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Pretface

The year 1991 marks the thirtieth anniversary of the first publication of Major
European Governments. The original text was conceived and written entirely by
Alex Dragnich. Not quite a decade later, when time came for a fourth edition,
Dragnich invited Jorgen Rasmussen to join him and make the book a collaborative
work, a collaboration that continued for subsequent editions. Some people say
that the surest way to lose a friend is to write a book with him or her. That
certainly was not the experience of the authors of MEG during the fourth through
seventh editions. A happier, more satisfying relationship would be hard to find.

Despite his retirement, Dr. Dragnich agreed to continue as joint author for the
seventh edition. He did not wish, however, to work on subsequent revisions,
because he wanted to devote more time to scholarship focusing on his first love—
Yugoslav politics (clearly, his retirement has been in name only). If any time could
be called a good one for ending such a satisfying, long-term relationship, the
preparation of the current edition would be it. The Dorsey Press, publisher of
MEG throughout its life, had been sold to Wadsworth, Inc., which would mean
new arrangements, working with new editors, and so on. Furthermore, turmoil in
the Soviet Union and the transformation of East-West relations clearly would
require a major revision of much of the book, the Soviet section especially. Thus,
Dragnich’s departure would be part of several changes.

In contrast, therefore, to past editions, Dr. Dragnich has written none of this
text, nor has he read and commented on any of it. He is free from any blame, and
any shortcomings in this edition are our responsibility. On the other hand, since
this text clearly is his progeny, not to retain his name on the title page would be
churlish indeed. Alex Dragnich has graciously allowed us to do so. This is in-
tended solely to acknowledge, as is certainly fitting, the one who laid the founda-
tion on which this text has endured.

Just as Dragnich turned to a colleague at the same university when the text
became a collaborative work, so Rasmussen did when a replacement was needed,
and he asked Joel Moses to be the co-author of this eighth edition. The division
of responsibility was for Moses to concentrate primarily on the section on the
Soviet Union and Rasmussen on the rest of the text. Each author read and
commented on the other’s work and revised in the light of these suggestions.

/



viii PREFACE

Despite the many changes mentioned, the basic aim of the text still is to
present the essential features of government and politics in four major European
political systems. As in the past, we try to avoid being either excessively detailed
or too simplistic. Since we assume that most students will have little previous
knowledge of foreign political systems, much of the book is descriptive. But we
also interpret and analyze. Some matters are intrinsically complicated, and ex-
plaining them requires involved accounts. We are unwilling to oversimplify just to
make reading the book easier; on the other hand, we strive to explain as clearly
as the subject matter being covered permits us to do. Studying a new subject
often requires learning a new vocabulary, as well as becoming familiar with new
concepts. We have tried to keep unfamiliar terms to a minimum and to avoid
needless jargon. We seek to write clear and relatively untechnical prose.

The fundamental structure of the text, too, has been little altered for this
edition. This does not mean that the material has been simply updated, with a
few minor changes from the seventh edition. The manuscript has been rewritten
entirely, and even where a particular idea has been retained, often it is presented
in a different way. Rather than cover a lot of countries superficially, we have
chosen to examine four major international powers—Britain, France, Germany,
and the Soviet Union—in some detail. Given their geographical propinquity, they
are more likely to have some common elements in their political heritage than
would be the case if we had selected a country from each of the corners of the
world. Whatever their similarities, they differ sufficiently to make comparisons
interesting. Although each country is covered in a separate part of the book, we
don’t discuss it in complete isolation. In particular, we comment on similarities
and contrasts with the American system to provide perspective on the political
practices likely to be most familiar to students. Thus, study of foreign govern-
ments should help identify those aspects of American politics that are unique
products of our particular culture and those that are common across national
boundaries.

Perhaps the most straightforward way to organize the material would have
been to focus on one governmental or political institution after another. An alter-
native procedure would have been to identify the basic functions that must be
performed in every political system and explain how the mix of institutions in-
volved in performing a particular function varies from one country to another.
Given the limitations inherent in both approaches, we have tried to combine their
strengths. We've divided each part into chapters that focus primarily on a partic-
ular structure or institution (governmental or political), describe its formal status,
and explain how it operates in practice. We lack sufficient space for a detailed
account of the content of public policy in most specific areas. To that extent, we
must emphasize political and governmental machinery more than output. None-
theless, we are also concerned with the performance of functions. Thus, we
analyze the role each structure plays in the country’s total system. Some of our
chapter titles indicate the main purpose, or principal function, of a given
institution.
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In the parts on Britain, France, and Germany, we begin by discussing the
context in which the political system operates—geography, demographics, eco-
nomic conditions, and so forth. Then we summarize each country’s history and
examine the fundamental political values that the country’s history both has pro-
duced and illustrates. The remaining chapters for each of these three countries
describe the system as it currently operates. First, we address the channels for
political inputs—that is, electoral arrangements, interest groups, and political
parties. Next, we examine the legislature and the executive and the relation .
between them. Our attention is then directed to those involved in implementing
policies, with emphasis on responsiveness and efficiency and, finally, to the pro-
cedures for adjudicating conflict.

Given the momentous events in Germany at the start of the 1990s, we felt that
the brief concluding comments about prospects for the future appearing at the
end of the sections on Great Britain and France were hardly adequate for Ger-
many. So we added a chapter (Chapter 25) to Part Four, which discusses how two
separate Germanys developed after World War II and how (with what difficulties)
they have been rejoined.

Part Five compares the three democracies we have examined and summarizes
their leading similarities and differences. It also addresses international relations
and system building and explains the extent to which European democracies
(including, but not limited to, the three in this book) are giving up part of their
sovereignty to a new political unit.

Finally, in Part Six we conclude with an analysis of the Soviet Union and
Gorbachev’s efforts to transform the Soviet system. Because the Soviet Union has
been so different from Western democracies and is undergoing such momentous
changes, following exactly the same organizational structure used for our discus-
sion of the other three countries would have failed to provide the necessary
information and insights. So in the Soviet section particular emphasis is placed on
underlying trends, factors of importance for understanding the Soviet system
regardless of what person currently leads it or what change has been made in the
institutions. We do describe the system as it existed at the start of the 1990s, but
that information is not as important as is familiarity with the broad sweep of
Russian history and an understanding of the various forces contending for change
in the Soviet Union.

We hope that the readers of the previous editions of MEG will consider this
new one a useful and interesting revision that retains the virtues of its predeces-
sors and adds new strengths. We are happy to serve those who appreciate the
approach to the introductory study of comparative politics that we offer.

Various people over the years have provided significant help to the writing of
this text. Mentioning one and not another involves invidious distinctions. None-
theless, one faithful consumer and monitor of MEG continues to be T. Philip
Wolf of Indiana University Southeast. His help is appreciated, as are the com-
ments and suggestions offered by the following reviewers of this edition: Constan-
tine P. Danopoulos of San Jose State University; Alexander Groth of the
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University of California, Davis; Richard Lane of San Jose State University; An-
drew Milnor of the State University of New York at Binghamton; and Donald
Pienkos of the University of Wisconsin—-Milwaukee.

Jorgen S. Rasmussen
Joel C. Moses
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