RT3 GROUNDS FOR COVPARI SON

"Conparative history" is either an oxynoron or a m snoner
(as well as poor grammar). Either it proposes to conpare the
stories of different phenonena by assum ng common el enents and
terms, in which case it is not history; or else it juxtaposes
di fferent phenonena described in their own terns and contexts, in
whi ch case it cannot venture significant conparisons. At |east
these are the nethodol ogi cal extrenmes between which conparative
and historical studies are situated, and | want to keep this
t heoretical predicanent in mnd as background to these comrents
on the practice of so-called "conparative history" and on areas
i n which conparison and history have intersected and interacted

in the past two centuries.

1. Conjectural Conparisons

Conparativismis as old as Plutarch, perhaps as Aristotle;
but the practice, and especially the theory, of conparative--or,
nore properly, conparativist--history energed during the European
Enlightennent. |Indeed the Enlightennent itself became a target
of conparative study. To the fanbus question posed by the Berlin
Acadeny of Sciences, "Wat is Enlightennent?" |Imuanuel Kant gave
a fanmous answer; but his rationalist reply did not satisfy the
nore historical-mnded scholars of that age, such as Kant's
critic Christoph Meiners, who rephrased the question to read,

"What is true Enlightennent?" By way of answer Meiners published



in 1793 a Historical Conparison between the Custons, Governnents,

Laws, Industries, Comerce, Religion, Science, and Educati on of

the M ddl e Ages and those of our Owm Tines (1793).EI I nvi di ous as

it is, this work is a good exanple not only of the practice of
conparative history but also of its theory, illustrating as it
does an essential aimof conparativism-finding present wisdomin
the infinite variety of historical experience, with (in this

case) the concept of Enlightennment (Aufklarung) providing the

nmet ahi stori cal grounds for conparison with | ess advanced or
"bar barous” ages and the conventional "four-stage theory" fixing
t he periodization of this conjectural history.EI

Anot her illustration of the conparativist inpulse was the
wor k of a younger French contenporary of Meiners, Baron M -J.
Degérando, also in response to a question posed by the Berlin

Acadeny (1802), which was his Conparative History of the Systens

of Phil osophy with regard to the Principles of Huiman Know edge

(1804), witten after the experience of exile and under the
i nfluence of French Idéologie.EI In this survey Degérando

conpared a wi de range of doctrines in order, he explained, "by
studying the history of different sects, their birth,

devel opnent, successions, conflicts, and nutual relations, to
sei ze upon their true points of divergence, causes of their

oppositions, and origins of their disputes,” and so judge their
utility for nodern problens. |In 1799 Degérando al so published an

et hnol ogi cal work, The Chservation of Savage Peopl es, which,

broadeni ng his horizons in a way simlar to Meiners, proceeded on



the basis of enpirical investigation and conparative anal ysis of

races to general |aws of human science in the light of philosophy

and a theory of human progress from barbarismto civilization.E
These are both exanples of "conjectural history," as Dugald

called it, conparing it to the French histoire rai sonnée) and

referring to Degérando); and it was continued by other schol ars
in the nineteenth century.EI In 1820 Francois Gui zot gave a
famous course on conparative history tracing the devel opnent of
"representative governnment” in England, France, and Spain, the
common el enents being the political principles of the division of
powers, election, and publicity.EI Eur opean social and political

"systens,"” he argued, "have all a certain resenblance, a certain
famly likeness, which it is inpossible to m stake.... The
t heocratic, nonarchic, aristocratic, and popul ar creeds cross,
conbat, limt, and nodify each other." In later |ectures (1828-
29) Cui zot invoked the universalist conceits of Augustine and
Bossuet, arguing that "European civilization has entered, if we
may so speak, into the eternal truth, into the plan of
provi dence; it progresses according to the intentions of God. "0
Thi s assunption not only asserted the noral superiority of Europe
but al so defined the grounds for conparisons within the famly of
west ern nations.

