternatives,
depending on the alignment or de-alignment of party systems
around the process of market liberalization.

Second L esson: ThelL ocusof Causal Attribution

Another lesson, building on the first, concerns the locus of
causal attributioninacritical junctureargument. Thefirst draft
of my book analyzed a watershed moment in different coun-
tries, i.e., thetransitionto market liberalism, when some combi-
nation of exogenous shock (the debt crisis) and endogenous
strain (the exhaustion of statist development policies) posed
severe threats to party systems embedded in the state-centric
matrix of development. Thisdraft attributed varied patterns of
institutional change to distinct “antecedent conditions’ that
were in place prior to the onset of the critical juncture—spe-
cifically, the differences between “elitist” and “labor-mobiliz-
ing” party systemsand the broader developmental matricesin
which they were embedded during the era of state-led devel-
opment. Assuch, institutional change during the critical junc-
ture of neoliberal reform was, in thisinitia account, largely
predetermined by what existed beforehand; no causal nexus
during the juncture itself was decisive for explaining party
system outcomes. Even the gravity of the exogenous shock
was in large part a function of antecedent conditions, since
more severe economic crises occurred in countrieswith labor-
mobilizing party systemsand ambitious state-led devel opment
models.

As the research moved on, however, my assessment of
thelocus of causal attribution shifted in significant waysonce
the reactive sequences of the aftermath period began to un-
fold and differentiate aternativeinstitutional tragjectories. Cross-
national comparisons suggested that the strength and charac-
ter of reactive sequenceswere heavily conditioned by political
alignments around the process of structura adjustment dur-
ing the critical juncture itself; they were not, in other words,
predetermined by antecedent conditions. “Critical anteced-
ents’ may have predisposed casesto experience ashared criti-
cal juncture in particular ways,” but an important element of
political contingency—the configuration of political actors
around the process of reform—was present in national critical
junctures and decisivefor understanding their impact oninsti-
tutional change. In short, the“juncture” itself wastruly “criti-
cal,” though its effects were often delayed, and its institu-
tional outcomeswere only identifiablein the aftermath period.

What, then, made the junctureacritical moment of institu-
tional change? Structural adjustment either aligned or de-
aligned party systems programmatically, depending on whether

conservative actors directed the process of market reform and
whether amajor party of theleft was availableto channel soci-
etal resistance to market orthodoxy. As mentioned above, this
societal resistance strengthened over time, driving the reac-
tive sequences of the post-adjustment or aftermath period.
These reactive sequences were moderated where conserva
tive-led reforms aligned party systems programmatically, sta-
bilized parti san competition, and channeled societal resistance
toward institutionalized | eftist parties. In countrieslike Brazil,
Chile, and Uruguay, these parties strengthened and won na-
tional elections in the post-adjustment era, leading to rela
tively moderate “left turns’ (see Figure 1). In countries like
Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, and Argentina, however, where
traditional center-left or populist parties implemented struc-
tural adjustment policies, thecritical juncture de-aligned party
systemsprogrammatically. In so doing, it |eft them vulnerable
to highly disruptive reactive sequences driven by socia and
electoral protest against market orthodoxy, culminating in the
rise of moreradical alternatives on theleft flank of traditional
party systems.

Reactive sequences, therefore, produced electoral shifts
totheleft acrossmuch of Latin Americain the post-adjustment
era, but they spawned very different types of left turns in
aligned and de-aligned party systems. Although it might have
been more consistent with Collier and Collier’'sanaysisto treat
the left turn of the 2000s and its reincorporation of popular
sectorsasthe new critical juncture, the conditioning of the left
turn by political alignments during the process of market re-
formled metoidentify thisearlier period asthe decisivejunc-
ture. And indeed, | suggested above a quite different way in
which the left turn could be seen as analogous to Collier and
Collier's argument—i.e., as a reactive sequence that restruc-
tured party systems along a left-right axis of programmatic
competition following the neoliberal convergence of the late
20" century. That axis—the most important institutional legacy
of neoliberal critical junctures—islikely to endure even asthe
“left turn” fades and conservative actors return to the fore-
front across much of the region.

