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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Comparative History and Its Critics
A Genealogy and a Possible Solution

(GEORGE STEINMETZ

Discussions of comparison in the human and social sciences are highly polarized between
defenders and critics. Some critics reject comparison altogether, while others foreground
interconnections, crossings, transfers, and transnational entanglements. German histori-
ans Hartmut Kaelble, Jiirgen Kocka, and others have argued that the comparative and
entangled approaches to historiography are not mutually exclusive.! Historian Michael
Geyer argues that there is a new “consensus” among historians around the transnational
approach.” The rejection of comparativism is sharply phrased in the title of the book
De ln comparaison a Phistoive croisée (From Comparison to Crossed History), by Michael
Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann.? The specific debate between comparative and
entangled history has mainly involved German and French modern historians.* But
similar epistemological concerns have emerged among world historians,® historians of
modern Eurasia,® and in many other disciplines. In the field of comparative literature,
classic comparativism has been opposed by “entangled” approaches and criticisms of
comparison per se.” The US sociology field is structured by an overall polarization between
qualitative and quantitative researchers, and the qualitative mozety is further divided
between those who advocate traditional comparativism and those who defend singular
case studies.® Comparativism is so hegemonic over qualitative researchers in political
science in the United States that some have spoken of the discipline’s “comparative
imperative.”” The epistemological upsurge in political science that started around 2000 -
the so-called Glasnost—-Perestroika movement — was unable to challenge the pattern of
corralling qualitative researchers into using the version of the comparative method that
has been so decisively criticized.!® Of course, the willingness to question comparison var-
ies across the social science disciplines. Cultural anthropologists, for example, rejected
standard versions of comparison even earlier and more decisively than historians."!

My aim in this chapter is, first, to historicize the main positions on comparison as
they have emerged over the longue durée of intellectual history. The first section reviews
the evolution of comparative historiography from its origins in the ancient world to the
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COMPARATIVE HISTORY AND ITS CRITICS: A GENEALOGY AND A SOLUTION 413

present. As Kaelble has noted, contemporary forms of historical comparison primarily
involve comparisons among states. But the basic structure of macro-comparativism,
I will argue, goes back to the Greek polis and involved cross-polis comparisons as well
as contrasts with the “barbarian” outside.

In addition to tracing the rise of different forms of comparative history, T will also
historicize the criticisms of comparison. The second section of the chapter surveys the
development of the most influential anti-comparative approach, nineteenth-century
German historicism, as well a set of entangled historical approaches focused on transna-
tional diffusion and imitation, blowback from overseas colonies, and the critique of the
“logic of seriality.”!?

The third section addresses the solution to the debate between historicists and anti-
historicists that emerged around 1900 in the work of German philosophers like Heinrich
Rickert and social scientists such as Max Weber. This position, which I call neo-histori-
cism, preserved the integrity of the unique historical event while also allowing it to be
explained, compared, and mobilized for certain forms of generalization. This formulation
yields a rich set of resources for current disputes between comparativists and their critics.

There is a puzzle in intellectual history, however: this neo-historicist formulation and
even the positions it was arguing against were largely forgotten after the 1930s. Such
amnesia was not due to some decisive intellectual battle being won against neo-histori-
cism. The fourth section sketches some of the likely causes of this scientific amnesia and
their relevance for the discussion of comparison. After World War I1, a recharged positiv-
ism in the social sciences in the United States and the American-dominated world
(including West Germany) largely erased the memory of neo-historicism. The frame-
work that came to dominate the social sciences included clear guidelines about the forms
that historical and qualitative social research should take, and this included a narrowly
defined version of comparison.

Historians eventually started to extricate themselves from this epistemological for-
mation and many distanced themselves from social science as well as comparativism.
Some current critiques of comparison that seem superficial and misplaced to compara-
tivists actually seem to be targeting an outdated form of comparativism, one that was
promoted during the postwar era of positivist hegemony. There is a legitimate rejection
of comparisons that reify cases, exaggerate differences or similarities, tend toward static
rather than diachronic analysis, and seek general laws of human behavior.!®* The new
approaches to world history that have emerged since the 1980s emphasize entangle-
ment rather than comparison.'* Poststructuralism reinforced the criticisms of compari-
son, focusing on uniqueness and incommensurability; postcolonial theory emphasized
connections and transfers.

The last two sections of the chapter develop a response to these criticisms. With
respect to the incommensurabilist critique, I will argue (like Weber and other neo-
historicists in the first decades of the twentieth century) that we can preserve the idea of
unique or unprecedented events without relinquishing the ambition of explaining such
events. Rather than relying on Rickert and Weber, however, I will base this argument in
the present-day “critical realist” philosophy of science. This approach sidesteps the issue
of whether comparisons should involve societies that are already entangled with one
another or societies that are quite unconnected. The tertium comparationis or dimension
being compared would not necessarily be defined at the level of empirical events, which
are indeed often unique and in some respects incommensurable, but at the level of the
underlying causal mechanisms that interact in changing, contingent conjunctures to
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produce unique events. It is these causal mechanisms that maintain some constancy over
time (though not necessarily across all time or all of social-historical time), and that
constitute the fundamental objects of social theory.

With respect to the second, transnationalist line of critique, I will argue in Section VI
that connections or transfers should be theorized as causes and should also be compared.
Of course, critical realism (like other contemporary social ontologies) assumes that social
life is inherently relational and embedded in transfers, entanglements, networks, and
connections. The transnational argument only makes a novel point when it is framed as
a critique of “methodological nationalism” — the idea that significant social practices,
patterns, and processes take place within the borders of a given polis or nation-state, or
more broadly that “societies” are coextensive with states. In order to make a more dis-
tinctive contribution, the transnational perspective would need to specify different types
of borders, different kinds of cross-border flows, and different kinds of hindrances and
barriers to the circulation across borders. We need to theorize closure and barriers to
circulation along with transfers and flows.