Li ke his Enlightened predecessors CGuizot took a stadial
view, according to which European states all passed through four

epochs: barbarism feudalism royalism and the representative

system -each of which provided grounds for conparison. On the



anci ent category of barbarism for exanple, Guizot commented,
| know but of one way of attaining anything like a
correct idea of the social and noral state of the
germanic tribes is to conpare themw th the tribes who,
in nodern tinmes, in various parts of the globe, in the
interior of Africa, in the North of Asia, are stil
al nost in the sane degree of civilization, and | ead
very nearly the sane life. B

In support of this he set down in parallel colums descriptions

by Tacitus of the early Gernmans and by nodern schol ars, including

Mei ners, Robertson, G bbon, Lafitau, and Lord Kanes, of Hurons,

| roquoi s, Siberians, Geenlanders, Arabians, Tartars, et al

This sort of conparison, originating with Lipsius in the

si xteenth century and continued by Vico and Robertson in the

ei ghteenth, becane a conmonpl ace of conparative history in the

ni net eenth century.

Li ke his predecessors. too, Guizot was a presentist as well
as a conparativist, and he did not conceal it. "To descend from
this point of viewis not within our power," he admtted.
"Against our will, and wi thout our know edge, the ideas which
occupy the present will follow us wherever we go in the study of
the past. Vainly should we attenpt to escape fromthe lights
whi ch t hey cast thereupon."EI The lights to which CGuizot referred
was the representative formof governnent, which "everywhere...is
demanded” and which is also a fact which "has its roots in the

past political careers of nations,” he continued, "as it has its



notives in their present condition.™ Nor was he, in his

cel ebration of progress, above Meiners's sort of invidiousness:

"Thank heaven," he exclained to his students, quoting Honer, "we
are infinitely better than those who went before us. "

Anot her target of CQuizot's conparativist interests was the
phenonenon of Revol ution, especially France in 1789 and Engl and
in 1640 and 1688. None of these revolutions was unexpected; each
was grounded on age-old principles of resistance to absol utism
and devotion to the "free consent of the people in reference to
| aws and taxes," principles underlying the "natural |aw' of hunman
progress. For Quizot this conparison also underlay his political
agenda--for he was always statesnman first and schol ar second- -
whi ch brought himinto power in the French Revol ution of 1830 and
whi ch added anot her conparison. "Qur mnds were always full of

the English revolution,”™ he wote of his doctrinaire coll eagues
who joined himin the governnent of the July I\/bnarchy.!l

In general Guizot occupied the sane conceptual ground with
Enl i ght ened conjectural historians |ike Miners and Degérando,
who assunmed a theoretical framework allow ng conpari sons across
chronol ogi cal and cul tural divisions--so that barbarism
feudalism representative governnent, and revol uti on changed
their colors but not their natures in different parts of European
tradition. Meiners relied on the idea of culture and of "reason"
in a devel opnental sense; Degérando on the conventions and

term nol ogy of formal philosophy and its transm ssion, especially

systens, ideas, doctrines, and schools; and Gui zot on anal ogous



categories of political thought and action. |In each case history
was in effect an auxiliary, a source of exanmples and (in Guizot's
terms) "facts,” meaning either |large abstractions, such as
"civilization,” or smaller elements common to different cultural
traditions. Al three of these historians worked within a

devel opnment al framework, although the biological anal ogy was
assuned rather than critically exam ned.

This sort of evolutionary conparativism a derivative of
conjectural history, assuned that every culture, or nation,
occupies a place on a trajectory of progress extending fromthe
primtive, or backward, to the civilized, or advanced. On this
basis it is easy enough, theoretically, to conpare and even to
calibrate the positions of particular cultural traditions. This
is a view that has had currency from Vico and Montesquieu to
Spengl er, Toynbee and Fukuyama--and beyond--but it is not one,
think, that has much credit anmong historians these days, except
per haps for econom c historians bound to a narrow version of
| i beral nodernization theory or vulgar Marxist, or Marxoid,
materialism-or else for neo-Augustinian universal history in
globalist form These are all survivals of that noble

Enl i ght ennent dream which was conjectural history.!!