These differencesin the temporal location of causal attri-
bution have important implications for the conceptualization
and theorization of critical junctures. In Shaping the Political
Arena, Collier and Collier viewed antecedent conditions re-
lated to the strength of the oligarchy and patterns of labor
mobilization asmajor sourcesof variationin critical junctures
and their outcomes. In my work, antecedent conditions predis-
posed casesto experienceacritical juncturein particular ways,
but they did not determine institutional outcomes; instead,
outcomes were shaped by more contingent alignments or con-
figurations of actorsduring the critical juncture and the strate-
gic choices they made to support or oppose market reforms.
Thedifferent timing of causal attribution—i.e., whether varia-
tionisdetermined early or late in acomplex causal chain—is
thus closely tied to the degree of contingency that existsin a
givencritical juncture.

7 Slater and Simmons 2010.
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Figurel: Neoliberal Critical Juncturesin Latin American Party Systems

Cases

Brazl, Chile, Uruguay

Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, Argentina

Critical Aligning
Juncture Conservative-led neoliberal reforme
Major party of the left in opposition
Reactive Electoral strengthening of established
Sequences left party
Stabilize partisan competition along
left-right axis
I nstitutional Moderate left turn
Legacies I nstitutionalized partisan competition,

dternation in office

De-aligning

Neoliberal reforms adopted by populist
or center-left parties

No mgjor party of the left in opposition

Mass social and electoral protest
Weakening of traditional parties

Rise of new populist or movement
dternative on left flank of party system

Radical left turn

Partial or complete party system breakdown;
restructure programmatic competition among
new actors

Third Lesson: Alter native M odelsof | ngtitutional Change

A final lesson concernsthe model (or models) of institutional
change associated with a critical juncture approach. The con-
ventional wisdom associates critical junctureswith abrupt, dis-
continuous, and path dependent institutional change, whereby
specificingtitutional outcomesor trajectories, once established,
are reproduced over time. According to Pierson, such path
dependency is secured through social processes of increas-
ing returnsthat are self-reinforcing and generate positive feed-
back effects.® In someformulations, thismodel of institutional
change approximates a punctuated equilibrium, whereby a
giveninstitutional equilibriumisdisrupted and actors coordi-
nate around a new equilibrium that achieves stasis by means
of self-reproducing mechanisms.®

It should be recognized, however, that critical junctures
may occur acrossarange of cases subjected to similar kinds of
exogenous shocks or endogenous strains, and they can pro-
duce highly divergent institutional legacies. Some of these
ingtitutional legaciesmay approximate the path dependent logic
of discontinuous, self-reproducing change, but others may
look morelikethealternative models of incremental or cumula
tive change analyzed by Kathleen Thelen, or the fluid forms
of “serial replacement” analyzed by Steven Levitsky and Maria
VictoriaMurillo.*! In this latter pattern, institutional arrange-
ments are continuously reconfigured and no stable new equi-

8 Pierson 2000.
9 Krasner 1988.
10 Thelen 2004.
| evitsky and Murillo 2014.
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libriumisreached. All three of these patternsare readily appar-
ent in Latin American party systems as distinct institutional
legaciesof theturbulent transition from state-led devel opment
to market liberalism. The comparative historical perspective
offered by a critical juncture approach can shed light on the
political alignments and reactive sequences that produced all
three of those legacies, not just those that culminate in a new,
self-reinforcing institutional equilibrium. Critical juncture ap-
proaches, then, may be applicableto the study of awider range
of institutional transformations than is conventionally under-
stood.