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social fields and social spaces, extended beyond the scale
of the nation-state, provides a framework for making sense of the variable success of
transfers, the dialectics of entanglement and closure. I will conclude with a brief example
comparing a failed and a successful intellectual transfer, involving émigré sociologists
from Germany and Austria in the United States and the UK after 1933.

I. The Evolution of Comparative Historiography:
An Imperial Genealogy

Comparisons ave indispensable in the social sciences.
(Maurice Duverger)"®

Historian Nancy Green has observed that “the comparative method is rarely used by
historians.”!¢ Historian George Frederickson noted that, unlike other subfields in his-
tory, comparison “does not possess a self-conscious community of inquirers who are
aware of each other’s work and build on it.”"7 In order to evaluate comparative history
one therefore faces the initial problem of constructing its historical lincage.

Some comparativists allude to a genealogy reaching back to the ancient world.'® A
comparative historical orientation was already present in Homer’s Odyssey, in which
Odysseus travels the seas wondering “whether he will encounter people who are ‘vio-
lent savages without justice, or hospitable beings who fear the gods’.”!? Odysseus’
native Ithaca is the standard against which foreign cultures are evaluated. Herodotus
used the figure of comparison extensively as “a net” thrown into “the waters of other-
ness” in order to “bring what is ‘other’ into proximity with what is the ‘same’.” He
used the words “comparable” and “like” (kataper) in establishing “resemblances and
differences between the Greek and foreign nomoi?® Aristotle and the Greeks divided
humankind into Greeks and barbarians — the most basic contrast. Especially important
for the history of comparison is the fact that Aristotle collected 158 constitutions
from Greek city-states, allowing him to compare political forms empirically.*’ Many
Roman historians structured their accounts comparatively. Polybius asked: “Why did
virtually the whole of the inhabited world pass under the authority of Rome, in fifty-
three years?” His answer followed Aristotle in emphasizing “the form of the state’s

constitution.”??

-
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As Burope began its relentless waves of modern imperial expansion starting in the
fifteenth century, the ancient frameworks of civilization and barbarism were reworked
into a massive comparative edifice. America, East Asia, Africa, and the Near East and
their cultures, religions, and peoples provided the foil for the European comparative
imagination. These filiations between comparison and colonialism and racism have made
it impossible to conduct cross-national or cross-civilizational research without conduct-
ing an initial genealogy of comparativism itself.??

Five crucial framings of the Other emerged over the centuries of comparative think-
ing, and they furnish this imperial genealogy with its overall structure. The first classified
the non-European Other as an earlier version of the self. Counter-Reformation intellec-
tuals used a series of comparative contrasts with Europeans to defend wars against
American Indians. Sepilveda compared Indians to children, women, and apes.?* This
discourse set the pattern for modern imperial comparativism, which, as Johannes Fabian
argued, was based on defining the colonized as an earlier historical version of one’s own
society — denying their coevalness or contemporaneity.?®

A second framework that emerged from the Spanish colonial context reversed these
signs, defining the Other as superior. Bartolomé de las Casas accepted the comparative
framework, but insisted on the moral and cultural superiority of the Indians. Michel de
Montaigne continued in a similar vein, praising “cannibals” as more civilized than
Europeans.?® Early European missionaries and travelers in China often described China
as vastly superior to Europe (although the other framing devices became increasingly
prevalent after the mid-eighteenth century).?”

A third possible comparative stance, also already present in las Casas’ discourse, sought
to erase cultural difference. All of mankind was identical and equal. Missionary and colonial
programs of assimilating the colonized were oriented toward this same end state, identity
of self and other.

A fourth comparativist approach that was used by generations of colonizers, starting
with ancient distinctions between civilization and barbarism 2 defined the colonized as
essentially inferior to the colonizer, due to “race,” culture, climate, and so forth. By the
middle of the nineteenth century, anthropologists and anatomists had erected a pseudo-
science of comparative skull measurements, which they associated with mental and cultural
hierarchies.?

A final comparative posture that emerged in European imperial theaters was cultural
relativism. Here cultural difference was acknowledged but was not morally coded in a
positive or negative direction. This position foreshadows nineteenth- and twentieth-
century historicism and current incommensurabilist critiques of comparativism. This
stance was evident in the 1719 account of the Cape of Good Hope by Peter Kolb, which
rejects the idea of a common moral measure.3® Cultural relativism was formalized at the
end of the nineteenth century by Franz Boas and it became axiomatic for US cultural
anthropologists in the twentieth century.®! _

World religions represented one of the main axes along which comparisons have been
organized, starting with Christian proto-Orientalists and continuing through to Samuel
Huntington’s Clash of Civilisations.?® In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
comparative works were often constructed around religious contrasts, including
Montesquien’s Spirit of Laws [1748], Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte dey
Menscheit [1785], and Hegel’s lectures on the philosophy of religion. The comparative
history of religions was consolidated as a university discipline in the nineteenth century
by Indologist Max Miiller.® Max Weber wrote comparatively on the “world religions,”
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and his tertinm comparationis was an array of qualitative dimensions of religion such as
" “this-worldliness” versus “other-worldliness.” The first step in this massive comparative
project was The Protestant Ethic and the Spivit of Capitalism (1904-1905).%