2. Generic Comparisons
The ni neteenth century was the heyday of conparativi st
studies, not only in history but also in |anguage, literature,

| aw, nythol ogy, religion, and philosophy; and to these areas the



evol utionary nodel was increasingly applied. It was foundati onal
for the historical school of law, led by Karl Friedrich von
Savi gny, who enphasi zed the "organic connection of law' with its
host nations. "Law grows with the growth and strengthens with
the strength of the nation,” Savigny wote, "and finally dies
away as the nation loses its nationality.” The same could be
said of the history of literature, and here, too, the conparative
met hod took root. Quizot's colleague at the Sorbonne, Abel-
Francois Villemain |l ectured on this subject before joining Guizot
in the political arena after 1830. Attending to the |inks
bet ween society and literature, Villemain included the
interrel ati ons between French and English letters and the
i nfluence of French on Italian literature--all as derivative of
the Latin tradition. Indeed Villenmain was apparently the first
to enploy the term"conparative literature.”

Anot her major field for conparativist studies in the md-
ni net eent h-century was et hnol ogy, building on eighteenth-century
i deas and di scoveries and resting, as Peter Bow er has put it,
"on the assunption that technologically primtive peoples
represent exact equivalents of earlier stages in the devel opnent
of nore advanced societies. "Bl |n Engl and Edward Tyl or, John
Lubbock, John McLennan, and Henry Summer Mai ne operated on such
prem ses, but they did so not as historians but as devotees of
t he human sci ences of ethnol ogy, anthropol ogy, and | aw. 4] By
"science" they neant not the "science of history"” devoted to

establishing facts but a systematic know edge that would yield



general , causal explanations and even "l aws.
The key discipline for the conparative nethod, however, was
hi storical |inguistics, or conparative philology, especially as
it took formin the wake of the eye-opening discoveries of the
"Oriental renai ssance"; = and here conparativismnoved froma
conjectural to a critical phase. The story begins with the
insight of WIliam Jones that Sanskrit, G eek, and Latin mnust
have a common source. |In 1816, building on the work of Jones and
Friedrich Schlegel, Franz Bopp published his conparison of
Sanskrit conjugation with that of the G eek, Latin, Persian, and
Ger mani ¢ | anguages, which "marks the birth of the Conparative
Met hod." The idea of an original Ayran" or "Ilndo-Genmanic"
| anguage” (Bopp preferred the term "Il ndo- European” to the
nationalistic, racialist "Indo-Germanic") from which nodern
| anguages were descended was reinforced by Darwin's theory of
descent froma common ancestor. The reverse was also true, as
Darwi n was hinsel f influenced by his reading in philology,
including WIliamJones and later Friedrich Max Miller, to
consider the significance of branching descent anong Ianguages.EI
Finally, there is the controversial school of conparative
nyt hol ogy fathered by Max Miller, on the anal ogy of conparative
phi |l ol ogy and based on the Aryan hypot hesi s.d The methods of
Max Mil |l er and the anthropologist E. B. Tylor was al so fol | owed
by the historian Edward Freeman in what he called "conparative

politics,” applied in particular to his study of western

federalism which he regarded as a solution to the internationa



probl ens of Europe in the later nineteenth century.!! As for the
study of mythology and religion conparativismhas tended to
retain its original universalist approach. For Mrcea Eliade
this universalismwas justified by the concept of the "sacred,"
which, with its various synbols and rituals, drew together the
nost di sparate cultures. B Ejade posited what he called "the

| ogi ¢ of synbols,” which raised his quest fromthe | evel of
religious history to philosophy. Simlar conparative approaches
were enpl oyed in the sociology of religion, as explored by Wber,
Joachi m Wach, and ot hers. & Georges Dunezil has been exceptiona
in retaining and | ndo- Europeani st orientation, although the quest
for nythical origins, proto-languages, and tripartite structures
brings us back again to conjecture--and ideol ogy.

In its devel opnental and especially evolutionary form
conparativismwas bound to inferable famly ties, of genesis,
affiliation and descent, which nmade the linguistic (and
Dar wi ni an) paradi gm specific and dependant on enpirical research.

