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Historical Comparison
von Hartmut Kaelble

Historical comparison has changed considerably over the past forty years,[1] both in terms of its

status within historical studies and its application in research practice, the fields and periods of

comparison, the topics of historical comparison, and the methods and impetuses from other

academic disciplines. This article begins with definitions of historical comparison, then outlines

the debates on historical comparison and thereafter deals with the changes in historical

comparison over the past decades.

Image

Size comparison of the ocean liner Kaiser Wilhelm der Große with Trinity Church, the St. Paul Building in New

York, the Washington Monument and the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. / Gray Litho. Co., N.Y. between 1898

and 1900. Source: Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2016649824/ [06.11.2024], public domain
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1. What is Historical Comparison?

In the early days, historical comparison was understood to mean the systematic comparison of two

or more historical units (places, regions, nations or civilisations, including historical personalities)

in order to explore similarities and differences, convergences and divergences. From the outset,

the aim was not only to describe typologies, but also to explain and develop them. Practitioners of

such comparisons did not adopt John Stuart Mill’s fundamental separation between the method of

difference and the method of correspondence, i.e. the analysis of differences or parallels and

similarities; both approaches were included in historical comparisons.[2]

However, for a long time, historical comparison was often put into practice via differences. Major

debates among historians about American exceptionalism, the exception française, the special

development of Great Britain, the peculiarities of the Japanese economy or the German Sonderweg

centred entirely on differences. Sometimes, observers have even concluded that historical

comparison is by its very nature centred on differences. Recent developments, however, have

shifted the emphasis away from differences and towards similarities. The interest in global history,

as well as the intra-European comparison in the course of Europeanisation, have contributed to

this. The two major books on the global history of the long 19th century – by Jürgen Osterhammel

and Christopher A. Bayly – are impressive examples of the comparative search for both differences

and similarities. The latest volumes on Franco-German history, for example, are far less focused on

national differences than the research of thirty years ago. Even in the numerous syntheses on

European history, historians tend to concentrate on European similarities alongside intra-European

differences at the national and regional levels.[3]

Historical comparison is not uniform and includes a wide variety of approaches. Historical

comparison can be used to analyse cases from the same epoch, as well as from different historical

periods. It can be used to compare international spaces, or regions, places, families or individuals

within a country. Historical comparison can be limited to cases from the same culture, as the old

master of historical comparison Marc Bloch demanded, but it can also juxtapose cases from

completely different civilisations, as in the debate about the rise of Europe and the lagging

development of China in the 18th and 19th centuries.[4] Comparative cases can be examined with

equal intensity, or one case can be placed at the centre in an asymmetrical comparison, while

historians can only take brief comparative glances at other cases. Historical comparison can only

deal with two cases or a larger number of cases, although this is usually limited by the fact that

historians endeavour to place each comparative case in its historical context. When embarking on

a comparative historical project, it is important to realise the diversity of options.
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Image

The comparative ikon shows the distribution of plants in various parts of the world and in different altitudes

of five individual mountains or mountain regions: Anden, Teneriffe, Himalaya, Alps & Pyrenees, Lapland.

Alexander von Humboldt: Die geographische Verbreitung der Pflanzen. Grundzüge der Botanischen

Geographie: Die Verteilung der Pflanzen in senkrechter Richtung, in: The Physical Atlas, A Series of Maps &

Illustrations of the Geographical Distribution of Natural Phenomena. Johnston, Alexander Keith, 1850. Source:

Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander_von_Humboldt_-_1850_-

_Geographical_Distribution_of_Plants.jpg [06.11.2024], public domain

There have been attempts to typologise differences between historical comparisons. The

intentions of historical comparisons can be categorised into three types: analytical comparison,

which helps to develop explanations for a historical phenomenon through the comparative

analysis of different cases; contrastive, enlightening comparison, which can deal with the

development of democracy or human rights, for example, and contrasts their historical

implementation in some countries with their historical failure in other countries; understanding

and simultaneously distancing comparison, through which other countries are better understood

in historical comparison with the historian’s own country; at the same time, this method can

facilitate a different perspective on the historical self-understanding of one’s own country, which

