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Making Liberal Democracies
Lessons from Europe

by daniel j. solomon

I
n the wake  of Brexit and last Novem-
ber’s U.S. election, with many citizens and 
scholars fretting over the fate of the liberal 
order, a Harvard government professor is 

offering a novel argument about how that 
order arose in the first place. According to 
Daniel Ziblatt’s Conservative Political Parties: 
The Birth of Modern Democracy in Europe, the con-
tinent’s liberal democracies in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries lived or died not as a 
result of rising living standards, the agitation 
of the working and middle classes, or quirks 
of national character, but rather due to the 

factional strength of 
the countries’ old-
regime elites.

Democracy men-
aced the socioeco-
nomic power and 
basic moral ideas of 
these notables. But 

the elites themselves were hardly monolith-
ic, navigating different options with differ-
ent implications for democracy in different 
countries. Where conservative factions de-
veloped parties that could win at the ballot-
box, old-regime elites tolerated the exten-
sion of voting rights and the expansion of 
political competition. Where this proved dif-
ficult or impossible, they thwarted politi-
cal change, causing democratic transitions 
to collapse into far-right or fascist regimes. 

Ziblatt focuses the bulk of his analysis on 
two test cases, democratic evolution in Brit-
ain and Germany, though he applies his con-
clusions to the whole of Western Europe.

In the first case, he argues, the United King-

dom’s Tories built a robust par-
ty organization that attracted 
the votes of middle- and work-
ing-class people drawn by na-
tionalist and religious appeals. 
British conservatives spent crit-
ical decades in the mid-nine-
teenth century cultivating so-
cial clubs, interest groups, and 
grassroots activists that drove 
success at the polls.

Theirs was a difficult road, 
and some worried they might 
be the country’s last conserva-
tives. Both elites and their op-
ponents suspected mass voting 
would upend class relations 
and lead to land reform—or, 
even worse, revolution. And po-
litical competition contained a 
paradox for conservatives who 
believed influence and money 
were theirs by right. As Zib-
latt writes, electoral appeals, in 
grounding old social relations 
in a new language of consent, 
“would alter the very inegali-
tarian and hierarchical world that mid-cen-
tury conservatives sought to preserve.”

But the party’s central leaders achieved 
mastery of mass politics sufficient to risk the 
extension of the franchise and the edging out 
of undemocratic institutions like the House of 
Lords. And their bet paid off: Conservatives 
crushed their Liberal and Labour opponents 
in the two decades that followed the 1884 
adoption of near-universal manhood suffrage. 

Germany, Ziblatt asserts, presented a re-
verse image. After the country’s 1870 unifi-
cation, all males had the franchise, but that 
mattered little. The German Conservative 
Party, the voice of the semi-authoritarian 
kaiser, managed to hold onto power through 
an elaborate scheme of electoral manipulation 

ous buildings sprang up to house the new-
ly distinct departments, and the museum’s 
contents were scattered across campus. In 
the exhibition, Lee is interested in break-
ing down these barriers to allow these ob-
jects to once again inhabit the same space, 
centuries later.

Indeed, permeability is a major ethos 
of the post-renovation museums. Passers-
by should be able to tell clearly from any 

vantage point what the building contains, 
and be able to enter from both sides. The 
individual rooms of the galleries should 
melt into one another, facilitating a seam-
less viewing experience. Daylight is crucial: 
Lee doesn’t want a labyrinth of sealed, artifi-
cially lit ice cubes. For him, blocked daylight 
provokes suffocating claustrophobia that 
disorients visitors and detracts from the art.

The building has its own set of rhythms. 

Visitors float in and out; Lee’s exhibitions 
materialize and dematerialize on seasonal 
cycles. The museum itself gets renovated 
and eventually will be renovated again. 
The institution is designed to accomplish 
the paradoxical task of harnessing tran-
sience to ensure permanence: it has to make 
the slice of the past with which it has been 
entrusted both secure and accessible. Lee 
makes it look effortless.

