Introduction

This collection brings together eleven essays written over the past fif-
teen years or so that either reflect on the current practice of com-
parative history or represent my own efforts to do this kind of work.
The latter essays emerged from a topical interest in racism and an-
tiracism that antedates my explicitly comparative scholarship. Most
concern black-white relations in the United States and South Africa;
but one, published here for the first time as chapter 6, deals with
mid-nineteenth-century ideas about race and empire in Alexis de
Tocqueville’s writings on American democracy and the French colo-
nization of Algeria. Earlier versions of the piece, called “Understanding
Racism™ (chapter 5), which attempted to define and historicize racism
in a general way, appeared in places where few readers are likely to
have seen them; this essay has been substantially expanded and refor-
mulated.!

The other essays either were published before 1997 or were orig-
inally prepared for symposia or edited books of essays and may ap-
pear in slightly different form in the resulting volumes. Except in the
case of “From Black Power to Black Consciousness” (chapter 11),
which has been condensed from a longer piece, these essays have not
been significantly revised. Either they are recent enough to reflect my
current thinking, or, as in the case of the survey of comparative his-
toriography from 1980 (chapter 1), an essay is juxtaposed with a
later essay of similar scope (chapter 3) to show how my assessment
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of the field has evolved in light of subsequent scholarship, including
my own.

Introducing this volume prompts some autobiographical reflections.
Comparative historians are still rare enough to evoke curiosity about
how they came to embrace that role. When I am asked, as I often am,
how I first got interested in comparative history, I am never able to pro-
vide a very good answer because I cannot remember a time when I did
not take a comparative approach to almost everything I was thinking
seriously about. I instinctively assimilate new experience by first asking
what familiar thing it resembles and then how it differs. Everyone does
this to some extent, but in my case the urge to compare things may be
especially intense and possibly a bit obsessive. Perhaps my comparative
bent stems ultimately from the fact that my family made several major
moves when I was child, and I was always contrasting where I was with
where I had previously been.

As an undergraduate majoring in History and Literature at Harvard, I
concentrated on what amounted to American studies, partly because at
that time I did not have enough French to pursue my original plan to
study the United States, England, and France since 1800. (I had the mis-
fortune to attend a public high school that offered neither French nor
German.) When I came to write a senior honors thesis, I chose a topic
with a comparative dimension—an investigation of Norwegian-American
writing that compelled me to assess the Old World background as well as
the New World experiences of an articulate group of first- and second-
generation immigrants. A chapter on the ethnic dimension of Thorstein
Veblen’s thought was later published in The American Quarterly.?

At this point I was uncertain whether to pursue historical or literary
studies in graduate school. A Fulbright to Norway that was supposed
to involve a further study of immigration history actually became an
excursion into comparative literature. The fruit of this year was a pub-
lished article on Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler that compared the ideas at work
in the play with Nietzsche’s “neopagan” ethics. I also attempted a com-
parative study of Ibsen and Melville based on their shared experience
when, as children, both writers suffered a loss of status and security
when their fathers went bankrupt. My enterprise also failed, but its in-
solvency taught me the valuable lesson that comparison must be based
on substantive rather than incidental or superficial similarities.?

Although it is clear to me now that my interest in literature was his-
torical rather than aesthetic, I seriously considered doing graduate
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work in comparative literature. But I was again foiled by language re-
quirements. Although I now had some French and Norwegian, the lat-
ter was not in demand, and I therefore lacked the second “major”
European language and the Greek or Latin that was then also required.
I decided eventually on the American Civilization program at Harvard
because it allowed me to defer the choice between literary and histori-
cal studies and also seemed to have a comparative aspect in that sec-
ondary fields were required in the history or literature of two other so-
cieties. It soon became apparent, however, that this requirement was
pro forma and not meant as an invitation to sustained comparative
work. I therefore became a thoroughgoing Americanist and put my
cross-national interests on the back burner: my dissertation was on that
seemingly most American of subjects—the Civil War.#