4 of 23

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander_von_Humboldt_-_1850_-_Geographical_Distribution_of_Plants.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander_von_Humboldt_-_1850_-_Geographical_Distribution_of_Plants.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander_von_Humboldt_-_1850_-_Geographical_Distribution_of_Plants.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander_von_Humboldt_-_1850_-_Geographical_Distribution_of_Plants.jpg
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Heerten_menschenrechte_v1_de_2017
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Heerten_menschenrechte_v1_de_2017


can lead to revisions of such self-concepts.[5]

Another typology is based on the fundamental contrast between the individualising comparison,

which focuses on the individual case and is pursued by most historians, and the generalising

comparison, which is concerned with general developments. The social scientist Charles Tilly

distinguished four types of comparison in his now classic, oft-cited typology: the individualising

comparison, which works out the particularities of two or fewer cases; the inclusive comparison,

which compares parts of a larger whole, such as the colonies of an empire; the variation

comparison, which concentrates on the variants of a general universal process, such as

urbanisation or demographic transition; and finally the generalising comparison, which is

concerned with identifying general rules.[6]

The classical definition of historical comparison was in need of supplementation and has been

amended in various ways. Three particularly important openings should be mentioned here.

First, there has been intensive discussion in recent years about opening up historical comparison

to include the history of relationships between case studies, i.e. a closer look at transnational

transfers, international interdependencies, images of the own and the other. Today, the

relationships between the comparative cases analysed are generally included in the definition of

comparison. The mere confrontation of the cases appears to have become too narrow, as will be

discussed later.

Second, one long-existing, yet hardly discussed, application of historical comparison is to the

comparison between successive epochs of a territorial unit. Historians often apply this mode of

historical comparison, but they do not usually refer to it as a comparison. At first glance, the

difference to comparison seems difficult to comprehend, because it involves similar methods of

analysis to historical comparison. What is explored as upheavals between epochs, for example,

bears a strong resemblance to the identification of differences between comparative cases;

similarly, what historians see as continuity between epochs is very similar to the apperception of

similarities between comparative cases.

Nevertheless, historians do not count such inter-epochal comparisons as historical comparisons

because historical development on the time axis has a fundamentally different character than the

juxtaposition of two spatially and perhaps also temporally separate cases. Historical development

creates a dense relationship of causalities, experiences and memories between successive epochs

within the same country or the same place, which is inconceivable when comparing different

places or countries of the same epoch. Nevertheless, the boundaries for comparison are fluid.

Comparisons between instances of the same continent, country or place that are far apart in time,

such as between the French Revolution of 1789 and the Russian Revolution of 1917, or between
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Charles V and Napoleon I, or between Paris in the Roman Empire and Paris in the Second Empire,

tend to be regarded as historical comparisons. The question of what makes a comparison between

epochs different from a historical comparison, leads to interesting new considerations.

A third method that is also rarely discussed yet often used by historians is the historical depiction

of international developments, which deals with many countries that are often very different in

character. With the growing interest in global history and in the history of Europe, historians have

applied this mode of historial comparison more frequently, both in the form of syntheses and in

the form of monographs on international processes, institutions or ideas. Such studies are usually

not comparative in the strict sense, because they are primarily concerned with common trends,

and they usually address differences in an unsystematic way, in a synthesis of European history or

Latin American or African or Southeast Asian history, as well as in global studies of civil rights or

women's movements or educational opportunities, to name just a few topics. It is not possible to

compare the multitude of countries in the same depth as two individual countries in a binational

comparison. But even in such syntheses and analyses, historians make comparisons, albeit using

different methods and with a different proximity to the sources. Ultimately, they are also part of

historical comparison.

2. Debates about Historical Comparison

Since the 1990s, a whole series of debates have ignited around the classical historical comparison,

especially between French, American and German comparative historians and literature specialists.

These methodological debates, which were not always encouraging for younger historians, have

since died down again, but today's historical comparison is difficult to understand without these

productive debates, which we will review here in abbreviated form. These debates did not simply

follow research practice; they sometimes preceded it, and they sometimes lagged behind it.