European understandings of comparison were shaped by the religious confronta-
tions between Christianity and Islam during the Middle Ages, between Europe and the
Ottoman Empire in the Early Modern period, and between Protestantism and Catholicism
from the Reformation onward. The institutions and beliefs of Islam were described by
“pilgrims and travelers to the Holy Land,” crusaders, scholarly Arabists, former captives
of the Turks, and Christian polemicists. Analyses by religious specialists took the form of
the “comparative study and critique of Islamic theological doctrines” via contrasts
between the Bible and the Koran and by using Koranic passages as evidence against Islam
itself. A number of European authors equated the Ottoman Turks with the “horrible
beast” of the Apocalypse.* Other Europeans praised Turkish religious tolerance. Luther
broadened the comparative canvas to encompass the Catholic Church and described the
Turkish onslaught as God’s punishment for Christian moral depravity.*

The examples discussed so far have involved comparisons between a European self
and non-European other, but comparisons were also staged among European nations.
Hundreds of studies were published in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries compar-
ing Britain and France, during the two nations’ prolonged contest for hegemony.*”
Another standard genre, represented most famously by Chateaubriand and Tocqueville,
but also practiced by Ratzel and Weber, was the comparison between Europe and the
United States.®® This genre did not escape from the imperial context, of course, since the
United States was a product of European imperialism and remains a foremost example of
settler colonialism.

The comparative method received a very influential formalization in 1850 with John
Stuart Mill’s method of difference and agreement.* In line with the imperial genealogy
I have been presenting so far, it is noteworthy that Mill was a “loyal employee of the East
India Company for roughly half his life,” working at India House from 1836 to 1856.4!
His views on issues ranging from the “household affairs of princely states” to “ancient
customs and practices” were part of East India Company policymaking discussions.*?
The famous theorist of liberty thought that England should grant home rule to settlers

“of European race” and “her own blood” but that “the peoples of Asia and Africa . . .
were barbarous and uncivilized and could not govern themselves” and must be governed

by English “benevolent despotism.”*

II. Connected History and the Historicist Critique of Comparison

To Genervalize is to be an Idiot.

To Particularize is the Alone Distinction of Mevit.
(William Blake)**

Among contemporary historians, the comparative approach is often understood as
involving “explicit and systematic comparisons of two or more historical societies, so as
to explore commonalities and differences as well as processes of differentiation and/or
convergence.”® Marc Bloch’s foundational essay on the topic presented two distinct
approaches, one comparing two societies separated in time and/or space (“/a comparai-
son & distance”), the other comparing contemporary and neighboring societies that had
“continuously influenced each other” (“la comparaison au plus proche”).*
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Historians’ critiques of comparison have also taken two main forms. The first follows
Bloch’s second approach and rejects explanations of societies’ development that are
entirely endogenous, emphasizing transnational or transcultural connections, flows, and
transfers, and the porousness of national boundaries. The second rejects both of the
options presented by Bloch, insisting on the irreducible singularity and incommensura-
bility of a culture, language, polity, or historical event. What I will show in this section is
that the key ideas underlying discussions of entangled and “ideographic” history were
already articulated before World War II. Indeed, this genealogy begins with Greek histo-
riography, moving from there to discussions of diffusion, imitation, transfer, and imperial
boomerangs and cultural entanglements since the 18th century.

Herodotus’ explicit comparativism contrasted with the work of writers like Thucydides
and Pausanias, who wrote only about “the world of the Greeks. ”* Greek historiography
centered on the polis recalled “methodological nationalism” — the approach that equates
societies with nation-states.*® The notion of “entangled history” also appeared in the
ancient world. According to Francois Hartog, Polybius spoke of the “interlacing”
(sumploké) of events. After the Second Punic War, Polybius argued that history “now
resembled a great ‘organic whole’,” and insisted that “the affairs of Italy have been
interlinked with those of Greece and Asia.”®

The idea of cultural diffusion, which emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, was a direct forerunner of current approaches to connected history. European
accounts of the settlement of the Polynesian islands often focused on the process of
cultural diffusion.® British anthropologist Edward B. Tylor was best known as an evo-
lutionist, but in response to an objection by Francis Galton, Tylor developed “the notion
of diffusion as a means of explaining the appearance of similar culture elements in differ-
ent groups and of understanding the progressive alteration of elements within the same
group.”s!

The most influential German geographer in the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
Friedrich Ratzel, developed a diffusion model, conceiving “cultural development as the
product of exchange, imitation or conquest, rather than that of independent evolu-
- tion.”®* Ratzel undermined the cross-national comparative approach by calling into
question the stability of the systems of national borders on which “methodological
nationalism” is predicated. The political border, Ratzel argued, was a dynamic “periph-
eral organ.”s?

A further step in the history of the idea of global diffusion is the Kultuvkreisichre, or
theory of cultural regions, a resolutely historical approach that emerged in German and
Austrian ethnology and that was focused on connections. Strongly influenced by German
historicism, this school claimed “to have identified cultural complexes so unique that
they must have diffused and have traceable histories.”"* With the exception of Leo
Frobenius, this school is largely forgotten today:. ‘

The late nineteenth century also saw the rise of theories of social zmitation. These
approaches sometimes took the form of theories of mass society and social conta-
gion.* Gabriel Tarde’s theory of imitation was linked to his attack on methodological
nationalism.*® Tarde argued against equating the territorial space of society with the
nation-state, in light of the “obvious ... denationalization and socialization which is
taking place to-day among millions of men,” producing “multiple uniformities” on a
global scale.?”