My one significant foray into comparative history as a graduate stu-
dent occurred when I took Louis Hartz’s seminar on comparative po-
litical thought. In it Hartz expounded at length the ideas that would in-
form his Founding of New Societies. It was my first exposure to a frame
of reference that would include both South Africa and the United
States. My seminar paper, however, compared the Utopian socialism of
Edward Bellamy and William Morris on the very Hartzian basis that
the lack of a tradition of communalism handed down from the Middle
Ages made American radical thought more individualistic than the
English equivalent. There may have been some validity to the argu-
ment, but I am glad that I did not attempt to publish this first attempt
at comparative history. I had made the mistake of taking Hartz’s con-
cept of American exceptionalism as an established truth to be applied
and exemplified rather than as a debatable hypothesis to be tested.’

When I left graduate school, I had seemingly found a professional
identity as an intellectual historian of nineteenth-century America with
a special interest in the issues raised by the North-South conflict and
the Civil War. My second book concentrated on the great unresolved
issue arising from the war—the place of emancipated blacks in the
American republic. What turned out to be a lifelong commitment to the
study of race and racism was driven by the strong emotions aroused in
me by the civil rights struggle of the 1960s and its disappointing after-
math. White supremacy struck me then—and still strikes me today—as
America’s most persistent problem and its greatest shame, the most
glaring and lamentable contradiction of what were supposed to be its
fundamental values. I resolved to probe the intellectual and ideological
foundations of what Gunnar Myrdal called “the American dilemma.”
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This field of study also invited comparison with slavery and race rela-
tions in other societies.

The Black Image in the White Mind, published in 1971, was not
comparative in any sustained way. But a reading of sociologist Pierre
van den Berghe’s incisive cross-cultural study Race and Racism provided
me with the concept of “Herrenvolk democracy,” an illuminating and
provocative key to the question of how white Americans, particularly
defenders of slavery and segregation, had managed to resolve in their
own minds the conflict between the egalitarian values of the Declaration
of Independence and the practice of racial domination. I was struck by
the fact that van den Berghe had found a similar pattern in South Africa,
and at some point the thought occurred to me that a full historical com-
parison of the development of white supremacist attitudes, ideologies,
and policies in the two countries might prove valuable.

The decision to devote nearly a decade to this project came only after
I had been persuaded to give a paper comparing white supremacy in the
United States and South Africa at a session on comparative race rela-
tions at the 1972 convention of the American Historical Association.
As I plunged into South African historiography, I became fascinated
with the extent to which the two national experiences were similar in
some respects and different in others. I soon realized that a conference
paper would barely scratch the surface of the subject and that I would
have to undertake research in South Africa to do it justice. After two
years of exploring South African history in the incomparable
Herskovitz collection at the Northwestern University Library, I went to
South Africa for five months in 1975. I had temporarily narrowed the
subject to race relations in the U.S. South (hereafter referred to as “the
South”) and the Cape Colony of South Africa before 1910, and I there-
fore spent most of that time doing research in the libraries and archives
of Cape Town. The parallels between the growth of white supremacy
in the South and the Cape of Good Hope in the seventeenth, eighteenth,
and nineteenth centuries were quite strong, and the comparisons could
be controlled and precise. As a general rule, comparison works best
when the two cases being considered show a demonstrably high degree
of similarity.

The first chapter of White Supremacy, which deals with the expan-
sion of white settlement in the South and the Cape Colony before 1840,
would have fit well into the study as I conceived it in 1975 (as would
the subsequent two chapters on slavery and race mixture). Since chap-
ter 1 deals with the relations of European settlers to indigenous peoples,
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its American component addresses the experience of Native Americans
rather than that of African Americans. I compared the process leading
to the forced removal of the “civilized tribes” from the southern states
in the 1830s with the events that led up to the Great Trek in South
Africa during the same decade. Although I did not pursue the history of
Native American-white relations in the remainder of the book, this re-
search and writing aroused my interest in the comparative study of
frontiers, which I addressed briefly in the 1980 survey of comparative
history. It also formed the subject of a review essay on recent work on
American and South African frontiers, published in 1982, which ap-
pears as chapter 2 of this collection. Not a great deal has been done on
this subject since, except for James Gump’s illuminating comparison of
the context and consequences of frontier wars in the 1870s—the con-
flict between the Sioux and the United States Army on the Great Plains
and the clash of the Zulu and British regulars in eastern South Africa.”