Critical Juncturesand Compar ativeHistorical Analysis

In light of these lessons, what is the value-added of using a
critical juncture approach and macro-level comparative his-
torical analysis to explain change and continuity across nat-
ional party systems? Party system change in contemporary
Latin America can be effectively studied with other kinds of
tools and methods, as seen in the important work of scholars
like Jana Morgan, Jason Seawright, and Noam Lupu.*? Using
more micro-analytic approaches, these authors reached many
of the same conclusionsthat | did about the uniquely destabi-
lizing effects of market liberalization policies adopted by tradi-
tional labor-based populist or leftist parties. They illuminate
pieces of the puzzle, particularly micro-level preferences and
mechanisms, that my book glosses over.

But | believe the critical juncture approach offers unique
insightsaswell. It shedslight on thelonger-term historical and

2 Morgan 2011; Seawright 2012; Lupu 2016.
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deep socio-structural contexts in which micro-level political
processes are embedded. It helps to explain why party sys-
tems throughout the region encountered similar political and
economic challenges at aparticular historical stage of capital-
ist development; how the demise of state-led development
and the transition to neoliberalism disrupted representative
institutionsthat were embedded in the old order; and why this
disruption was more thorough in some countries than others,
depending on an identifiable set of antecedent conditions.
Most important, perhaps, it explains why the structural im-
perative of market liberalization—every country intheregion
adopted structural adjustment policies by the late 1980s or
early 1990s—produced politically contingent effects that
could not be accounted for by preexisting institutional condi-
tions (such as the strength of traditional party systems) or
structural variables alone (such as the depth of the economic
crisisor market reforms). Thispalitical contingency—thealign-
ment of actors around the process of neoliberal reform—was
what madethejuncturecritical, asit generated divergent, path
dependent institutional trajectories. These trajectories only
unfolded and crystallized over time, however, and they were
not fully identifiable until the reactive sequences of the after-
math period had exerted their effects.

Such divergent effects can only befully understood when
viewed comparatively, across a significant number of cases,
and when studied historically, such that temporal sequences
and dia ectical processesareidentifiable. The macro-level com-
parative historical approach makesit possibleto theoretically
integrate processes of change across multiple social fields; we
can see, for example, how economic crisisand reform alter the
array of actors and interests on the social landscape, which
then transforms the social bases of political representation
and policy choice. Such integration may also spawn unex-
pected new theoretical insights. Although my book began asa
study about party system change and continuity, its critical
juncture approach ultimately generated theoretical proposi-
tionsregarding variation in the severity of economic crisesin
Latin America, the levels and effects of social protest, the de-
terminants of different types of “left turns” in the post-adjust-
ment era, and the stability of “third wave” democraciesin the
region (propositionsthat | have explored elsewhere).

A macro-analytic approach is also sensitive to the posi-
tioning and relationships of actors within a larger strategic
environment. Lupu’s concept of party “brand dilution,” for
example, isclosely related to my notion of “ programmatic de-
alignment,” but whereas brand dilution is a unit-level effect
(i.e., operating at thelevel of anindividual party organization),
programmatic de-alignment isasystemic effect (i.e., it captures
the systemic consequences of amajor party diluting itsbrand).
A specific party brand not only provides abasisfor appealing
to core constituencies; it may also provide arationale for op-
ponents to support arival party organization, as captured in
the notion of “negative partisanship.”*® For this reason, per-
haps, “ bait-and-switch” market reformsin Latin America not
only undermined the party that diluted itsbrand, but al so tended

13 Abramowitz and Webster 2016.

toweakentheir rivalsaswell. Programmatic de-alignment, there-
fore, contributed to larger patterns of party system decompo-
sition beyond the demise of individual partiesthat diluted their
brands.

Conclusion

The insights outlined above have been hallmarks of critical
juncture approaches since the pioneering work of Collier and
Collier. Asthisessay suggests, their classic study hasinspired
a wide range of scholarly efforts over the past quarter of a
century to apply, refine, and amplify critical juncture arguments
in a number of different institutional domains. These argu-
mentsareintrinsically complex, and their development encoun-
tersinnumerabl e challenges and stumbling blocks. Their pay-
off, however, iswell worth it at the end of the day, as critical
juncture approaches are vital to our understanding of the
sources and dynamics of institutional change.
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