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Abstract

The author discusses first the defining traits of the comparative approach 
according to which units and properties are compared. Secondly, he pro-
poses a typology of forms of comparison, distinguishing between synchronic 
and diachronic and aiming at description or explication. Comparison is 
used both in the framework of historical and social science knowledge and 
the differences depend mainly upon the kind of information sources used. 
Arguing about its educational value, the author argues that comparison 
helps scholars, but also common individuals and groups, to control better 
the tendencies of egocentrism and ethnocentrism connected with the for-
mation of individual and collective identities.

Résumé

L’auteur examine d’abord les caractéristiques permettant de définir 
l’approche comparative, dans laquelle sont comparées des unités et des 
propriétés. Il propose ensuite une typologie des formes de comparaison, 
en distinguant synchronie et diachronie, visée descriptive et explicative. 
La comparaison est utilisée pour produire des connaissances tant en 
histoire qu’en sciences sociales. Les différences sont principalement dues 
à la nature des sources d’information utilisées. Arguant de sa valeur 
éducative, l’auteur estime que la comparaison permet aux chercheurs, 
mais aussi à tout un chacun, de mieux contrôler les tendances à l’égo-
centrisme et à l’ethnocentrisme inhérentes à la formation des identités 
individuelles et collectives.

1. 

When I was asked to think about a theme fit for the opening 
session of this first conference of the new founded association, I 
thought that a reflection on the comparative approach would meet 

* Keynote speech at the first conference of the International Research Association 
for History and Social Sciences Education, Rome, September 3rd, 2012.
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the requirements to satisfy both the interests of historians and social 
scientists and the interests of people engaged in education. I shall 
divide my speech in three parts.

I will try to discuss first the very idea of comparison in the his-
torical and social sciences. I will further develop a typology of com-
parative researches in order to make clear what we are talking about. 
In the final part I will argue that the comparative approach, whatever 
its merits from a scientific point of view, has in itself an intrinsic edu-
cational value.

It is appropriate to recall some methodological notions referring 
to comparison in general. The phrase “Sweden is a more democratic 
country than Ukraine,” contains three elements. The first element 
is formed by the objects of comparison (Sweden and Ukraine), the 
second element by the property in respect of which the comparison 
is made (democracy), the third element by the states of the property 
(more or less democratic). In order to use an acceptable definition 
of democracy one needs to identify the indicators enabling to distin-
guish between more or less democracy, or, in other words we have 
to treat democracy as a variable. For ex., free elections of legislative 
bodies, division of powers, freedom of the press, freedom of expres-
sion, of organization, etc. Freedom House, an international private 
organization devoted to the comparative study of democracy, devel-
oped a set of indicators concerning accountability and public voice, 
civil liberties, rule of law and anticorruption and transparency.

To be compared, therefore, are not the objects, but the states 
relative to one or more properties1. This point is very important, 
because it excludes at the outset the possibility to compare items 
taken in their “totality”. The comparison is always a judgment, in 
the first instance, about what is the same and what makes a differ-
ence. Every object is by definition unique, unrepeatable, different 
and therefore incomparable in its entirety, it becomes comparable 
only when you isolate certain properties and compare the statuses of 
those properties. When it comes to comparison it is therefore neces-
sary to ask first of all what has to be compared. Evidently, the most 
diverse “things”, that is, properties, can be compared.

In general, the properties tend to cover “structures” or “pro-
cesses” depending on how – as we shall see – the dimension of time 
is taken into account. This is not to say anything yet about the con-