Critics argue that the ideas of imitation, mimesis, and diffusion ignore dynamics of
active appropriation and indigenization of global culture,® but this is not true of some
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twentieth-century anthropological schools.® Colonial ethnologists began to focus on
processes of “acculturation,” mixing, and hybridity, starting with anthropologist
Maurice Leenhardt’s interpretation of the messianic “Ethiopian” church movement in
southern Africa.% In his later work on New Caledonia, Leenhardt argued that the
French colony had become a syncretic society in which transculturation ran in both
directions between the Europeans and Melanesians in a “game of cultural transfers”
(“jen des transferts”).5* Jacques Soustelle argued in 1937 that the Mexican Otomi
Indians were forging a “Hispano-Indian and Christian-pagan syncretism” by incorpo-
rating “their old beliefs . . . into a new body of faith and ritual.”** René Maunier
detected cultural imitation and mixing (“mixité”) in both directions, between the col-
onized and their European conquerors.$® Melville Herskovits argued that the mixing of
European and African traditions was a “fundamental . . . mechanism in the accultura-
tive process undergone by New World Negroes.”%* Herskovits replaced syncretism with
reinterpretation, defined as “cultural borrowing” that permits “a people to retain the

inner meanings of traditionally sanctioned modes of behavior while adopting new outer

institutional forms.”%

The idea of connected history was also present in nineteenth-century theories of
global imperial entanglement. Karl Marx had already envisioned a kind of imperial boo-
merang in 1853 in which the Taiping rebellion in China would spark “the next uprising
of the people of Europe.”® The second half of Hobson’s Imperialism (1902) laid the
groundwork foreshadowing recent discussions by Fanon and postcolonial theory of
reciprocal influences between colonies and metropoles.”

We have seen in this section that the two main lines of critique of comparativism have
long historical lineages. Before returning to the present-day debate I want to discuss
three additional components of the intellectual background: classic German historicism,
the neo-historicism of the first half of the twentieth century, and the neo-positivism that

dominated postwar American social science.

III. Historicism, Neo-Historicism and the False Dichotomy
between Nomothetic and Idiographic Sciences

German historicism (Historismus, sometimes translated as Historism) grew out of
Romanticism, hermeneutics, and philology, and the revolt of the historical school
(Savigny) against traditions of natural law. Historians Ranke and Droysen insisted on the
irreducible singularity of national history and argued against modeling history on the
natural sciences. Historicism gave rise to German historical economics and the Kulturkreis
school of ethnology discussed above. The historicists’ objection to comparative
generalization was codified by philosophers Dilthey and Windelband. Historicism was
understood as designating “the commitment to understand the past in its own terms,”
which required that the historian use Droysen’s method of Verstehen or understanding.®®
Historical events could only be understood but not explained, Droysen argued, follow-
ing discussions in theology and philology. This historicism had a moral as well as an

epistemic basis:

Historical investigation does not propose to explain, in the sense of deriving . . . phenomena
from laws . . .. Were the life of History only a reproduction of what is permanently identical
with itself, it would be void of freedom and responsibility, without moral character, and only

of an organic nature.*
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Droysen attacked Buckle’s History of Civilization in England for attempting “to raise
History to a science by showing how to demonstrate historical facts out of general
laws.””% Dilthey codified the differences between the natural and human-interpretive sci-
ences ( Geisteswissenschaften), including history. Windelband coined the terms nomothetic
and idiggraphic to describe this difference. Leipzig historian Karl Lamprecht tried to lead
a fronde against historicism, but the German historical profession largely repudiated him
“as a dilettante and a ‘positivist’.”7!

This “classical” version of historicism continued to evolve between the turn of the
century and the 1930s.”2 Philosophers elaborated a #ew version of historicism that
combined the idea of historical events as unique or unprecedented with the possibil-
ity of explanation and theory. This position eviscerated Windelband’s distinction
between ideographic and nomothetic sciences without falling back into the positivist
idea of history as a natural science. The Geisteswissenschaften (human sciences)
remained unique and distinct from the Nasurwissenschaften (natural sciences), even
if the former could now also be explanatory. The key thinker for this breakthrough
was Heinrich Rickert, Windelband’s student (and Heidegger’s Doktorvater). In Die
Grenzen der natuvwissenschafilichen Begriffsbildung; eine logische Einleitunyg in die
historischen Wissenschaften (translated as The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural
Scsence), Rickert argued that it is possible to reconcile generalization and particular-
ity. Specifically, one can maintain the idea of the uniqueness of historical events and
entities, while treating these “historical individuals” scientifically, using concepts and
theories.” :

The implications of Rickert’s position for the social sciences were explored by
Max Weber in his methodological essays and Economy and Society. Weber argued
that researchers should combine an interpretive interpretation of historically unique
events and meanings with an explanatory account of these singular objects.”
Weber’s comparative study of the world religions can be criticized for its acceptance
of European stereotypes about non-Western cultures.” At another level, however,
this study combines a strong sense of historical umiqueness— each religion is irreduc-
ibly singular — with an effort to explain singular religious histories in terms of dif-
fering configurations of causal factors.” By 1924 the rising star in German sociology, -
Karl Mannheim, could claim that “Historicism” had become the lodestar of “all of
the cultural sciences.” According to Mannheim, every social reality should be
treated as the unique product of a historically contingent cluster or “configuration”
of determining factors.” I call this solution to the debate between classical historicism
and positivism “neo-historicism,” although commentators often refer to this simply as
historicism.”®