The new conparativismtranscended the old by its insistence on
hi storical inquiry. GCeneral anal ogies based on intuition or

| ogi cal argunent were insufficient; what was required was

evi dence of connections at sone point in tinme. For philol ogy
such historical links had to be established within conmon
granmati cal, syntactical, and phonetic categories which were
shared by rel ated | anguages but which were not applicable to such
alien traditions as Chinese and the "New Wrld Babel ."El ad

notions of "universal grammar” and "universal |anguage"” were,



noreover, irrelevant to the historical study of the famly trees
reconstructed by conparative philologists according to natural
but concrete "laws" of transformation.B Yet as Antoine Meill et
(one of Dunezil's teachers) admtted, conparisons do not yield
real |anguages, only word-changes and sone of its skel etal
features. Bl The rest was a matter of nyt h and conj ecture.

In historical studies conparativismfollowed a simlar path,
working within cultural traditions stemm ng from comon origins,
whi ch were |i kew se inaccessible except through conjecture. Thus
Marc Bl och, traced in a conparative way thaunmaturgic kingship in
France and England, while rejecting the possibility of finding
the origins of this nystical practice and noting that this was
t he busi ness of conparative ethnography.!I Bl och' s conparati vi st
wor k on feudal society, too, was cast--like that of Guizot before
him-within a common heritage of Ronman and Gernanic | aw and
interrel ated | anguages, and so in a conmon senmantic fieldEl A
simlar project was undertaken by Charles Petit-Dutaillis, who
conpared the "evol ution"” of the feudal nonarchies in France and
Engl and, concluded that their resenblances were due not to a
comon poi nt of departure but to the "atnosphere” in which they
grew and their common "nationali st aspirations."E:I A recent
review of the question of feudalismby Susan Reynol ds stil
concludes, "First there is a need for conparison."EI

Ni net eent h-century historiography in the genetic node, which
foll owed the | ead of biological and |inguistic science, projected

national cultures back to ancient and nedi eval origins and were

10



simlarly drawn to conparative studies. Thus "France" and
"Germany" both traced their traditions back to Charl emagne, and
beyond himto the barbarian tribes, the Germani, depicted by
Tacitus and other classical authors.®l The continuities ar gued
by both historians and | awyers were acconpani ed by fabricated
geneal ogi es and institutional parallels; and fromthe sixteenth
century conparisons were nade of kingship, assenblies of estates,
courts, and | egal systens--a scholarly and tradition continued
and drawn on by Quizot, Bloch, Petit-Dutaillis, and others.

A later contribution to this tradition is Antoni o Marongi u
conparative study of nedieval parlianentary assenblies, which
continues the evol utionary node of interpretation.E:I Mar ongi u
foll ows the devel opnent fromforerunners in early nedi eva
councils, ecclesiastical as well as lay, to mature parlianmentary
institutions. Like Quizot, he focuses on the principles of
representation, but expands his viewto include Italian and
German as well as French, English, and Spani sh exanpl es; and he
adds a glossary of terns to give substance to the parallels he
draws across national boundaries. Marongiu's conparisons went
far afield, including even a tenth-century Icelandic assenbly,
but he does not venture outside the traditions of western
Eur opean thought and practice. This is also the case with C. H
Ml | wai ne' s conparative study of "constitutionalism™ which
stretches back to ancient precedents, but which |ikew se remains
wi thin the term nol ogi cal framework of western tradition. &

This ol d-fashioned institutional history was superseded by

11



sel f-decl ared "new' econom c and social histories, which affected
to | ook beneath the surface of political and legal institutions
to underlying econonmi c forces and soci al structures.Bd These
approaches, inspired by nethods of the social sciences, have nade
the tasks of conparative history sinpler, but have al so reverted
in various ways to conjecture. |In any case the recent "cul tural
turn” in historical studies has tended to supplant such radical
and reductionist views and to restore some of the conplexity of

hi storical experience. But this nethodol ogical (and ideol ogical)

turn has again threatened the ground of conparative history.

3. General conparisons

Shoul d conparative history be inprisoned in this
evol utionary, usually Eurocentric paradign? In fact conparative
hi story has not been content with the limtations of a biological
nodel , and has advanced, or reverted, to | arger frameworks in
which historical ties are disregarded--and in which answers to
political, social, economc, and cultural questions are sought
beyond the specificity of |ocal experiences, contexts, and
traditions. The premise is that a juxtaposition of two or nore
such traditions, whether separated in time or in space, wll
provi de a sort of know edge which conventional narrative history
cannot reach. This is a noble dream and it has been dreaned by
t he nobl est of nodern historians, nost renmarkably, perhaps, by
Marc Bl och, who ventured to | ook, however briefly and

hypot heti cal | y, beyond Eurocentric horizons to |arger

12



connections, or anal ogies.