1  For an accurate account of the epistemological problems in comparative 
analysis, see Alberto Marradi, Natura, forme e scopi della comparazione, in Metodo scien-
tifico e scienza politica, ed. Domenico Fisichella (Roma: Nuova Italia scientifica, 1985), 
293-321 and “Classification, Typology, Taxonomy”, Quality and Quantity XXIV, 2 (1990): 
129-157.
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tents, but only about the form that such contents can take. To take 
some examples from classical instances of comparative research, the 
contents may refer to political structures (the cleavages analyzed by 
Stein Rokkan), to the structures of the international division of labour 
(Immanuel Wallerstein), structures of class relations in revolutionary 
processes (Barrington Moore), to processes of change in authority rela-
tions (Bendix), etc. It is necessary to maintain analytically separated 
the two levels of the comparison: the object (i.e. the unit of analysis 
considered) and the or the “properties” on which the comparison 
occurs. Objects (unit of analysis) of the comparison can be individuals, 
groups, communities, state-societies, cultural areas, “civilizations”, or 
entire “systems”2. 

Depending on the choice of the object of comparison, the prob-
lem of boundaries in relation to its environment assumes a different 
meaning. For example, a state-society can be analyzed as an isolated 
entity (implicitly or explicitly eliminating the influence of its environ-
ment), or as an entity within a population of state-societies and then 
has to be analyzed as part of a network of relationships between state-
societies. The choice of the unit of analysis is a choice that must be 
justified in each case in relation to the purposes of the research. The 
choice of object for comparative analysis does not necessarily mean 
that we should assume its self-sufficiency (i.e., it is plausible regardless 
of the influence of its environment). 

To give an example, we can compare two communities, A and 
B, at time t0 and at time tn, making the assumption that the state Atn 
and Btn does not depend only from At0 and Bt0, but also by a series 
of exogenous variables to A and B, or by the relationship between A 
and B.

The identification of the unit of analysis, i.e. the object on 
whose properties the comparison is carried out, is a requirement of 
each elementary comparative research, so elementary that often is 
overlooked, with the result that not homogeneous units are com-
pared with each other.

2. 

To guide the identification of the various forms or types of com-
parison in a systematic way, I propose to use two criteria: a) the refer-
ence to the dimension of “time”, distinguishing between synchronic 
comparison and diachronic comparison, b) the purpose of compari-

2  For a more elaborate discussion of these exemples, see Pietro Rossi, ed., La sto-
ria comparata: Approcci e prospettive (Milano: Il Saggiatore, 1990). 
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son, distinguishing between comparison for descriptive purposes and 
comparison for explanatory purposes. These are obviously not the 
only possible dimensions under which to construct a typology of the 
forms of comparison. Each type can be complexified by introducing 
more dimensions (variables), or other approaches. However, in order 
to illustrate the main forms of comparative historical and social science 
research, a simple typology is for my purpose sufficient.

Let me now clarify the dimensions used:
a) A synchronic comparison refers to objects/properties tem-

porally coeval or in respect of which the time dimension is not 
considered to be relevant (for example, we compare the voting 
behaviour at a given moment between voters of Basilicata and vot-
ers of Calabria). A diachronic comparison arises in cases we compare 
objects/properties in different moments in time (to stay in the same 
example, the voting behaviour in the Basilicata region in a given 
time period or in two or more intervals). The synchronic and dia-
chronic dimensions may of course be combined in the same research 
project. In this case it is a comparison of a higher level of complex-
ity.

I cannot go here into the discussion of the use of the catego-
ries of historical time in history and the social sciences3. This discus-
sion would lead us very far indeed. Here I would simply emphasize 
the fact that it is possible to distinguish between investigations that 
practically abolish the time dimension (in the sense that privilege 
the synchronic analysis and assume as objects punctual situations) 
and investigations that, on the contrary, thematize the time dimen-
sion (in the sense that favour the diachronic analysis and assume as 
objects of analysis dynamic situations, changes and processes). This 
distinction does not match, if not only approximately, the distinction 
between the approaches typical of the social sciences and the histori-
cal approaches. When history is aiming towards the reconstruction of 
events and situations, it may do so without making use of the cate-
gories of historical time. In other words, the localization of an object 
of investigation in the past is not in itself a sufficient guarantee for 
the temporal dimension to be appropriately thematized. Conversely, 
even if social scientists tend to focus on the synchronic analysis (for 
example, by studying the co-variation between variables), they are 
not for this reason doomed to neglect the temporal dimension and in 
fact, in many cases, do not neglect it at all (for example, when ana-
lysing the trend of time series also in a pluri-secular sequence).