In the 1990s, the French literature specialist Michel Espagne, an expert on Franco-German relations,

criticised historical comparison because it forced researchers to construct artificially

homogeneous national units, thereby not only overlooking the diversity within each country, but

also taking us back to the age of the often detrimental attachment of historical studies to national

identities. Furthermore, according to Michel Espagne, historical comparison can only be used for

structural analyses and ignores the experiences and actions of the individual. He therefore argued

in favour of replacing historical comparison with historical transfer studies, i.e. the study of the

transfer of ideas and values, the exchange of goods and the migration of people from one society

to another, which would open up historical studies to international cultural interdependencies and

the cultural history of experiences and practices.[7] Espagne was not the only scholar to lodge this

critique.

6 of 23

https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Global_History
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Global_History
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Intellectual_History
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Intellectual_History
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Luethi_migration_v2_en_2018
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Luethi_migration_v2_en_2018
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Kulturtransfer
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Kulturtransfer


Another objection to historical comparison came from global historians. They argued that the

historical comparison with non-European countries over-emphasised the superiority of Europe,

especially the Europeanisation of the non-European world, and the backwardness of non-European

regions since the late 18th century. This neglects the notion of ‘shared history’ or ‘entangled

history’, i.e. the influence of the non-European world on Europe not only indirectly through the

non-European experiences of Europeans, but also directly through intercontinental transfers of

non-European goods, plants, music, humanities and technological knowledge to Europe. Some

global historians therefore also place such transfers at the centre of their studies. Others want to

focus entirely on global institutions, movements, public spheres, conflicts and upheavals. They are

less interested in units smaller than the world as a whole, and are thus hardly interested in

historical comparisons.[8] For Sebastian Conrad, a leading global historian, however, comparative

history provides important inspiration.[9]

A third challenge for historical comparison arose from transnational history, which gained

momentum in the 2000s and early 2010s. This field was primarily understood as a departure from

purely national history and as an internationalisation of research topics, without a single

sophisticated concept or even a theory behind it. Impulses for transnational history came from

very different directions: particularly clearly from global history;[10] from diplomatic history, which

is more interested in the broad social and cultural context of international relations; from non-

European history, which broke away from the concept of regional studies and sought to work more

closely with historians from other regions of the world; from post-colonial history; from social and

cultural history, which became more internationalised; from historians of European integration,

who wanted to expand the purely political history of decision-making.

What was decisive for historical comparison here was that in the new programmatic texts on

transnational history, historical comparison was usually not attacked at all; on the contrary, it was

mostly ignored, as in the case of Akira Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier, who by transnational history

primarily mean interrelationships and transfers of ideas, people and goods across national

borders.[11] Only gradually did a connection emerge between historical comparison and

transnational history.[12] The historian Margrit Pernau saw in her synthesis of transnational history

an approach towards a changed historical comparison.[13]

The concept of ‘histoire croisée’ (crossed history) by Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann

offered a synthesis of these debates. On the one hand, they recognised historical comparison as an

indispensable method of historical scholarship, but on the other hand they called for a

fundamental change in historical comparison as well as in transfer research: for continuous

reflection on and empathy with the other compared culture, and constant examination of the

image of one's own culture, as early as in the formulation of questions and research design.[14]
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The impact of these debates on research practice should not be overestimated. They were

conducted in publications between a small number of historians. However, these historians were

almost always not pure methodological theorists, but usually made comparisons themselves.

These debates were therefore read by other comparative historians, had an impact on the practice

of historical comparison, or at least reflected the changes in historical comparison.

3. Changes in Comparison

Classical historical comparison changed in six dimensions. First, it became normal. Second, it

changed methodologically and included transnational exchange in the comparison. Third, it

expanded thematically and was applied in all subject areas of historical studies, no longer

primarily in specific fields. Fourth, its geography expanded. Fifth, it opened up new time periods:

The period after 1945 became a new Eldorado of historical comparison, a period in which the

nation state looked fundamentally different than before 1914 or in the interwar period. Sixth, the

connection to fundamental theorems changed. The significance of neighbouring sciences, from

which many ideas for comparison were taken, shifted.