Bl och hel d open the possibility that the feudal nodel m ght
be extended beyond the western context, to Japan, for exanple,
and be seen as a "social type." "Have other nations passed
through [this feudal phase],"” Bloch asked; "and if so, under the
action of what, perhaps common, causes? This is a secret to be
reveal ed by future research. "B Bl och hi nsel f, despite the
i nfluence of Durkheim had doubts about such inflation of the
conparative nethod, referring to the fashion of setting down
parallel colums in the history of Asia and Europe. "But this
procedure does not do nmuch to solve the problens of nutua

i nfluence,” he continued, "which are of paranount inportance."EH
In fact conparativist studies had to proceed not on further
enpirical research but rather on theoretical--conjectural--
grounds. The problemis that for historians there exists no
common ground for gl obal conparisons beyond the conceptual (and
parochi al) ones supplied by scholars and their term nol ogies; for
the history and mythol ogy of feudal society and | aw between the
Mer ovi ngi ans and the French Revolution is indeed peculiar to
Europe, and especially to the Franco-Germani ¢ heart of Europe,
whose | awyers created the term nol ogy of the fief-and-vassal
institutional conplex and argued--as historians still are stil
argui ng--about its historical provenance (Gernman or Ronman or
bot h?), and not about its status as a "social type."

Narrowy enpirical and genetic concerns have been inadequate

for a human science; and in the later nineteenth century

13



conparativist studies returned to the universalist ideals of the

Enlightennent. This was the agenda, inplicitly, of the new

sci ences of anthropol ogy and sociology in the twentieth century.
Ant hopol ogi sts have enpl oyed the concept of culture as a

sort of universal solvent for custons, social behavior, and

religious practice across the whole range of humanity. One

of fspring has been G P. Miurdoch's fanmpus "Hunan Rel ati ons Area

Files," a sort of Laplacean denon of anthropol ogy which seens at
cross purposes with history. Yet sonme of them have been aware of
t he dangers of indiscrimnate conparisons, as in with Franz
Boas's paper of 1986 on "The Limtations of the Conparative
Met hod of Ant hropol ogy,” which criticized the quest for universal
evol utionary laws, and including Ruth Benedict's configurational
views of culture, which stressed differences of contexts and the
need to restrict conparisons to historically, ethnographically,
and geographically rel ated soci eti es. B4

Soci ol ogi sts have been less cautious is their attachnment to
conparati ve nethods. The great nanes of conparativismare stil
Em | e Durkhei m and Max Weber, whose visions, transcendi ng even

world history, aspired to a universal science of hunanity.EH

Dur khei mwanted to reach beyond particular events--1'histoire

eveénenentielle, it would |ater be called, sem-pejoratively--to

col l ective patterns and processes; and his conceptualizations
were of great significance to Bloch and other historians of the
Annal es school. Durkheim s sociological nethod was a vari ant of

positivism based on the collection and classification of facts,

14



whi ch were de- (or re-) contextualized around particul ar soci al
abstractions, starting with community and "Society"” itself, its
structures and its discontents; and conparative history,
especially in France, inherited these generalizing inclinations.
In general sociology inits classic French formclung to
rationalist, universalist, and systemati zing ideals, devising
social categories largely enptied of cultural specificity, "local
know edge, " and historical sense--and did this in the nanme of

scientific "explanation,” which historical inquiry was often

unabl e to acconplish. "Wen one has traced ideas to other ideas
and shown so-called intellectual "influence," asked Francois
Simand, "In truth what has one explained’?"E:I

Weber took a nore critical view of sociol ogical nethod and
of conparatiuist study, rejecting the notion of general |aws and
Durkheimi's functionalist and nmechani cal idea of causation and
turning to interpretive nethods to establish historical and
social nmeaning. Yet while aware of differences and causal
di versity, he, too, depended on netahistorical categories, such
as the "ideal type" and the intellectual class of "honoratiores”;
and he di stinguished sociology fromhistory in that it treated
not just inportant actions (for history and hunman "destiny") but
types of action (for social theory). Wber was enough of a
pluralist to acknow edge different rationalisnms, but he stil
depended on a sort of factor analysis that could be applied
meani ngful Iy across societies and cultures; and history remai ned

an auxiliary to a higher science carrying on its systematic

15



conparativist projects in a |language far above the "data."