Neo-historicism was pervasive in the German Geisteswissenschaften until the mid-
twentieth century. Whatever their political and theoretical differences, neo-historicism
united the thinking of exiled German scholars like Paul Honigsheim, “inner exiles” like
Alfred Weber, and intellectuals who continued to hold academic positions in Nazi
Germany such as Friedrich Meinecke, whose Origins of Historicism was published in
1936. Historicism, Meinecke wrote, involves:

the substitution of a process of individualizing observation for a generalising view of human
forces in history. But this does not mean that the historical method excludes altogether any
attempt to find general laws and types in human life. It has to make use of this approach and
blend it with a feeling for the individual.”
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Ernst Troeltsch, in his 1922 book on Historicism and its Problems, contrasted
German historicism with “Anglo-French positivism,” which modeled itself on the
natural sciences, emphasizing general laws, predictions, and the idea of “progress.”®
By contrast, German historicism opposed “the abstractness of the general law” and
instead “followed the Romantic concept of individuality,” focusing on the “unique-
ness, non-repetition, and peculiarity of historical objects, be they concerned with an
epoch, a cultural tendency, a state, a nation, mass conditions, tendencies of classes, or
a single person.” Positivists considered this “German theory of the abundance of
national individualities and of the relative peculiarity of each single one inside of it”

to be a form of “inhumane intellectual aristocracy and anarchism” or “primitive ...

barbarism.”%!

Carl Schmitt is one German neo-historicist whose ideas have had a lasting and inter-
national resonance, despite (and sometimes because of) his involvement with Nazism.
Schmitt’s decisionist legal and political philosophy represents a radicalization of the his-
toricist commitment to the idea of the unique event. For Schmitt, “the exception” is
always “more interesting” than the rule, since “in the exception the power of real life
breaks through the crust of a mechanism that has become torpid by repetition.”® Within
the legal field, Schmitt fought against the “mechanization and technicalization of law.”%
Schmitt also developed the theory of the Grossraum or Nomos as a concrete, territorially
specific polity, and insisted that the German idea of Reich was different from the Anglo-
French concept of “empire.”%*

German geographers also participated in historicism and neo-historicism. The idea
of the uniqueness and incommensurability of landscape was widespread. Carl Ritter,
the founder of the discipline of geography in Germany, insisted on the field’s
“historical element” and described the earth as an “enms suz generis” and a “cosmic
individual.”® The same year in which Rickert published his Limizs of Concept
Formation, German geographer Emil Hozel coined the phrase “geographical indi-
vidual”% The geographical school known as possibilism, represented in Britain by
Patrick Geddes and in France by Vidal de la Blache and Lucien Febvre, promoted the
idea of “geographical individuality.”®” Geographer Max Spandau, a student of Max
Weber and Karl Haushofer, drew the connection to Rickert’s neo-historicism. While
agreeing with earlier historicists that geography was “related to history in terms of the
unique individuality [ Einmaligkeit] of its object,” Spandau added that geography was
also “subject to ‘historical’ explanations in the sense in which this term has been used
by H. Rickert.”%

The topics discussed in Sections IT and IIT run through the work of one individual,
anthropologist Franz Boas, who argued in 1887 that “in ethnology all is individual-
ity.”® Boas associated comparison with the rigid evolutionary models of Comte,
Spencer, and Tylor.”® Like classic historicism, Boasian cultural anthropology discour-
aged comparison per se. Boas endorsed Humboldt’s historicist “Cosmography” for
considering “every phenomenon as worth of being studied for its own sake.”™
Geography for Boas was also a science of the unique event. Boas demonstrates that
historicism was not always nationalistic, since the geographer’s unique object could just
as well be “the whole earth.”??

In sum, many of the ideas endorsed nowadays by critics of comparativism and meth-
odological nationalism were articulated before the 1940s. The rudiments of a response
to the critics were elaborated by Rickert and neo-historicists in the first decades of the

twentieth century.
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IV. The Post-WWII Configuration of American Social Science
and the Stabilization of the Comparative Method

Neo-historicism, as I have defined it in the preceding section, nearly vanished around
1945. More precisely, there was a multi-pronged assa#/t on neo-historicist epistemology
that was part of a broader effort to remake the social sciences in the image of the natural
sciences. Historians and qualitative social scientists were urged to adopt a comparative
approach patterned on natural science experiments and rooted in positivist philosophies
of science. Questions about the adequacy of the nation-state as the default unit of analy-
sis were shelved. The positivist approach to comparison was most strongly represented in
disciplines like political science, sociology, and psychology.”® Neo-historicism had already
been decisively weakened by the emigration and murder of scholars during the Nazi
years and by the Nazi state’s insistence on applied social science.”* Postwar polemics
aligned German historicism with anti-liberal intellectual tendencies that were now argued
to have paved the way to Nazism.?® German historians also “tried to compensate for their
deficient modernity with an energetic thrust of innovation, taking up and developing
structural and social historical ways of thinking and at the same time distancing them-
selves from historicism.”?

American occupying forces, government agencies, private foundations, and exchange
programs reshaped postwar social science around the world.”” Of course, these US
efforts were not centrally coordinated or uniform in their goals and effects. American
interventions also varied contextually in their success. There was greater resistance to
social-scientific Americanization in France than in West Germany. A counterweight to
US influence was provided by international agencies like UNESCO or the International
African Institute, and by research institutes that were not dominated by Americans, like
the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute in Northern Rhodesia and Raymond Aron’s Centre de
soctologie enropéenne in Paris.®® But overall, American social-scientific power helped erase
collective scholarly memories of neo-historicism and its alternative to neo-positivist
comparativism.®