The first change can be described as normalisation. The classical historical comparison of the

1970s and 1980s possessed a relatively high level of prestige in historical studies, and was even

described as the ‘royal road’. Historical comparison had long roots not only in historical sociology,

above all Max Weber, but also in historians such as Marc Bloch, Henri Pirenne, Otto Hintze and, in

some cases, Karl Lamprecht.[15] Comparativists sometimes saw themselves as pioneers of an

international opening of historical studies, which could be thematically much more comprehensive

and diverse than the history of diplomacy or the international history of ideas. But historical

comparison was only practised by a small group, with only a few comparisons being published

each year. Historical comparison was considered risky for dissertations and post-doctoral theses.

In recent decades, historical comparison has moved on from this marginalised position. It has

become a normal method used by historians in a discipline in which more methods are practised

than in the 1970s. Historical comparison lost its pioneering character, including the glamour of the

new, as more and more historians began working from a comparative perspective. The writing of

comparative dissertations and post-doctoral theses was no longer a rare event. Historical

comparisons continued to increase, particularly in Germany and France, right up to the present

day. In the USA, their number remained at least at a stable level; today, historical comparisons can

draw on a broad pool of several hundred historical studies without anyone really having counted

them. Normalisation also means that this development was not linear. After an initial upswing in

the 1970s and 1980s, the number stopped increasing in the 1990s and 2000s against the backdrop

of the aforementioned debates and even decreased. Only since the end of the 2000s has the
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number of comparisons practised in the new contexts increased again.[16]

This growth in comparative work did not occur in a vacuum. Historians who chose this method

encountered increasingly favourable financial conditions, as historical comparison was promoted

by international research centers and conferences, institutes abroad, international networks, and

foundations such as the European Research Council. These circumstances coincided with the

recognition that comparative publications improved career opportunities, as one's own expertise

extended to several countries and thus made it possible to apply for different chairs. The method

of historical comparison also reflected the internationalisation of everyday life in Europe through

travel, international educational and working stays, migration and the numerous private and

international connections that arose as a result.

Historical comparison was not just a passing fashion. It became an established method in

historical studies because the society in which historians today work thinks intensively in terms of

comparisons. In the increasingly intensive personal encounters and experiences with other

European and non-European cultures, comparisons are constantly being made and judgements

passed. In this encounter and dialogue with others, assistance or critique from comparative

historians is often helpful. The use of international comparison is not new in politics; it has been

on the rise since the 1990s in the European Union with the open method of coordination and in

international organisations, for example with the regular PISA studies of the OECD since 2000, as

well as in countless international rankings of countries, cities, companies, scholars and artists.[17]

To abandon historical comparisons would therefore mean no longer facing up to an important

responsibility of historical scholarship.
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Image

The comparative graph shows the percentage of women in office as mayors (red), as ministers (orange) or as

deputees in parlaments (violet) in Bolivia, Brasil, Chile, Columbia, Mexiko and Nicaragua.

Comparative chart: “Women in political office 2020, in percent”. Source: ILO/Heinrich Böll Foundation/

Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/

File:Frauen_in_politischen_%C3%84mtern_(50718474193).png [06.11.2024], license: CC BY-SA 2.0 Deed https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/deed.de

However, this normalisation of historical comparison, as well as the effect of the aforementioned

debates, has led historians to become more aware of the problems of comparison: the danger of

bias in national ways of thinking and mere self-affirmation through historical comparison; the
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overstatement of the developments that prevailed in the end and the understatement of the

alternatives that remained weak; the neglect of the internal diversity of the comparative cases that

complicated the comparison; the dependence of the selection of comparative cases on available

sources and on the language skills of the comparative historian; the often unspoken assumptions

about the normality or even superiority of one of the comparative cases, sometimes of one's own

country, sometimes of other countries.

The second change in historical comparison is a methodological expansion: the opening of the

comparison to the history of relationships between the compared cases, i.e. to transfers, to

interdependencies, and to images of the self and the other. This broadening of the approach has

become widely accepted because historians have recently not been content in general with the

juxtaposition of individual cases in historical comparisons. They are also more often interested in

the influence the compared cases had on each other, how strongly they were intertwined, and how

contemporaries perceived the differences or similarities between the cases being compared.

Whether a transnational historical study emphasises comparisons or transfers, interdependencies

or reciprocal images, or whether it treats all these approaches equally, depends above all on the

research question, the characteristics of the chosen comparison, the sources available for the

respective project, and the intellectual currents that prevail at the time. This methodological

expansion has improved the comparison.