Conservative Political  
Parties and the Birth of 
Modern Democracy in  
Europe, by Daniel Ziblatt 
(Cambridge University 
Press, $99; $34.99, paper)

A Conservative Party poster, circa 1900, 
the year the precursor of the Labour Party 
first participated in a general election
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and tiered voting systems that overvalued the 
voices of elites. That permitted conservatives 
to run the country until the First World War, 
even without much of a popular mandate.

But their power in the Reichstag belied 
their organizational impotence. Lacking 
much central structure or electoral machin-
ery, the party was a bottom-up affair, with 
local grandees getting out the vote and de-
termining office nominations. And because 
it lacked facility in mass politics, the party 
refused to countenance slight measures to 
expand democracy. 

It also rendered the German Conserva-
tive Party vulnerable to the predations of 
the outside interest groups it relied on for 
votes: the country’s Agrarian League and, 
far more dangerously, anti-Semites. Gaining 
leverage for a brief spell in the 1890s, that sec-
ond constituency inserted a denunciation of 
Jewish “influence” into the party platform. 
Weakness on the right outlived the Second 
Reich, overthrown in 1918 and replaced with 
the Weimar Republic. And Ziblatt argues 
that, as much as structural forces, this failure 
to build a healthy right or center-right party 
created space for the Nazis to fill. 

He posits that much of the divergence 
between German and British conservatives 
had to do with timing. The Tories laid the 
groundwork for their party structure in the 
middle of the nineteenth century, prior to the 
working class getting the vote and socialists 
incorporating them into their new political 
networks. German conservatives scrambled 
to organize themselves while facing an orga-
nized Social Democratic Party in the 1880s 
and ’90s, a far more daunting prospect. To-
ries also had more incentive to adapt to the 
new age. Their leaders did not enjoy the ca-
pacity to coerce votes and rig elections that 
ultimately damned German conservatives.

Ziblatt marshals an impressive set of evi-
dence to argue his point, tallying statistical 
analyses, sorting through the ancient Tory 
political memos—even using bond rates to 
discern the attitude of old-regime elites: vol-
atility in markets for government securities, 
in his view, reflects elites’ level of confidence 
in the survival of a regime. As the British 
working classes began to demand greater 
rights in the 1830s, for example, the markets 
appeared far stormier than usual as Parlia-
ment enacted the First Reform Act expand-
ing suffrage. A few decades later, the securi-
ties exchange hardly registered the Second 
and Third Reform Acts  —which Ziblatt as-
serts bears out his thesis that the elites grew 

less worried about democracy as their abil-
ity to compete at the polls increased. 

Previous writings have traditionally fo-
cused on other explanations to make sense 
of democratization, such as a rise in society’s 
wealth or the formal institutional design of 
a country’s political system. Ziblatt’s work 
adds to a nascent literature that explores 
how informal structures, i.e., parties and in-
terest groups, exert strong influence over 
democratic evolution, and is part of an ever-
more critical field of political science: the 
study of democratic quality and transition.

Still, Ziblatt’s theory has its limitations. 
He emphasizes that differences in national 
wealth between Britain and Germany could 
not explain their variable outcomes for de-
mocracy, because both countries were al-
most equally prosperous. But his argument 
appears harder to sustain when he applies 
that logic to Western Europe writ large. 
He judges that Belgium, Holland, Britain, 
Sweden, Norway, and Denmark succeeded 
in their democratic transitions, whereas 
Italy, Germany, Portugal, and Spain failed. 
France, he avers, moved from the second to 
the first category in the 1880s. 

But with the exception of Germany, an 
industrial powerhouse with a high standard 
of living, the second group was considerably 
poorer than the first, as southern European 
nations lagged their northern peers on most 
indicators of economic and social health. As 
Ziblatt himself acknowledges, his theory 
works best when it explains “specific and 
important anomalies” that a wealth-based 
account of democracy would not clarify. It 
might help us grasp disparities in democrat-
ic evolution between Germany and Britain, 
or Germany and Sweden. But the wealth ex-
planation remains critical when examining 

