hat exactly i Christian Democracy?

For British politics, the question has

become more pressing since Chris
Patten remarked that he saw his kind of Conser-
vatism as closely related to this Continental
creed, and since the thea newly promoted Prime
Minister John Major went to Bonn to telf an audi-
ence at the Christian Democrats” Konrad Ade-
nauer Foundation that he saw Brilain as being “al
the heart of Burope™. Christian Bemocracy, from
evoking the picture of Don Camitlo vying with
the Corrrusiist mayor for control of wayward
Halian villagers, now seems to foom up, for some,
as the political creed underiying the controversial
projects of Jacques Delors, including the Social
Chapier of the Maastricht Treaty. It also seemsto
have some connection with the ambiguons and
clusive concept of “subsidiarity”™,

It is time for a comprehensive re-evaluation of
Christian Democracy as a pelitical force in
Europe. The standasd histories in English, by
Michael Fogarty and Ronald {rving, were pub-
lished some decades ago; and the techaiques
used by political scientists to assess the nature of
political parties - their strengths and weak-
nesses, thelr social and ideolagical foundations,
the options pursued and not pursued by their
jeaders — have bheen developed and refined in
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recent years, The Rise of Christian Democracy in
Europe by Stathis Kalyvas goes far towards
anravelling what he calls the central “puzzle of
contemporary Christian Democratic  parties,
which retain a religious label and some awkward
links fo religion and the church bu¢ have become
sccular pasties thriving in & secular cavironment
- without, however, having svoived into typical
conservative parties”. As the suthor rightly
insists, alf these different strands in the puzzie -
in pasticular the complex refationships between
confessional parties, clericalism and conser-
vatism — can only be understood by examining
the precise circumstances in which Christian
Democratic  parties emerged in  nineteenth
century Europe.

D Kalyvas focoses on how exactly the orga-
nization of political Catholicism was stimulated
by the assault of medernizing liberal states {“Hib-
eral” being defined very loosely) against the

inffuence of the Clhurch. He concentrites essen-
tially on the period from Bismarck’s determined
Kualturkampf of the early 1870z 1o the spectacu-
far conflici between Church and State in France
thirty yeats later, thongh he also takes in compa-
rable issues arising & few years earlier (Tor
instance in Belgium and Austria}, and he
cxplains why the Partite Populare in Haly was
only founded as late as 1919.

The essential point to ¢tmerge is that the Chris-
tian Democratic parties, far from being simply
the political agents of the beleaguered Church in
its fight against governmental anti-clericalism,
took on an autonomous Iife at a very carly stage.
Even where they originated as mass movements
that were encovraged by the Church in order 10
fight for religious control of education and
related causes, their leaders, responding to the
contemporary widening of the parliamentary
franchise, quickly fumed them into basically
political forces, whose relations with the Vatican
or with the national hicrarchy often became very
tense indeed. By the same foken, although the
“natural” place of Chrstian Democrals in the
parly-political spectrum has usually appeured to
be distinctly right of centre, they have never been
simply the tools, or even automaticatly the alties,
of the existing conservative forces — which in
many cases, indced, they successfully chal-
lenged for parliamentary power.

The central section of this book, in which the
author demonstrales how and why Christian
Democsat parties in Western Burope emerged
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with their own specific characteristics, and a
characteristic relationship to the Church which
originatly inspired them, is authorilative and
convincing. #t includes an important chapter on
why France, alone smong Europe’s predomi-
nanily Roman Catholic countries, failed to
produce a substantial and durable Chrstian
Democratic party. The powerful influence of
monarchism (incloding boulangism) is well
analysed - though the author writes off the
Fourth Republic’s ili-fated Mouvement Répub-
licain Populaire rather too casily (it retained con-
siderable power until at least 1954, rather than
expiring in 1951, as he suggesis).

The last two chapters, in which the author
extends his thesis about the Church's normaliy
distant refations with Chrstiar Detmocracy in a
survey of the twenticth century, and specniates
very sweepingly about this movement’s overatl
relationship with democricy, are less satisfac-
tory. This may be becaunse the anthor™s “rational
choice™ approach, while it is fruitful in analysing
a specific decigion, such as the decigion whether
or not to found a new party, is much less refevang
for interpreting the complex relationships
betwecen organizations over lengthy periods of
time. The assertion that both Christian Democra-
tic and Social Democratic parties, early on, only
“decided to participate in the slectoral process
after painful and divisive debates” is seriously
misleading. Traditional historians, and others,
may also be put off by the way in which long
sections of the book arc based on extensive
quotations from secondary authorities, often
prefaced by the maddeningiy ambiguous phrase,
“According to X, . . . Dr Kalyvas has worked
most thoughtfully, and his main conclusiens arc
highly interesting and significant.