3  For a discussion of different conceptions of historical time in history and the 
social sciences, see: Jörn Rüsen, ed., Zeit deuten: Perspektiven - Epochen – Paradigmen 
(Bielefeld: Transscript, 2003). 
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b) The dimension description-explanation indicates rather a 
continuum. When descriptive purposes prevail there is a tendency 
to focus on the “narrative”, otherwise, the investigator makes use of 
more or less formalized analytical conceptual tools4.

It is wrong to equate narrative-descriptive orientation with 
historiography and orientation to the explanation with the social 
sciences. The problem is known to be very complex and cannot 
be discussed in detail here. I think that the old distinction between 
idiographic and nomothetic orientation does not provide a criterion 
to differentiate between historiography and social sciences. Both 
orientations fall under the logic of explanation. In the first case, 
what makes the difference is what has to be explained, that is, those 
characteristics that underlie the specificity of an object, in the second 
case, however, what has to be explained is the uniformity, recur-
rence, equality. In the first case, in the words of Weber, the use of 
generalized concepts and laws is merely a means of knowing, in the 
second case it is an end. If we assume, however, that we can never 
know or explain an object in its individual and unique “totality”, we 
can easily realize that idiographic and nomothetic orientations only 
indicate different and relative levels of specificity and generality. 
They are not antithetical orientations, but different levels of analysis 
the researcher has to choose according to its object of research. If 
I may draw an example from a comparative study on which I was 
working some years ago5, I will say that to explain the differential 
effects of the earthquake on communities of two regions (Belice and 
Friuli) I will have to resort to general laws to explain the effects of 
earthquakes on any human community, and/or more specific laws 
that do intervene in the model to explain the workings of factors 
related to local culture. If you want to explain why the social effects 
of the earthquake were so different in Gibellina and Santa Ninfa (two 
community only a few kilometres apart from each other), I will intro-
duce another set of variables to an ever lower generalization’s level. 
In conducting this research I do not ask myself if what I am doing 
is history or sociology, in this case the distinction is irrelevant. This 
does not mean that the distinction between idiographic and nomo-
thetic orientation is irrelevant in general: it is useful in order to indi-
cate a tendency, to distinguish between different levels of abstraction 
in a time and space dimension. 

4  A number of instances of descriptive and explanatory historical researches 
are analyzed in: James Mahoney, Dietrich Rueschenmayer, eds., Comparative Historical 
Analysis in the Social Sciences, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 

5  Alessandro Cavalli, Memory and History: How Memory Is Reconstructed After 
Catasprophic Events, in Meaning and Representation in History, Jörn Rüsen, ed. (New 
York, Oxford: Berghan Books, 2006), 169-182.
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Historians will always tend to favour an idiographic approach, 
while social scientists will privilege a nomothetic approach. 
However, these are only trends that do not allow to establish at con-
ceptual level the distinction between different disciplinary approach-
es. The studies on public opinion, for example, that very often are 
conducted on comparative cross cultural basis, have a very strong 
idiographic orientation aimed at seizing short-term dynamics, related 
to the occurrence of singular events, but should not be excluded for 
that reason from the practices of social research.

The intersection of the two dimensions considered above gives 
rise to the formation of a typology of forms of comparison:

synchronic diachronic

descriptive 1- how objects differ? 2-how objects change?

explanatory 3- why objects differ 4-why objects change

This simple scheme identifies four types of comparison.
1) Among the objects/properties compared this first type 

uniquely identifies what is the same and what is different, therefore 
assessing similarities and differences. It is the easiest and perhaps 
most widespread type of comparison, which responds to a classifica-
tory logic and leads to the development of taxonomies. Durkheim, 
for example, makes use of a comparison of this type when compar-
ing totemic cults of the Australian Aborigines and the Indian tribes of 
North America6. In this case, his analysis is not aimed, or only mar-
ginally, to the attribution of causal differences, but is limited to an 
investigation of the similarities.