As the work on White Supremacy progressed, however, I concluded
that a broader geographical and chronological canvas, one that neces-
sarily involved some sharp contrasts, would more effectively illuminate
the historical roots of contemporary U.S. and South African situations
than would a more narrow focus on the South and the Cape before
1910. As a result, the last half of the book covers the United States and
South Africa as a whole and extends the chronology to the present. The
massacre of African teenagers at Soweto in 1976 and the murder of
Steve Biko in 1978 horrified much of the world and contributed to my
decision to deal more directly with the roots of the current crisis than
the more limited comparison would have allowed. I wanted a chance to
address more fully the origins and evolution of apartheid and to exam-
ine how it compared or contrasted with “the strange career of Jim
Crow” in the United States. Although I found that the differences al-
most overwhelmed the commonalities, I felt that such a study in contrast
was a way of countering illusions about the possibility that apartheid
might be reformed out of existence, as Jim Crow had been.

In studying a subject like white supremacy it is difficult to avoid
thinking about contemporary implications; thus it was a desire to be
relevant and topical that, more than anything else, caused the book to
overflow the dikes that I had originally constructed to keep it under
control. The first three chapters, which were based in part on my in-
tensive research in Cape Town and my prior work on racism in the
United States before 1914, were written with more authority and a
deeper knowledge of the sources than the last three. The book as a
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whole may have been less solid and definitive than the more focused
study that I had originally projected, but it was clearly more provoca-
tive and of greater general interest.

I do not regret this decision to address contemporary concerns at the
expense of some historical precision and authoritativeness. The search
for a “usable past” and a willingness to generalize about it in ways that
subsequent research may call into question does not have to be an in-
vitation to distortion and propaganda, provided that one is asking
open-ended questions of the historical record rather than seeking evi-
dence to support a preconceived political position and ignoring what-
ever contradicts it. The questions are ours and are properly influenced
by what we consider important to know right now, even when the an-
swers must be tentative or provisional. The most valuable findings are
the ones that convey a realistic sense of possibilities and not false as-
surances that may bolster our morale while they feed our illusions. No
essay in this volume demonstrates more fully my desire for a usable
past than “Understanding Racism,” although contemporary concerns
are evident in most of the pieces—especially in my overview of
American and South African freedom struggles (chapter 8) and the re-
view essay on some black American and South African leaders of the
1960s (chapter 9).

When I started working on White Supremacy in the early 1970s, I
had few models to follow, having given little thought to what compar-
ative history was and how it should be done. As part of a generation of
historians who disdained theory and simply went about their business
of examining the sources and drawing conclusions from them, I went
to work without worrying much about theory and method. But I did
have to know what I was writing about, and I turned to the sociologi-
cal literature on race and racism in search of definitions and concepts.

It was not until I had finished a first draft and began to think about
an introduction that I gave serious thought to comparative methodol-
ogy. What I had been doing felt right to me, but I realized that others
would want to know about my procedures and assumptions. If I could
not justify what I was doing, I would have to go back and rethink the
whole enterprise. One conclusion that I drew was that my methodol-
ogy differed significantly from that of the comparative historical stud-
ies then being produced by sociologists and political scientists. I did not
begin with a well-defined model or hypothesis with a fixed number of
variables. Rather I put my study in an interpretive context that histori-
ans and others had established to expose and explain the differing pat-
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terns of race relations in the United States and Latin America. But this
was merely a point of departure. I also found new themes dictated by
the American and South African materials and sought variations on
them. Social theory came into the picture mainly as a heuristic device
whenever it seemed applicable. I described and attempted to justify this
“historicist” approach to comparative studies both in the introduction
to White Supremacy and in my 1980 survey of work in comparative
history written for a volume summing up the recent endeavors of
American historians. The latter essay is reprinted as chapter 1 of this
book.