However, there were also disappointments. The inclusion of the history of relationships in the

practice of comparison led to new experiences. Transfers, interdependencies and images ‘of the

other’ are not equally dense and comprehensible everywhere; sometimes, such evidence is

disappointingly thin. Even between neighbouring and closely intertwined countries such as France

and Germany, transfers between political or cultural public spheres have decreased in some cases

since 1945. There is even talk of the paradox of declining transfers between countries that are close

intertwined both economically and politically.[18]

Moreover, in the early days, it was primarily countries that were politically and culturally on an

equal footing with each other for which the demand for more relationship history was realised in

historical comparisons. Relations between France and Germany were often the inspiration for

these demands. However, equality is not the rule. Historical comparisons are often made between

countries that are positioned very differently in the international hierarchy or are even dependent

on each other. This applies not only to comparisons between the northern and southern

hemispheres, but often also to historical comparisons within Europe. Transfers to lower-positioned

or dominated societies tend to be overestimated, while transfers to better-positioned or dominant

societies tend to be underestimated. Therefore, including transfers in the comparison also means

analysing transfers between unequally positioned countries more closely.
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Finally, the inclusion of the history of relations in the historical comparison between many cases

looks fundamentally different from the usual historical comparison between two or three cases.

These comparisons between several cases have been neglected thus far. Transfers between many

countries often become hybrid transfers in which the contributions of individual countries are

difficult to recognise and which therefore need to be examined differently. Interdependencies

between many countries could look very different. They range from ‘spider webs’ in which one

country or one actor played a central role, to interlinkages in which each country has an equal

weight. Even in the case of interdependencies, untested assumptions can lead to dead ends.

Reciprocal images cannot be analysed for all pairs of countries in comparisons with many

countries. Taking up a history of relations in historical comparison therefore often requires

different research designs.[19]

However, this expansion of historical comparison was also facilitated by the fact that the

undeniable methodological problems that historians have to deal with when using the method of

historical comparison often exist in the history of relationships as well. For transfer and

entanglement studies, too, the units between which transfers or entanglements exist must be

constructed or contemporary constructions must be sought out – and are then perhaps

overestimated. Moreover, just like historical comparison, transfer studies have a dark history. They

could also be used as a component of ‘enemy sciences’: for example, “Westforschung” (research on

the West) during the period of Nazi rule about alleged Germanic transfers to northern Belgium and

France, the thesis of the older European colonial sciences of the primarily beneficial

Europeanisation of the colonial populations, or some of the theses developed during the Cold War

about the complete Sovietisation of Eastern Central Europe.[20]

The third change in historical comparison is the greater diversity of topics. The classical

comparison focussed on a few fields of historical studies, on social and economic history, as in the

case of Germany or the USA, and on cultural history, as in the case of France. Thematically, the use

of comparison was concentrated in a few subject areas such as the welfare state, family, workers,

the middle class, social protests and revolutions, industrialisation and enterprises. This changed.

Historical comparison was increasingly used in all subject areas of historical research, no longer

just in specific fields: in structural history as well as in the history of experience and ideas, in

cultural and political history as well as in social and economic history.

In addition to comparisons between two or just a few countries, international synthesis with

numerous comparisons in many subject areas has increased, in the history of capitalism and in the

history of social inequality, in the history of civil rights and in the history of intellectuals, in the

history of empires and colonies and in environmental history, in the history of opera and theatre

as well as in the history of women and gender, to name just a few subject areas. Thematically,

12 of 23

https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Cold_War_Studies
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Cold_War_Studies
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Kulturgeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Kulturgeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/huebner_arbeitergeschichte_v1_de_2010
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/huebner_arbeitergeschichte_v1_de_2010
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Ahrens_unternehmensgeschichte_v2_de_2019
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Ahrens_unternehmensgeschichte_v2_de_2019
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Intellectual_History
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Intellectual_History
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Kulturgeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Kulturgeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Sozialgeschichte_und_Historische_Sozialwissenschaft
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Sozialgeschichte_und_Historische_Sozialwissenschaft
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Wirtschaftsgeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Wirtschaftsgeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Intellektuelle_und_Intellektuellengeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Intellektuelle_und_Intellektuellengeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Imperium
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Imperium
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Neuere_Kolonialgeschichte_und_Postcolonial_Studies
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Neuere_Kolonialgeschichte_und_Postcolonial_Studies
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Arndt_umweltgeschichte_v3_de_2015
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Arndt_umweltgeschichte_v3_de_2015
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Geschlechtergeschichte
https://www.docupedia.de/zg/Geschlechtergeschichte


there were no longer any recognisable barriers to comparison.