The comparative method was re-established as the dominant alternative in the social
sciences to statistical methods and laboratory experiments for qualitative researchers. It
was also strongly recommended to historians. In a “succession of Social Science Research
Council reports” from the 1950s and 1960s, historians were urged “to learn from soci- -
ologists” — American sociologists, that is.’® And one of the key lessons they were sup-
posed to learn concerned “the comparative method,” which was discussed in the SSRC
Committee on Historiography report, The Social Sciences in Historical Study (1954).10!
The comparative method was supposed to refer to “a specific type of comparison, the
comparison of whole societies,” which were equated with nation-states.'> Comparisons
were carried out either through statistical data analysis on large samples or using
Mill’s methods of difference and agreement to simulate multivariate regression.!0?
Modernization theory was developed by sociologists, political scientists, and economists
who treated nation-states as independent rather than connected cases. Historians such as
Cyril E. Black in the United States and Hans-Ulrich Wehler in West Germany adopted
modernization theory.'* The postwar positivist paradigm was powerful enough to define
an entire subfield within political science, “comparative politics.” An extreme anti-histor-
icist comparative approach that rejected any notion of singularity and called for “replacing
proper names of social systems by the relevant variables”'% was the dominant approach
in those disciplines well into the 1980s. Any historical research presented at meetings of
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the American Sociological Association or published in its journals was subsumed under
the rubric “comparative-historical sociology,” implying that historical research had to be
comparative in order to count as sociology (rather than “ideographic” history.) Non-
comparative historical sociology was anathema unless it took the United States as its

usually unmarked case.%

The current polarization between comparative and connected history is partly a result
of this postwar configuration of social science and of the conflict and competition among
and within academic disciplines. It also reflects a series of epistemic battles whose stakes
are now obscure. For example, the historicist lineages of diffusion theory were erased
and the idea of diffusion was formalized and de-historicized.??” Sociologists associated
with the “world polity” diffusionist approach plundered historians® work for data.

Historians began to criticize comparison for its explanatory reductionism, methodo-
logical nationalism, synchronicity, lack of narrative and ignorance of history. At the
same time, sociology’s relative status was being undermined in the 1980s by the disap-
pearance of the social regularities of postwar “Atlantic Fordism,” which had given
superficial support to the positivist paradigm.'®® Sociology lost its clients and funders
in government and the private sector. In the United States, social history was overtaken
by cultural history and other subfields that no longer had any connection to the
previous social science Leitdisziplinen. Tilly’s Big Structuves, Large Processes, Huge
Comparisons (1984) was the last attempt by a sociologist to guide historians toward
comparison.'” Skocpol’s States and Social Revolutions (1979) met with widespread
skepticism and hostility among historians, due partly to its unhistorical, pseudo-
experimental design.!?

V. Ciritical Realism and Bourdieusian Theory: Retheorizing
Comparative History

This section develops a solution to the comparison debate based on the critical realist
philosophy of science.!! Let us first recall the two critiques of comparative history dis-
cussed in this essay. The first focuses on uniqueness and incommensurability; the second
shifts the focus from comparison to connections, transfers, and flows. Against the first
critique I will argue that one can compare unique, highly overdetermined events as long
as the fertium comparationis consists of one or more causal mechanisms. This approach
avoids crushing “concrete particularity” or reducing “all qualitative difference to quan-
titative identity.”?'? Rather than secking a general theory of the event, this approach
argues that events can be explained as the product of contingent conjunctions of causes.
The analysis of multiple cases does not seck to identify any “constant conjunction of
events” or to produce a general theory at the level of the actual, but rather to make sense
of an event and to confirm the existence of underlying causes. With respect to the second
critique of comparison, I will argue that transnational transfers or connections can be
theorized as one type of causal determinant.

The first critique of comparison — the critique from uniqueness and incommensura-
bility — has already been answered by Rickert and the neo-historicists, who argued that
explanation is entirely compatible with the idea of singular “historical individuals.” The
question, of course, is what explanation consists of in this context. Some positivist phi-
losophers of science also argued that unique historical narratives could be subsumed
under a series of multiple “covering laws,” that is, treated as sequences of general if-then
statements. The “uniqueness” of the historical event would then be erased, subsumed
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under an event type and explained in terms of a replicable generalization.!'? Positivist
approaches to comparative history often followed Mill’s methods of difference and
agreement, explicitly or implicitly. This method is inherently inductive, however. Theory
is equated here with restatements of empirical conjunctions or correlations. But as Rom
Harré notes, Mill’s method could never “be generalized into the whole of scientific
method,” since “scientists are not exclusively concerned to discover correlations among,
phenomena; but are at least as interested in the explanations as to why the correlations
that can be discovered are the way they are.”* Mill’s method defines theory as the
restatement of empirical correlations of events. Generalization across events takes the
form of statements like “if A, then B”, or more complex versions such as “If ABCD, then
E.” This approach is antithetical to an understanding of theory as grasping the deeper
underlying causes of empirical events. '

An entirely different understanding of the problem of historical explanation and his-
torical comparison can be derived from the critical realist philosophy of science, origi-
nally developed by Roy Bhaskar.!1 Critical realist comparativism is compatible with the
neo-historicism of Rickert, Weber, Troeltsch, and Meinecke insofar as it recognizes the
singularity of historical events while also insisting that unique events can be explained.
But critical realist comparison goes beyond neo-historicism in several ways. Critical real-
ism argues for the ontological stratification of reality into the real and the actual levels,
and for the emengence of ontological levels such as personhood and the social from the
more basic ontological levels of biology and physics. Emergent levels are dependent on
lower ones but irreducible to them. Critical realism in the social sciences is both causal
and interpretative, explanatory and hermeneutic.

Critical realism embraces the idea of causality, but it understands cause in a distinctive
way. Causal mechanisms in both the social and natural sciences are understood as real enti-
ties with specific powers that may be possessed without being expressed. In open systems,
multiple causal mechanisms coexist and interact with one other. Theories in this account,
are concepts, images, models, or narratives that describe particular causal entities with
specific intrinsic structures and powers. Causal mechanisms and structures possess durable
POWers across a certain spectrum of time and space.!'s Causes in the social sciences are
distinguished from causes in the natural sciences by their greater historical and geo graphic
mutability, their dependence on human interpretation or cultural construction, and their
embeddedness in social relations.!” Social theory is not defined here in terms of general -
models of societal change, general theories of social practice, or frameworks that order
data and predict facts, but as descriptions of entities with causal powers.