2) In this case, comparison pursues the aim to describe the 
transformation of an object/property over time. We could call this 
procedure “biographical method”. Its focus lays in the distinction 
between what remains constant and what changes. This type of 
comparison presupposes the possibility of postulating a minimum 
identity of the object over time, namely the existence of at least 
one aspect that does not change over time. In any case, however, 
the analysis highlights changes, processes, transitions, which are 
described without being explicitly formulated in order to support 
empirically hypotheses and theories capable to provide an explana-
tion. The “theory” of developmental stages (from Karl Bücher7 to 

6  Emile Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1990) (19121). 

7  Karl Bücher, Die Entstehung der Volkswirtschaft (Tübingen: Laupp, 1893).
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Walt W. Rostow8) can be placed in this type since it is not formu-
lated in order to explain the processes of transition from one stage to 
the next. Even in the analysis that leads Bendix to study what chang-
es and what remains constant in the forms of authority and power in 
industrial organizations over time, the need for a detailed reconstruc-
tion of idiographic types prevails on the need to provide an explana-
tion of the dynamics of the transformation processes.

3) The synchronic comparison of different objects/properties in 
order to explain the diversity uses, either explicitly or implicitly, a “sys-
temic” model of explanation. 

In other words, it is the different location of the object X relative 
to the object Y within the network of interdependencies Z that explains 
why X is different from Y.

An example of this “type”: the under-development of the region 
A and the development of the region B are not explained in terms of 
historical causes respectively of the under-development or develop-
ment, but in terms of the different position of the two regions in the 
system of international division of labour, and thus development and 
under-development are captured in their dimension of mutual inter-
dependence: the development of B depends on the under-devel-
opment of A, the under-development of A depends on the devel-
opment of B. Andrè Gunder Frank’s and Immanuel Wallerstein’s 
approach and all the so-called “dependence theorists”, belong to this 
type9. 

This approach reverses the assumption that the comparison 
can be conducted only between objects independent of each other, 
postulated in the literature and referred to as “Galton’s problem”, 
named after the anthropologist who formulated it for the first time. 
Wallerstein’s world-economy can not, by definition, be compared 
with an object on its own level, and comparison (e.g. between 
“periphery” and “semi-periphery”) may only be performed within the 
system of relations established as a world-economy.

Unlike studies of Wallerstein and his school, which postulate 
the existence of a macro-system that encompasses all societies and 
all countries, studies of “civic culture” conducted by Gabriel Almond 
and Sidney Verba10 in the first half of the XX Century in five coun-

8  Walt W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth. A non-Communist Manifesto 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960).

9  Andre Gunder Frank, The Development of Underdevelopment (New York (NY): 
Monthly Review Press, 1966); Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System, vol. I: 
Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the European World-Economy in the Sixteenth 
Century (New York (NY): Academic Press, 1974),

10  Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and 
Democracy in Five Nations, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963).
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tries (United States, Great Britain, Germany, Italy and Mexico), take 
as reference units national societies and adopt a model of function-
alist explanation in which the temporal dimension does not play an 
important role. Research in comparative politics, such as Almond’s 
studies, hardly, however, can be considered both historical and com-
parative. On this point we will return at the end of this section.