The fourth change was the expansion of the areas of comparison and gradual disengagement from

a Eurocentric focus. The area of classical historical comparison was Europe, sometimes also the

West, including the USA, as the benchmark of modernity. In Europe, the comparison largely

focussed on France, Great Britain and Germany, with occasional glances at Sweden or Switzerland

as particularly modern countries, or at Italy and Eastern Europe as less modern parts of the

continent. Comparisons with non-European countries were rarely made. However, French research

was a significant exception. In France, historical comparison was initially driven primarily by

experts from non-European countries. For this reason, non-European countries were initially

included in comparisons more frequently than elsewhere. Unlike in Germany or the USA,

comparisons were not necessarily made with the author’s own country, i.e. France.[21]

In recent decades, the Europe-centred nature of comparison has weakened somewhat. The

comparison with non-European countries beyond the USA, on the other hand, increased, especially

the comparison with East Asia.[22] The changed global political situation, the end of the Cold War,

and the emergence of a world with several centres of power, also began to have an impact on

historical comparison. European experts of non-European countries now played an important role

in the gradual global opening of historical comparison, and not only in France. At the same time,

scholars in France also turned more towards Europe and compared their own country with other,

mostly European countries.[23] On the whole, however, European historical comparison remained

and remains strongly focussed on Europe. Comparisons with the neighbouring Arab and African

world are still just as rare as with other, more distant regions of the world, such as Latin America,

South Asia or Southeast Asia.

A fifth change concerns the connection to theories. The most important, if not the only, theoretical

link to classical historical comparison was modernisation theories, but not in a simple sense.

Historical comparison did not simply mean classifying the compared cases into different degrees

of modernisation; it also meant working out different paths of modernisation or pointing out

contradictions between political and economic modernisation. The attraction of using historical

comparison as a method in research usually lay not simply in the proof of modernisation, but also

in the discussion of the obstacles and contradictions of historical development in relation to

modernisation theories. In this sense, industrialisation, enterprises, literacy, family and

demographic transition, social classes, social conflicts and revolutions, education systems, welfare

states, urban planning, political parties and constitutions were compared.
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Image

City plans: from left to right Datong, 1955, source: Wikimedia Commons https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/

File:Datong_Urban_Plan_1955.jpg; Downtown Columbus, 1971-1980. source: Wikimedia Commons https://

commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Planning_map_of_downtown_Columbus_-_DPLA_-

_643fab4449bde81a0b20eebb5f41d935.jpg; Białystok, 2019, source: Wikimedia Commons https://

commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bia%C5%82ystok_general_city_plan_2019_01.jpg, all public domain

[06.11.2024]

In recent decades, however, the modernisation paradigm of both non-Marxist and Marxist origin

has lost some of its influence on historical comparison. Historical comparison no longer merely

served to classify modernising developments; it also facilitated a better understanding of the

other and often also the self. More often, comparison meant wanting to understand the other

better and no longer just pursuing the realisation of modernity. For this better understanding of

the other, the precise comparison between the self and the other helped. Not only does it make it

possible to show more precisely how the self differed from the other, where transfers and

interdependencies were dense or were fended off, but in addition to reflections on one's own

unexpected and overlooked similarities, convergences and interdependencies can also be

revealed.

