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I n seeking to bring together the
three tasks of teaching facts, intro-
ducing concepts, and beginning
comparative analysis, many in-
structors of the introductory course
have used some variation on the
concept of "three worlds"—a First
World of Western, industrialized
democracies; a Second World of
communist states following a simi-
lar Stalinist pattern of political and
economic organization; and a much
more diverse Third World of non-
Western, economically struggling
states with a wide variety of au-
thoritarian political patterns.

By identifying and explaining dif-
ferences and similarities within and
between these different types of
systems and the political conse-
quences of these differences, in-
structors were able to introduce
students to the use of comparative
analysis. Now, with the disappear-
ance of communism in Eastern and
Central Europe, one of these three
points of reference has disap-
peared. And economic success in
several newly industrialized coun-
tries adds further confusion to this
simple division of the world.

Choice of countries. The selection
of countries covered in the compar-
ative introductory course has been
diverse since the waning of interest
in the so-called "major foreign
powers" of Europe in the late
1960s. Most instructors have felt
the need to provide some informa-
tion on at least one country from
each of the three major types (dem-
ocratic, communist, and develop-
ing). But there has been no consen-
sus on which ones should be
covered, with many instructors as-
suming or claiming that their exam-
ples sufficiently represent a broad
category of political experience.
Their selections have often been
based on their own knowledge of
particular countries or contempo-
rary events such as elections or
civil wars that make those coun-
tries more visible than others and

therefore more accessible to the
introductory student.

While there has been no consen-
sus, there have been some distinct
preferences. Britain has been the
most frequent country from the
Western democratic tradition with
France a close second. The former
U.S.S.R. was usually included as
exemplary of the communist politi-
cal experience. China has also be-
come a frequent example of com-
munist experience. There was far
less consistency in the selection of
Third World countries. Among the
most common were India, Mexico,
and Nigeria.

There are now other countries
that many of us believe should be
taught that are rarely among those
included in the introductory course.
Japan has emerged as an important
country because of its economic
prominence and potential role as a
powerful international actor. Japan
is also a useful case because of its
experience in adapting Western de-
mocracy to a non-Western setting.
A survey of comparative politics
scholars in 1988 found strong sup-
port for including Japan in the in-
troductory courses in comparative
politics (Editor's Note in Pempel
et al. 1992), but in practice Japan is
rarely covered.

While Germany is more fre-
quently included than Japan, an
argument can easily be made that
its political experience too should
be included more often in our
courses for introductory students.
Germany's growing economic and
political prominence in Europe may
make it a more important example
of West European democracy than
France or even Britain. The suc-
cess in building democracy in a
once authoritarian setting makes
Germany a useful example for dis-
cussions of democratization. The
current problems in unifying the
two parts of Germany illustrate the
durable consequences of political
culture.

Arguments could also be made to
support the inclusion of some of

the newly industrialized countries.
Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong,
Singapore, and the Philippines
could be taught to give examples of
successful economic development.
Their difficulties in making the tran-
sition from authoritarian to more
open political systems illustrate the
weak association of industrializa-
tion and democratization.

While persuasive arguments can
be made to include any or all of
these countries, they cannot simply
be added to the existing list of
countries we cover. Including too
many countries will leave students
confused by an avalanche of infor-
mation about countries they knew
nothing about before beginning the
course. The result can be a peda-
gogic equivalent to the "if it's
Tuesday, it must be Belgium" tour-
ist phenomenon.

My own experience has been
that students who do not have the
opportunity to get a broad under-
standing of a few foreign countries
leave the course unable to apply or
really understand the conceptual
material we try to teach them. In a
semester-long course, it is difficult
to provide such a factual back-
ground for more than four or five
countries and still be able to cover
the essential concepts and theories.

That means that if we want to
add Japan, Germany, and a newly
industrialized country, we will
probably have to drop one or more
of the countries we are currently
teaching. But which ones? Most
instructors will be loath to drop
either Britain or France if only
because the political features of
these two countries remain points
of reference for discussion of poli-
tics around the world. Britain re-
mains an outstanding example of
parliamentary and party govern-
ment. These forms have been cop-
ied around the world. France, too,
is kept in introductory courses
because its troubled path to demo-
cratic stability may be more rele-
vant to establishing stable democ-
racy in other places than the more
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evolutionary experiences of Britain
or the United States.