4) This type of comparison starts from the assumption that, in 
order to explain why A and B are different, we need to go back in 
time, reconstructing the process producing A and B as they are now. 
We can speak here of a form of comparison that leads to the iden-
tification of forms of historical causation. As it is known, the prob-
lem underlying the comparative study of universal religions in Max 
Weber is the explanation of the Sonderentwicklung of the West11. 
The comparative-historical research needs in this case an explana-
tory design that follows the rules of the logical process of causal 
imputation. What, asks Weber, is the factor that is present in the West 
and absent elsewhere, which is responsible for the development of 
Western rationalism, of which capitalism is the specific manifestation 
in the field of economic structures? Very close to the Weberian model, 
from the point of view of the frame of the research design, are the 
studies conducted and promoted by Charles Tilly on state formation 
in Europe and the investigations of Stein Rokkan12 on the genesis of 
political cleavages in the states of modern Europe. Both proceed with 
a two-stage approach: in the first place there is a need to establish the 
common properties and variants of the processes under study, and 
then proceed, in a second stage, to the identification of factors that 
give specific historical account of the changes. Although the intent is 
only implicitly comparative, also the researches of Norbert Elias13 can 
be assigned to this fourth type. In them, Elias adopts an evolutionary 
scheme in which the realization of the state monopoly of violence is 
assigned the role of determining factor in producing the configurations 
of relationships between classes and individuals, which in turn deter-
mine the processes of impulse control and of psychic economy of 
individuals. A different mode of formation and realization of the state 
monopoly thus corresponds to different outcomes in terms of social 
structure and personality structure.

11  Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie (Tübingen: Mohr, 
1920). 

12  Charles Tilly, ed., The Formation of National States in Western Europe 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974); Stein Rokkan, ed., Comparative Research 
Across Cultures and Nations (Paris: Mouton, 1968).

13  Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process, Vol. I. The History of Manners (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1969); The Civilizing Process, Vol. II. State Formation and Civilization (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1982).
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These types of research using the comparative approach are 
“pure” types in the sense that they are derived exclusively by logical 
and methodological categories. 

At this point the question arises when a comparative study 
becomes an historical-comparative study. As we have seen, the vari-
ous examples of historical comparative research can be placed in the 
space defined by the properties of this approach only in an approxi-
mate way, since they come more or less close to one or other of 
these types. For each one of these types it is possible to find exam-
ples of research to which assign the attribute “historical”. 

As mentioned above, the consideration of the time dimension 
is not enough to qualify a research as historical. In fact, on the one 
hand there are historical researches in which the diachronic dimen-
sion is not thematized and, on the other hand, there are social sci-
ence research (for example, the longitudinal studies that make use 
of the technique of the panel) which, although using a diachronic 
dimension, cannot be considered historical research. The criterion 
of distinction must be found on another plane, and precisely on an 
exquisitely methodological plane, i.e., in particular, in relation to the 
type of source used. Consistent with the definition of the disciplines 
as sets of research practice, a research can be classified as belong-
ing to the sub-set of historical-comparative research only in case 
it makes use of primary or secondary historical sources. In other 
words, the method of data construction and data processing is the 
most effective criterion to define the subset of historical, comparative 
research. 

3. 

What I have said so far should be sufficient to argue that the 
comparative approach has an educational value on the cognitive 
dimension. It helps to frame the problem using well defined con-
ceptual tools, to formulate explicit hypothesis, to look for empirical 
indicators in order to test them. In synthesis, it favours the formation 
of a scientific mentality, even when the argument is cast in a narrative 
style. Through the exercise of comparison, students get accustomed 
to frame research problems in a scientific consistent way. This is the 
major educational achievement. Education, however, does not imply 
only a cognitive dimension. In our rationalistic culture we are accus-
tomed to separate cognition and emotion. The two dimensions can 
be distinguished analytically, in our mind they are, often if not always, 
bound together. The comparative approach, whatever the specific 
focus of the research, makes us aware about differences and similari-



Alessando Cavalli

16

ties. Differences and similarities imply always affective overtones: we 
may like or dislike both differences and similarities. In the case we are 
implied in the units to be compared (as member of a group, class, eth-
nic minority or majority, religion community, nationality or anything 
else) it is hardly to avoid the fact that identity matters. 

I firmly believe that the habit and the attitude to compare pro-
vides an opportunity to make steps out both of egocentrism and eth-
nocentrism14. 