In this context, the seventh change, which arose due to impulses from other disciplines, can be

identified. For the classical, still rather rare, historical comparison, particularly important impulses

came from American historical social scientists such as Charles Tilly, Karl Deutsch, Reinhard Bendix

and Barrington Moore, but also from European historical social scientists such as Stein Rokkan and

Peter Flora.[24] The early comparative historians were often in direct personal contact with these

scholars. This gradually changed.[25] Relationships with American comparative social science

remained important, but American research lost its reference character for European historical

comparison, since comparison became strongly established in Europe and political science in

Europe became a discipline with particularly intensive comparative research, even more so than
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sociology. However, this gave rise to other interdisciplinary relationships. In the presentation of

these comparative studies in political science textbooks, historical comparison has only played a

minor role in recent times. Interdisciplinary links with historians were therefore rather rare. At the

same time, a whole series of political scientists, such as Peter Katzenstein, Maurizio Cotta, Bertrand

Badie, Ivan Krastev, Stephan Leibfried, Wolfgang Merkel and Herfried Münkler, to name just seven

leading names, have made significant historical comparisons that have had an impact on historical

studies; however, they have rarely written about the methodology of historical comparison.[26]

4. Summary

All in all, historical comparison today is not an obsolete, earlier stage of international history, one

that contained too much national history and that was subsumed first by transfer studies and then

by transnational history, as some have posited in exaggerated fashion. Over the past forty years,

historical comparison has established itself as a mature method of historical studies that

increasingly finds both regular and frequent expression, building on significant predecessors

among historians and social scientists in the first half of the 20th century.

At the same time, historical comparison has changed considerably in recent decades. Its

application has become routinised and standardised in research practice. In the process, its

pioneering aura and with it the glamour of the new has been lost, but this has led to it being used

in a more self-critical and reflective way. Since its establishment as a historical method, it has

often been combined with other approaches such as the study of transfer, the study of

entanglements or the study of historical representations of the self and the other, yet it is not

simply absorbed into these other approaches. It has somewhat expanded its areas of comparison

and is somewhat less centred on Europe than before. Its application has been extended to many

topics and is now present in all historical topics. Comparativists have turned more strongly to

contemporary history since 1945, which in turn has also changed the method, because this epoch

leads to other focal points than the former Eldorado of historical comparison, the long 19th

century. The method of historical comparison has loosened its originally close ties to the American

historical social sciences and modernisation theories and is no longer exclusively an instrument

for classification in modernity, but has also become a method for a more precise understanding of

the other.

Historical comparison was intensively discussed and criticised, especially in the 1990s and 2000s. It

was misunderstood as soon as it was seen exclusively as a rigid construction of national

characteristics or even as a breeding ground for national prejudices. There were certainly historical

comparisons of this kind, especially in times of international tension and war, when research on

other countries was conducted as ‘enemy science’, i.e. as science about the enemy, and often
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consisted of historical speculation rather than serious research.

Image

German Reich propaganda poster, 1916: “Are we the barbarians?” Statistical

comparison of the German Reich, England and France in the categories: a)

social security; b) illiteracy; c) education; d) book production; e) Nobel

Prizes; f) patents. Graphic: L[ouis] O[ppenheim]; Printed by: Dr. Selle & Co,

Berlin. Source: Landesarchiv Baden-Württemberg, Abt. Hauptstaatsarchiv

Stuttgart, J 151 Nr 2243 / Wikimedia Commons https://

commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sind_Wir_Die_Barbaren%3F.jpg

[06.11.2024], License: CC BY 3.0 DE Deed https://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by/3.0/de/deed.de
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Empirically demanding historical comparison, on the other hand, today usually gives historians the

opportunity to familiarise themselves intensively with the other country being compared, its

historical research, its language and way of thinking, its institutions and norms, and its historical

memories. Comparison almost inevitably internationalises the researcher. Today, historical

comparison is therefore part of transnational history and thus also part of the liberation of

historical science from the corset of pure national history.

However, historical comparison is still strongly focussed on Europe and the West and does not deal

enough with Africa, the Arab countries, Latin America, South Asia and Southeast Asia. Within

Europe, it concentrates too much on the large countries, on Great Britain, France and Germany. It

still compares too many nation states, too few regions and places and at the same time too few

world regions.[27] International exchange between comparative historians even seems to be

declining recently. Despite changes and improvements to the method, historical comparison is not

chiseled in stone. Future generations of historians will continue to adapt it as they see fit.

German Version: Hartmut Kaelble, Historischer Vergleich, Version: 2, in: Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte,

22.04.2024, https://docupedia.de/zg/kaelble_historischer_vergleich_v2_de_2024
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