4. Conparative History

So where does "conparative history" stand in the m dst of
this Babel of conparisons, this bedlam of conparativisns? In the
past generation or two the study of conparative history has cone
under fire, it seens to nme, at least indirectly, precisely
because of reliance on these antiquated, conjectural credentials.

A d-fashi oned or even up-dated Durkhei m an and Wberi an
sociology and their offspring contain a nunber of assunptions
that are not easily reconcilable with some of the newer
tendencies in the human sciences. | refer not to unreflective
positivismwhich is distrustful of theory of any sort but rather
to what has been called "interpretive social science" and the
fundanment al inportance of "l ocal know edge"” which have cast doubt
on the universal categories on which social science has
traditionally relied. & Interpretation rather than explanation
her meneuti cs rather than anal ysis, has been the notto of this
school; and its views have been reinforced by postnoderni st
attitudes that are even nore skeptical about rational and
uni versal "grounds for conparison.”

Conparativismindeed has a place in the human sci ences, but
only on the basis of netahistorical categories and term nol ogies,
explicit or inplicit, which define such disciplines as political
sci ence, econonics, sociology, and ant hropol ogy--each of which,

to be effective, nust take a reductionist view of hunan behavi or.
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What ever the theoretical divisions may be, political thought is
bound to the public sphere and normally the state, economcs to
the market, sociology to nore or |ess abstract ideas of society,
and ant hropol ogy to ideas of "culture" translatable from context
to context. Differences, which are the essence of historical
inquiry, are avoided or margi nalized, overshadowed by theoretical
constructs, which may be the foundations of human science but
whi ch are the scholastic fictions of historical inquiry.

Here are the words of an author of one of at |east three
books witten on "post-noderni smand the social sciences" in the
past three years. Pauline Marie Rosenau wites,

The very act of conparing, in an effort to uncover

simlarities and differences is a neaningless activity

because post-nodern epi stenology holds it inpossible to
define adequately the elenents to be contrasted or

i kened.

The belief, or at |least the suspicion, is that cultures are

i ncommensur abl e and are not situated, for parochial scholars (as
we all nmust be in our experiences and training), in a semantic
field in which neaning, at |east historical neaning, can be

est abl i shed.

| should add that, following the line of the new
ant hr opol ogy, recent historical or ethnographic studies of the
exotic, the marvelous, and the "Qther"” (originally a theol ogical
conception, | believe) have reinforced this skeptical distrust of

easy historical conparisons. Such investigations, especially if
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we listen to scholars trained in literary and linguistic fields,
"l eads to the radical questioning of the foundations of Wstern
t hought,” as one historian of wonen and wonen's literature has
witten B And this specifically applies to conparative history,
whi ch has been constructed in a conspicuously Western node,

whet her col oni ali st or postcolonialist and which consistently (as
this scholar adds) has, in the interests of its own enpowernent,
tried to deny the "otherness of the Oher." Wat Mchel de
Certeau calls "heterology"” is projected beyond the "barbarian

ot her" w tnessed by Herodotus to countless foreign, alien,
out | andi sh groups, sone still to be found, |ying beyond "our"

cul tural horizons.l‘zI

5. Beyond Conpari son

These remarks on the question of alterity, or heterol ogy,
are offered not as a counsel of despair but to suggest the sort
of criticismthat conparativismnust confront in order to avoid
the disciplinary ghettoizing which so many historical specialties
have experienced. It is understandable that many conparativists
woul d prefer to carry on their practices without reflecting on
epi st enol ogi cal or net hodol ogi cal problens; but claimng a
hi storical base, direction, and goal to these practices carries
sonme obligation to consider such questions.