Let us think at the idea of egocentrism as the exclusive preoc-
cupation with one’s own problems and the incapacity to represent 
the other’s point of view. Developmental psychologists argue that 
egocentrism is more frequent in childhood and adolescence and 
tends to diminish with adulthood, even though there are cases where 
it continues all life long. In adult life egocentrism is considered as 
a negative personality trait, a deficiency which hinders substantially 
the development of balanced social relationships. Autism, f.i., is con-
sidered an extreme case of egocentrism and is considered a severe 
mental disease. 

On the theoretical level, both in psychology and philosophy, 
there are lively discussions concerning the “theory of the mind”. As 
a matter of fact, the problem is by far not new. It goes back, if not 
even further, to the debate on Verstehen (in English, understanding) 
opened at the turn of the XIX and XX century in German philosophy 
and social science by Wilhem Dilthey, Max Weber and many others15. 
More recently, theoretical and empirical developments in neural physi-
ology pointed to the discovery of mirror neurons, which are supposed 
to have appeared at a crucial point in the evolution of the human 
species, giving a scientific, neuro-biological underpinning to what phi-
losophers and psychologists did suppose since a long time16. To make 
a long story short, human beings can be more or less egocentrics and 
we can ask legitimately how to favour the process of reducing egocen-
trism.

14  Cultural anthropologists are, almost by definition, engaged in comparative 
research and keenly aware of the need to fight against ethnocentrism. To make just one 
classic example, see Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture (New York (NY): Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt, 1934).

15  Dilthey argues that the distinction between historical and social sciences, on 
the one hand, and natural sciences, on the other hand, is based on the difference betwe-
en Verstehn (understanding) and Erklären (explanation). See, Wilhelm Dilthey, Einleitung 
in die Geisteswissenschaften, (Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1883). Max Weber and Geog 
Simmel turned somehow away from Dilthey on this topic, as I tried to clear elsewhere. See, 
Alessandro Cavalli, Max Weber und Georg Simmel: Sind die Divergenzen wirklich so groß?, 
in Max Webers Wissenschaftslehre, G. Wagner, H. Zipprian, eds. (Frankfurt/M: Suhrkamp, 
1994), 224-238.

16  See the findings reported in Giacomo Rizzolati and Laila Craighero, “The mirror-
neuron system“, Annual Review of Neuroscience 27 (1): 169–192.



The comparative approach and its educational value

17

Egocentrism is referred to the personal identity dimension, 
however similar processes are operating also at the collective iden-
tity level. Ethnocentrism and nationalism are widespread phenomena 
that at least in Western culture, where they were born and devel-
oped, are beginning to be judged negatively. The crucial variables 
are here the degrees of closeness or openness of collective identities. 
An open identity is characterized by not being exclusive. The ques-
tion is not to erase completely collective identities (human beings 
probably need to develop “we feelings”), but how to make them less 
exclusive. 

Identities can peacefully live together if they are not exclusive. 
As you know, Siena is divided up in several “contrade” which twice 
a year compete ritually in the horse race called “palio”. The “con-
trada identity” is strong, but it does not prevent the development of a 
town identity, when the people of Siena face their traditional oppo-
nents, the Florentines. The town identity does not prevent regional, 
national and so forth identities. 

I see the comparative approach as a tool to help people to 
work out less exclusive collective identities17. Comparison is a way, 
probably the only way, to assess differences and similarities. We 
acquire, f.i., a generational identity when we perceive how different 
we are form our parents, we acquire local, national or supra-national 
identities in a continuous confrontation with what is different and 
what is similar. At the end, we are all human beings, or, to push the 
argument even further, we are all living beings, since, from a bio-
logical point of view, we share with animals and plants a part of our 
DNA. 
 

17  For a processual approach to the building of collective identities, see: Alberto 
Melucci, The Process of Collective Identity, in H. Johnston and B. Klandermans, eds., Social 
Movements and Culture, (Minneapolis (MN): University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 41- 63.