A few have suggested that the
collapse of the U.S.S.R. and subse-
quent political disarray in that part
of the world may make it a likely
candidate for omission. Most of us,
however, still feel that the political,
economic, and strategic importance
of what used to be the U.S.S.R.
warrants our continued attention to
its internal political forms. In many
ways, the transition from a central-
ized, authoritarian state to some
other form of government—demo-
cratic or not—makes the former
U.S.S.R. an especially interesting
case for those concerned with the
concepts of political change and
"democratization." Certainly, we
do have to redefine what we teach
in that part of the world: Russia
alone, 6r all or some of the sepa-
rate succession states to the old
U.S.S.R.?

One danger to avoid would be
the temptation to dilute coverage of
developing countries as we try to
find places in our courses for Ja-
pan, Germany, or the newly indus-
trialized countries. The political
experience in those parts of the
world that remain less developed is
poorly understood by our introduc-
tory students. Their knowledge of
these Third World countries is gen-
erally based on negative stereo-
types. We should continue our ef-
forts to break these stereotypes and
expose our introductory students to
the richness of political experience
and the serious political and eco-
nomic challenges of the developing
countries.

Rethinking concepts and theories.
The unsettled nature of politics in
so many parts of the world may
well be used by instructors to rely
more heavily on our concepts and
theories even in the introductory
courses. For example, if we cannot
say much about the ultimate nature
of the still emerging political parties
in Russia, we can teach our stu-
dents about the origins of parties,
differences between authoritarian
and democratic parties, and the
place of parties in governing. As
we teach them these concepts and
show them how to apply them to a
few countries, they can then use

them later to evaluate trends and
developments that they will later
read about as citizens.

There has always been tension
between our need to provide intro-
ductory students with descriptive
material about a few countries and
our desire to introduce them to the
conceptual and theoretical finds of
comparative politics. More often
than not, the descriptions prevail
over comparative analysis. The
constantly changing setting we now
face in so many parts of the world
gives us a new opportunity and in-
centive to redress this balance with
a greater emphasis on the theoreti-
cal materials.

The search for a new framework
for pedagogical comparisons. For
the past three decades, many of us
have used a three-fold division of
the world into the Western demo-
cratic, communist, and Third
World as a framework for pedagog-
ical comparisons. We have not
found this three world division very
useful for our comparative re-
search. But it has served to assist
us in drawing broader conclusions
as we compared, for example, a
party government in the West with
a party state in the U.S.S.R. and
with a no-party state in the mili-
tary's rule of Nigeria. In many
cases, we used this division more
to separate our courses into tidy
units than to take advantage of the
comparative opportunities offered
by the three regime types. More
importantly, the categories were
always more heterogeneous than
we were able to convey to our stu-
dents.

Now the problems are even more
acute. The collapse of communism
has meant the virtual disappearance
of the Second World. The remain-
ing communist regimes are dispar-
ate in their political forms, and
many question their long-term sur-
vival. In addition, how do the
former communist countries fit into
our analytical and comparative
frameworks? Not yet democracies
and no longer communist dictator-
ships, it is not clear how we should
look at them as we seek compara-
tive frameworks. The newly indus-
trialized countries no longer fit in
the "developing world," but they

are not yet democratic in the West-
ern sense. Japan, too, fits only with
some difficulty into the category of
"Western" democracies.

One solution would be to con-
tinue as we have with a modified
three world framework. Even if the
Second World is no longer commu-
nist, many of the former Warsaw
Pact countries have similar eco-
nomic and political problems. They
will follow different paths to new
political structures and the compar-
ison of how these countries resem-
ble each other and differ as they
adjust to a post-communist era will
be interesting grist for our compar-
ative mills. Those who feel that the
three world framework should be
abandoned may wish to reconsider
the area study approach by looking
at and comparing countries from
the same general world region. Cer-
tainly, the area approach remained
in use for much of our comparative
research even as we used the three
world concept for our introductory
teaching.

One other approach to moving
beyond the three world framework
would be the use of paired compar-
isons. In this approach, instructors
would select pairs of countries
whose comparison helps to illus-
trate important political phenom-
ena: Britain and France; Russia
and China; India and Nigeria. The
paired comparisons assist in going
beyond merely describing single
countries and allow us to introduce
students to some systematic com-
parative analysis.

References
Pempel, T. J., Shigeko N. Fukai, Haruhiro

Fukui, Stephen J. Anderson, Ellis S.
Krauss, and Roger W. Bowen. 1992.
"Introducing Japan into Comparative
Politics Curriculum." PS: Political Sci-
ence and Politics 25:5-73.

About the Author
Frank L. Wilson is professor and head of the
Department of Political Science at Purdue
University. He has taught the introductory
course in comparative politics for over 20
years. He is the coauthor (with Rolf H. W.
Theen) of Comparative Politics: An Intro-
duction to Seven Countries (Prentice-Hall).

80 PS: Political Science & Politics

https://doi.org/10.2307/420586 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/420586