Western Europe as a whole. 
Ziblatt also comes up short in treating 

religious cleavages within Western Eu-
rope. Protestant sects dominated in Britain, 
Scandinavia, and Germany, while Catholi-
cism was the religion of the vast majority in 
Portugal, Spain, Italy, and France. Religious 
establishments in these countries resisted 
the march of liberal democracy to various 
degrees. But it’s important as well to recall 
the Catholic Church’s unique role in stymie-
ing and reversing democratic transitions in 
southern Europe. Pope Pius IX forbade Cath-
olics to participate in the new Italian state’s 
parliamentary elections and denounced lib-
eralism in the 1864 document known as the 
Syllabus of Errors. France’s post-1870s dem-
ocratic consolidation owes significantly to 
the steps leaders took to remove the Church 
from its role as a provider of education and 
other services. More than a half-century lat-
er, Spanish clerics actively helped Francisco 
Franco overthrow republican government in 
the run-up to World War II.

Despite these gaps, Ziblatt’s book reso-
nates in the present context of democratic 
retreat in Europe and the United States. As 
the author points outs, both “face a fero-
cious right-wing populist politics, which 
threatens to swallow older, self-identified 
conservative political parties.” Calling this 
development “ominous,” Ziblatt expresses 
a hope that “the age of democracy’s birth 
may serve as a vital and cautionary tale for 
our age of democratic crisis.”

And indeed, it’s difficult for the contem-
porary reader not to see disturbing paral-
lels between Donald J. Trump’s co-opting of 
today’s Republican Party and the far-right 
takeover of the turn-of-the-century German 
Conservative Party. But Ziblatt also reminds 

Orrin Tilevitz  is seeking the origin of 
“That’s right, Private Aberthistle, put my 
stump right over there, and give me a 
hand up.” He found the quotation in a 
letter from his late father-in-law, “a well-
educated officer in Europe during World 
War II.”

“the thing  which man will not sur-
render” (January-February). Jeanne Hei-

fetz sent word that this slightly misquoted 
phrase comes from the poem “Running,” 
by Richard Wilbur, A.M. ’47, JF ’50. It ap-
pears in part III, “Dodwells Road (Cum-
mington, Massachusetts).”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via email to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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Borderline personality disorder can  
leave you feeling trapped and alone.  
At our 3East and Gunderson (women only) 
programs, our mission is to show you that 
there are paths forward, using evidence-based 
treatments in supportive residential settings.

No life is so dark that
       the future can’t be bright.

 Call us at 844.454.1348
for a confidential assessment.

McLean 3East:
Boston, MA 
McLean3East.org

McLean Gunderson (for women only):
Boston, MA
McLeanGunderson.org

 Leavitt
& Peirce

John Harvard 
Bookends. 
U.S.A. – made 
and exclusively 
designed for 
Leavitt & Peirce. 
Antiqued brass 
over zinc. 7” h x 
4”w x 6”d. Over  
5 pounds each.  
     $150.00 per  
       statuette (plus   
  $12.95 S&H).  

Harvard College  
recaptured in 
this famous 
Tercentenary 
map by Edwin 
J. Schruers ’28. 
Painstakingly 
reproduced on 
quality “antique” 
stock 33 5/8” x 
24 1/4”. Shipped 
tubed; $39.95 
(plus $9.95 S&H).

Freshman Smoker. Reprint of lithographer 
Close, Graham & Scully’s 1911 depiction 
of Harvard “club life” and its “price to pay”. 
Reprinted on heavy matte stock. 34 1/16” x  
19 1/16”. Shipped tubed; $39.95 (plus $9.95 S&H).

1316 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02138
617-547-0576

JOHN HARVARD BOOKEND
Antiqued brass over zinc. 7" h x 4" w  
x 6" d. Over 5 pounds each. $175 (plus 
S&H). USA made, exclusively for  
Leavitt & Peirce. Price is per bookend. 

HARVARD 
TERCENTENARY 
MAP  
Harvard recaptured 
in this famous 
Tercentenary map 
by Edwin J. Schruers 
’28. Painstakingly 
reproduced on quality 
“antique” stock 33 5/8" 
x 24 1/4". $39.95 (plus 
S&H). Shipped tubed.