The unconscious in psychoanalytic theory is an example of an underlying causal
mechanism that possesses particular causal powers and that tends to produce empirically
observable symptoms. However, the events (symptoms) produced by the inherent pow-
ers of the unconscious may be suppressed by other causal mechanisms. The powers of
the unconscious may combine forces with other entities. Self-reflexivity about the uncon-
scious may suppress or channel the effects of the unconscious. Owing to causal overde-
termination and interference, the powers of a generative causal structure may be possessed
unexercised, or may be exercised but not realized at the empirical level.'*® Other exam-
ples of entities with causal powers include social fields, discussed below, and human
personhood itself, with its power of consciously pursuing goals in the real world.!!

Like classic historicism, critical realism acknowledges the irreducible singularity of
historical events. Social life is understood within critical realism as an open system in which
a multiplicity of causal mechanisms or more complex structures interact contingently to
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generate empirical events. It follows from this ontological premise that we are unlikely,
to identify general lnws capable of explaining significant historical events. Historical
events and processes are overdetermined and cannot be explained in terms of a single
cause or a single conjunction of causes. The positivist approaches that are still dominant
in the social sciences value causal “parsimony” in and of itself.’?® For critical realism,
explanation of a unique event involves constructing a plausible model of the contingent
conjuncture of causal structures which combined to generate the event. The historian or
social scientist engages in retroductive (not inductive or deductive) analysis in order to
assess the model’s plausibility.’' Retroduction is defined as “inference from effects to
explanatory structures.” It is a form of “inference to the best explanation” that infers by
answering the question “What made X possible?”'?* A retroductive argument is one that
necessitates “the building of a model of the mechanism which, if it were to exist and act
in the postulated way, would account for the phenomenon concerned.”!?

Regularity determinism is plausible for small-scale patterns or “demi-regularities” — the
“occasional, but less than universal, actualization of a mechanism, or cluster of mechanisms,
over a definite region of time-space.”'?* But social science and history cannot be restricted
to the study of “demi-regularities.” Social scientists may well identify demi-regularities, of
course. These demi-regularities are valuable not as evidence of a constant conjunction or
general law but because they may “provide a prima facie indication of an occasional, but less
than universal, actualization of a mechanism or tendency.”*?* But historians are often inter-
ested in more momentous events and processes, and these are unlikely to be subsumable
under the category of causal demi-regularities.!?® Historians interested in revolutions, wars,
the rise and fall of empires or states, economic crises, demographic transitions, genocides,
and other highly significant events should not start from the assumption that they can
identify a universal empirical regularity or general law. The movement of analysis will be
“not from the particular to the universal, but from the concrete to the abstract (and back
again).”'¥” Analysis seeks to explain irreducibly singular and significant historical events in
terms of causal mechanisms that combine in unpredictable, changing ways. Some of these
mechanisms will be familiar from other case studies or theoretical discussions. Some causes
may be familiar from existing analyses of demi-regularities.

A case study is perfectly capable of explaining a single event. Nonetheless, comparison
is valued as a means of assessing the plausibility of inferences or theories. We are dealing
here with fields of historical knowledge in which it is impossible to carry out genuine
controlled experiments (unlike the natural sciences). The only way to gain confidence in
the plausibility of theorized causal structures is therefore through comparison — specifi-
cally, through comparative case studies or counterfactual reasoning based on evidence.'?®

Comparative history takes two main forms, located at the levels of the real and the
empirical.’®® The first approach compares cases in which the common factor is similarity
at the casual level but not necessarily at the empirical level.’® For example, we may be
interested in the causal impact of the introduction of capitalist social relations or social
fields in two otherwise very different social spaces or historical periods. This may take the
form of a “contrast explanation” in which two cases are examined in order to understand
“why x rather than y [appeared] in conditions where y was expected,” given the existence
of a causal process thought to be the same in both instances.’**

The second approach is more familiar, comparing cases that are empirically similar.
Historians have compared revolutions, empires, and genocides. Here critical realism
would caution that that there may well be a completely different causal nexus in each
case and that such causal variability is consistent with what we know about the openness
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of the social. Indeed, comparison may be used here to identify contingency by demon-
strating that different conjunctures of causes lead to similar empirical events.!3

According to Kocka and Haupt, “in comparative history, two or more historical
phenomena are systematically studied for their similarities and differences in order to
contribute to their better description, explanation, and interpretation.”'3 An approach
to comparison oriented toward critical realism would revise this slightly. In comparative
history, two or more historical phenomena are systematically studied in order to assess
concepts, theories, or models of causal mechanisms and interactions among causes.
There should be some zertium comparationis at the underlying level of real causal enti-
ties. This means that two events that are remote from one another in time or space may
be fruitfully compared as long as they are suspected of having some causes in common.
In contrast to some of the stronger arguments for connected history, then, this approach
would fully warrant certain comparisons between “unrelated societies” — to use Marc
Bloch’s term.'** There will also be various possible bases of comparison at the empirical
level. At the most basic level, all social events involve humans. Since human capacities are
only brought into being by active “personhood,” this means that all events have
something in common at the empirical and real levels. For those interested in studying
purposive, habitual, or unconsciously motivated action, basically any case or event will
provide additional material. Critical realism thus authorizes just about any pairing of
cases, as long as they are configured comparatively in the proper way.