G ounds for conparison in history cannot be limted to
naturalistic foundations, that is, the | owest commobn denom nators

defined by physical, biological, nedical, or genetic factors.
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Nor can they be mapped nerely by famliar categories of political
sci ence, econonics, sociology, or even anthropology in their

cl assic western forns--updated versions of the "conjectural

hi story" of the Enlightennment. Historical conparisons need

al ways to include, and to accentuate, differences over common
features. The past is indeed (to repeat what has becone a
cliché) "a foreign country,”™ and historians are not tourists
seeking fam |iar shoppi ng experiences or confirmation of their
preconceptions; they are explorers | ooking for difference and the
strange, often incomrensurable, ways, of others. dassically,

hi story was the "m stress of |life" and still is--not, however, in
t he nai ve and vul gar sense of teaching direct |essons for

predi ction and policy-making but rather as a way of opening
intellectual horizons to the unprecedented and the unexpect ed,

whi ch subvert established categories and provoke questions beyond
the conventions of (in Kuhn's term "normal"™ human science.

This may seemto go against the grain of western science and
phi | osophy. As Hegel declared, "The course of history does not
show us the Becomi ng of things foreign us but the Becom ng of
oursel ves and of our knowledge."m But whatever "History" may
have been for the "W" and the "Qursel ves" of Hegel's fornula,
hi storical practice cannot be so confident and ego- or ethno-
centric. Sonetines the herneneutical circle cannot be conpl eted.

bjecting to the explanatory efforts of Frazer's Gol den Bough,

Wttgenstein once remarked, "Here one can only describe and say:

this is what human life is |ike. "E

19



"Hi story" began as inquiry and indeed, in the practice of
Her odotus, inplicitly conparative inquiry--"barbarisnt
constituting for himthe O her of his ethnographic discussions--
and after two and a half mllennia it retains this heuristic
function, drawi ng perhaps on other conceptual traditions of
phi | osophy and the human sciences, but tied still to observation
and testinmony which shape questions as well as answers.

Here again we may take a |l eaf fromthe book of anthropol ogy.

In some ways these extrenes are simlar to the polarity or

par adox experienced and described by C aude Levi-Strauss in

Tristes Tropiques, which is the condition of inpenetrable

strangeness reflected in a foreign culture at first contact as
contrasted with the famliarity gai ned by prol onged study of the
strange custons and Ianguage.HH Such bridges can often be built
bet ween the strange and the famliar, between the present and the
past, between the "I" and the "Thou," but how does one | ead

ot hers across these bridges or indeed return oneself? And what
about the natives described--are they the strange inhabitants or
ant hr opol ogi zed puppet s-- Pi nocchi os who, which, cannot quite be
trusted? The only passage across these bridges, it seenms to ne,
is by way of some sort of historical or anthropological |icense
or leap of faith, by creative anal ogy or anachronism by
interpretation and translation, or paraphrase, in which sonething
nmust always be lost; and it is wise to recognize the limts of
this version of the hermeneutical circle.

Conparative history, if it nust be called that, should be
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carried on sonewhere between these poles of skepticism and
credulity, between the alien famliarities joined by a bridge of
critical scholarship. This is not to say that such paradoxes
will not be pursued with good will, insight, and even interesting
results for some purposes, but it is to suggest that they occupy
an inter-disciplinary area whi ch demands standards and net hods
beyond the confines of the discipline of history and that a
certain leap of faith in required to find a suitable groundi ng
where relativities can be overcone or evaded. Conparative

hi story takes us beyond what Le Roy Ladurie calls the territory
of the historian."

Beyond these very general considerations let ne offer a few
exanples to illustrate the criticisnms which | am suggesting and
to provi de sonme concrete grounds for conparativist discussion
here. Among conparativist historians operating in ny general
area of study two striking exanpl es have been Fernand Braudel and
Wlliam MNeill, although it is difficult, here and el sewhere, to
di stingui sh conparative history fromglobal (world, universal)
hi story. Both Braudel and MNeill nake w de-ranging conparative
j udgnments, but these are made mainly on universal grounds, such
as climte, geography, biological regines, group behavior, and
ot her contexts that may be regarded as natural --or else nmaterial
civilization and world econom c or proto-capitalist market
systens that are tied to the nost rudinmentary (and i ndeed pre-
hi storical) level of culture--"erst komt das Essen.” \Wat they

offer is some sort of universal solvent in which quantifiable
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data can be dissolved uniformy and so subjected to general
judgments. But strictly historical questions often remain, as in
t he essential denographic equival ence whi ch Braudel sees between
Chi na and Europe--and yet which nust be explained by quite
different factors. Does this sort of factor-analysis really

of fer grounds for "conparative history"?