Leavitt
& Peirce

John Harvard 
Bookends. 
U.S.A. – made 
and exclusively 
designed for 
Leavitt & Peirce. 
Antiqued brass 
over zinc. 7” h x 
4”w x 6”d. Over  
5 pounds each.  
     $150.00 per  
       statuette (plus   
  $12.95 S&H).  

Harvard College  
recaptured in 
this famous 
Tercentenary 
map by Edwin 
J. Schruers ’28. 
Painstakingly 
reproduced on 
quality “antique” 
stock 33 5/8” x 
24 1/4”. Shipped 
tubed; $39.95 
(plus $9.95 S&H).

Freshman Smoker. Reprint of lithographer 
Close, Graham & Scully’s 1911 depiction 
of Harvard “club life” and its “price to pay”. 
Reprinted on heavy matte stock. 34 1/16” x  
19 1/16”. Shipped tubed; $39.95 (plus $9.95 S&H).

1316 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02138
617-547-0576

FRESHMAN SMOKER
Reprint of lithographer Close, Graham & Scully’s 
1911 depiction of Harvard “club life” and its “price 
to pay”. Reprinted on heavy matte stock. 34 1/16"  
x 19 1/16". $39.95 (plus S&H). Shipped tubed.

Leavitt
& Peirce
1316 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02138
617-547-0576
info@leavitt-peirce.com

Established 1883

Leavitt
& Peirce

John Harvard 
Bookends. 
U.S.A. – made 
and exclusively 
designed for 
Leavitt & Peirce. 
Antiqued brass 
over zinc. 7” h x 
4”w x 6”d. Over  
5 pounds each.  
     $150.00 per  
       statuette (plus   
  $12.95 S&H).  

Harvard College  
recaptured in 
this famous 
Tercentenary 
map by Edwin 
J. Schruers ’28. 
Painstakingly 
reproduced on 
quality “antique” 
stock 33 5/8” x 
24 1/4”. Shipped 
tubed; $39.95 
(plus $9.95 S&H).

Freshman Smoker. Reprint of lithographer 
Close, Graham & Scully’s 1911 depiction 
of Harvard “club life” and its “price to pay”. 
Reprinted on heavy matte stock. 34 1/16” x  
19 1/16”. Shipped tubed; $39.95 (plus $9.95 S&H).

1316 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02138
617-547-0576

We’re now online at
www.leavittandpeirce.com

online shop, store history and more

The Everyday 
Dignity of 
Helen Zughaib’s 
Refugees
The Lebanese-
American painter 
depicts those who pay the price of war. 
harvardmag.com/zughaib-17

Harvard College Opera 
Celebrates 25th Anniversary
With swankier digs and a new name, 
the undergraduate company continues 
an operatic tradition.
harvardmag.com/hc-opera-17

Explore More
 

For more online-only articles on 
the arts and creativity, see:

readers that a nation’s fate is rarely sealed on 
a single election night. Even the most robust 
democracies have experienced backsliding; 
one must be wary of reading too much into 
the headlines. In his words, “[I]t is a fool’s 
errand to be “chasing ever-changing facts 
with ever-changing explanations.” 

Britain experienced its own democratic 
scare, brought on by the Tories, right be-
fore the First World War. As Irish Catholics 
pushed for more autonomy from the central 
government, the Tories’ Unionist activists 
threatened to swamp the party regulars. 
And for a time, as the then Liberal major-
ity pressed its pro-Irish legislation, the To-
ries’ leader Andrew Bonar Law flirted with 
violence and extra-constitutional measures. 
In one speech, he announced that he could 
“imagine no length of resistance” that he 
would not support in the drive to defeat 
the bill. 

Drawing on their experience within the 
system, the Tories managed to avert a crisis, 
freeze out extremists, and broker compro-
mise once world war broke out. Their ac-
tions did not spare Ireland from bloody con-
flict over independence, but their restraint 
saved Britain’s liberal democracy. One hopes 
that mainstream conservatives in the United 
States and Europe will be able to exercise a 
similar restraint.  

Daniel J. Solomon ’16 is a writer at The Forward 
in New York City. 
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