What about the processes referred to by historians as transfers, connections, crossings,
flows, and entanglements? These do not represent an alternative to comparison but may
themselves be compared. They may be causal, worthy of theoretical analysis in their own
right. The simple fact that power has been organized throughout most of human history
in the form of empires rather than nation-states should already dissuade any historian
from assuming that practices or fields are always coterminous with the borders of states.
Even in a world of nation-states, however, national borders cannot always stop the influx
of people, objects, and practices. Various practices take place in social spaces or social fields
whose spatial coordinates exceed or cross-cut the borders of nation-states, even if they are
bounded in other ways.'* As Jiirgen Osterhammel notes, the “very concept of ‘society’”
employed by practitioners of traditional social history “requires a fundamental overhaul.”
De-nationalizing our concept of society does not necessarily entail rescaling it to the level
of the entire earth, however. The idea of “world society,” as Osterhammel observes, is
itself a fiction.'* The state remains a powerful determinant of many social practices.

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social fields and social spaces sheds light on dynamics of
socio-spatial encompassment and exclusion, and on the ways practices are ordered at
scales reaching from the local and regional up to the national, imperial, and global levels.
The central Bourdieusian theoretical concept in this context is field. A social field is a
relatively autonomous domain of practice that is governed by a highly specific form of
“symbolic capital” and controls its own membership. Its participants compete with one
another for common stakes. Despite their differences, they share a common illusio, a
belief in the intrinsic value and meaning of the particular game, and a similar habitus.

A field is also a causal mechanism insofar as it has specific powers that shape empirical
practice. To say that a field is causal does not mean that it rigidly determines human
practice in a mechanistic way. Causal entities should be construed as possessing capaci-
ties, powers, or tendencies that may under certain circumstances be activated and pro-
duce certain effects.!¥ The effects of a field may combine conjuncturally with other
causal mechanisms in generating events.
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Fields are not always organized at the scale of nation-states, even through Bourdieu’s
field analyses often take the space of the French state as their spatial frame. And while
international relations are indeed anarchic in many ways, there are transnational organi-
zations that operate like fields, with gate-keepers and specific requirements for entry,
peculiar forms of symbolic capital and habitus, and relative autonomy from other fields.
Indeed, one field whose scale exceeds the nation-state is the field of states itself.**® Fields
organized at scales larger than states emerge characteristically in empires. The fields of
British and French colonial science, for example, encompassed research institutes, uni-
versities, and scientists located in the overseas colonies as well as the metropoles.'®® These
scientific fields'can be pictured as having “vertical” connectors between metropole and
colonies and “horizontal” connectors running laterally between colonies.

States can also throw up roadblocks to the transnational circulation of foreign ideas,
objects, and people, determining which will be admitted and fully recognized, which
will be admitted but symbolically dominated, and which will simply be denied entrance.
Even in the era of so-called globalization, the state remains “the sector of the field of
power that holds a [relative] monopoly of physical and legitimate symbolic force”!*
inside its territory.

Actors entering a national field from the outside usually find that their relative
status has changed in comparison to the country of origin. Fields in different states
may require different formal qualifications or they may be organized around different
informal distinctions. Practices that are highly regarded in some national fields are
disdained or dominated in other national fields. The emigration of several dozen
German sociologists to the United States after 1933 demonstrates the non-transfera-
bility of symbolic capital. Most of these sociologists were committed to some version
of neo-historicism (see above) or Marxism. Adorno’s account of the Frankfurt School’s
poor reception in American sociology is well known.'*! Tess familiar is the fate of the
Weberian and neo-historicist sociologists in American (and British) exile, most of
whom failed to transfer their intellectual program and symbolic standing to the US.
Although these neo-historicists represented something like a quarter or a third of the
field of academic sociology in Weimar Germany, they were scattered and isolated after
1933 in the much larger American field. More importantly, US sociology was either
indifferent or actively hostile to their epistemic program, given the rising tide of quan-
titative positivism.'*?

In sum, this particular intellectual migration did not amount to a successful “trans-
fer,” and its lack of success was largely a function of the very different configuration of
the German and American fields of academic sociology. The history of inter-crossings
needs to pay as much attention to the asymmetries and failures of circulation, to processes
of closure, exclusion, ostracism, hierarchy, and domination, as to successful transfers.
And it needs to pay attention to the ways ideas and persons are transformed by circula-
tion, translation, exile, and migration.'*?

Conclusion

Rather than dropping comparativism or replacing it with transnationalism, this chapter
has tried to reframe the question of comparison. Comparative historical research is an
indispensable part of social research. But comparative cases do not need to be con-
structed around similarities at the empirical level, much less around a rigid framework
like the “method of difference and agreement.” Instead, comparisons can focus on
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gathering support for theories of underlying causes. Even when the comparative design
emphasizes empirical similarities, the goal should not necessarily be a uniform empirical
generalization.

The rise of global and transnational approaches should not lead historians to ignore
the continuing importance of nation-states and national boundaries. Although some
fields of activity increasingly ignore national boundaries, many others continue to be
configured in important ways within nation-state (and other political) borders. Even as
transnational cultural transfers intensify, their ability to enter different national territories
will vary not just according to protectionist policies but also due to the ways in which
fields are often nationally defined. Even where the scale and shape of a cultural field sur-
passes the nation-state, fields rarely extend to the entire globe. A field’s shape and exten-
sions often follows the borders of empires or informal hegemonies. The world is carved
up as much as it is opened up. Within nation-states, as within empires, local actors con-
tinue to configure their activities in field-like ways that determine the form and intensity

of transnational transfers.
In sum, the past excesses and mistakes of comparative history should not lead histori-
ans to abandon comparison. The question instead should be what to compare and how

to compare.
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