Anot her exanple closer to the sort of history | am obliged
to practice these days is the "conparative history of ideas,” to
invoke the title of the masterly work of Prof. Hajine Nakanura--
following in a way the | ead of Degérando but with truly gl obal
horizons. B Here again it seens necessary to seek a comon
denom nator to accommodate the range and variety of ideas and
beliefs of civilizations east and west; and this Nakanmura finds
in what he calls the "core problens” of philosophy, such as the
nature of the gods, or of God, the nature of the absolute, the
search for first principles (water, space, wind, fire, etc.), for
the self, for epistenological and ethical foundations. 1In this
sense phil osophy, mythol ogy, and religion all overlap, and
Nakanmura finds the distinction between phil osophy and religion as
western prem se that undercuts conparative study. | find it
interesting that the theol ogi co-phil osophical franmework in which
Nakamura operates requires just that idea of a primtive w sdom
fromwhi ch scholarly historians of philosophy (western phil osophy
anyway) have struggled for generations to extricate thensel ves.
One step forward in conparativist ternms, sonme critics m ght

conclude, is two steps backwards in historical terns.
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One final exanple of fruitful conparative historical inquiry
still going on conmes fromthe history of science, which took a
conparative turn, especially in the fanous work of Joseph
Needham - al t hough in fact early nodern scholars had | ong before
| ai d the groundwork for such studies. 1In his work Needham went
beyond the crude conparativist prem ses of classical sociology;
but as Toby Huff wites in his study of early nodern science in
I slam China, and the West, the conparativist project of Needham
has been pursued beyond his eclectic (and Marxoid) efforts to
explain differences in ternms of what used to be called the
external history of science--that is facilitating and inhibiting
geographi cal, econom c, social, and political factors, though
excluding for the nost part religion and cul ture. B

As for the internal history, it nust be said that task has
been nade easier by the fact that nodern science, the hard
sciences at |east, has achieved a universal |anguage, which
Galileo famously called "the | anguage of mathematics [whose
characters are] triangles, circles, and other geonetric figures
wi thout which it is humanly inpossible to understand a word of
it." The interpretation of Nature, the nost cryptic book open to
human i nquiry, the greatest and nost inpenetrable O her of all,
requires such a netal anguage for conmunication--as in a sense
does any conparative undert aki ng.

In general, it seens to ne, conparative history--that is,
conparative studies that depend on history--cannot pretend to

anything like the grand narratives of ol d-fashioned universal
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hi story or specul ati ons about capital E-Enlightennment or capital
C Culture. Rather it should concern itself with issues which

are arguably comon--i. e., "natural," as scholars used to say--
to various cultures, such as gender, famly, succession, rites of
birth and death, suicide, trade, technol ogy, property, slavery,
racism inperialism revolution, science, and technol ogy; and it
shoul d be aware not only of the conceptual limtations of a
conparative |ine of questioning but also of the inescapably

unhi storical and interpretive character of its answers. Too many
uncl assifiable factors escape the net of conparativism This
means that conparative inquiries nust be interdisciplinary in
approach and to that extent nust transcend the conventi onal

nmet hods of history. The practice and theory of what is called
conparative history shoulld include the findings and the neta-

hi storical prem ses of other human sciences, including sociology,
political science, perhaps philosophy, and especially

ant hropol ogy; and in seeking a tenable grounding it nust go
beyond the "territory of the historian.”

Now, toward such metahistorical and synthetic projects | am
at | east selectively favorable, but | prefer not to confuse them
with historical inquiry and criticismas such. To anyone who has
| arger aspirations, | apologize for the apparently negative drift
of these remarks; but | speak only as a skeptical and, despite
flirtations with other disciplines, basically unconparative
historian. By itself history has always been better at posing

guestions than at finding answers, and | hope these questions may
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be useful in finding acceptabl e grounds for conpari son.
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