In that essay I was trying to say that comparative history can be done
in a manner quite compatible with normal or traditional historical
method. It can make use of narrative as well as analysis and manifest a
concern for the particular as well as (if not more than) a search for gen-
eral truths about human experience.

In explaining my own practice in 1980 and 1981, I may have offered
too restrictive a view of comparative history. At a 1985 conference at
Northwestern University I gave a paper—parts of which were eventu-
ally incorporated into the 1995 historiographic essay that became
chapter 3 of this book—that distinguished between comparative his-
tory in the grand manner and other historical writing employing a com-
parative method. In this essay I defined the former as book-length stud-
ies of developments over time in two or more societies in which each
case is treated with a similar degree of depth and specificity. Although
systematic comparisons within a single nation have been made between
regions, communities, and even the biographies of major historical ac-
tors or thinkers, I chose not to consider these because, as the published
essay makes clear, I was really interested in “cross-national compara-
tive history.” From my perspective, historical comparison is not merely
a method or procedure but also an antidote to the parochialism that
may accompany a fixation on the history of one nation. For me, com-
parative analysis is a means of viewing history from a cosmopolitan or
international perspective, which in turn makes the experience of indi-
vidual nations more meaningful.

In-depth bilateral comparison is not, however, the only way to ac-
complish this objective. Increasingly historians have been utilizing what
I would call “comparative perspective” as a tool of analysis. This ap-
proach employs general knowledge of an external example or examples
of a phenomenon to determine what is characteristic or distinctive
about the manifestation of that phenomenon within a single society.
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This body of work is extremely valuable and undoubtedly represents
the type of comparison that is most compatible with the expectation
that academic historians will specialize in the past of one country. As I
pointed out in the 1980 essay, such career patterns present a major ob-
stacle to the type of cross-national comparative history that seeks to
provide new insights into the history of two or more nations. This is
still generally the case, although—as I show in the 1995 historiographic
survey (chapter 3) and the review essay of two of the most important
comparative works of the past few years (chapter 4)—the number and
quality of systematic cross-national histories are on the rise.?

I was of course an Americanist before I was a comparativist and for
most professional purposes am still one. Not only do I involve the
United States in whatever comparison I am attempting, but so do most
of the works that I discuss in the “historiographic explorations” in part
one of this book. The essays in part two, especially chapters 5 and 7, ex-
plicitly privilege the American experience over those with which it is
being compared and are closer in method and spirit to “comparative per-
spective” than to “cross-national comparative history.” “Understanding
Racism” and “Black-White Relations since Emancipation™ use the expe-
rience of Brazil and South Africa mainly to illuminate the American pat-
tern rather than for their own sake, although they try to establish some
general principles that would apply to all three cases and perhaps to oth-
ers as well. Part three reverts to detailed bilateral comparison between
the United States and South Africa in which neither case is privileged.

In the 1985 paper I also distinguished between “historicist” and
“structuralist” approaches to comparative history. The former, which is
closer to the normal disciplinary practice of historians, stresses differ-
ences, peculiarities, and multiple, continuous causation (i.e., that which
is not easily reducible to a fixed set of variables.) It tends to focus more
on culture and ideology than on institutions or structures. The aim of
this approach is the better understanding of particular societies rather
than the establishment or testing of universally, or at least broadly, ap-
plicable social scientific theories. The second approach tends to be more
congenial to historical sociologists and political scientists. It identifies a
limited number of structural or institutional variables operating in a
small number of historical situations and uses comparison to isolate the
ones that account for similarities and differences.’

In the 1985 paper I stressed the gulf between the two methods and
presented myself, for the most part, as a spokesman for the historicist
approach. But a decade later when I revised and updated it for publi-
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cation as “From Exceptionalism to Variability,” the essay included
here, I determined on the basis of new comparative work, including my
own, that there is a middle ground, a type of comparative history that
combines elements of cultural contrast and structural analysis. I con-
cluded therefore that the historical social scientists and the historians
had a lot to learn from each other and that the work of both could and
should involve the interaction between the peculiarities of culture and
ideology on the one hand and recurrent and generalizable structural
factors on the other.

The research and writing for Black Liberation, my second extended
treatment of the United States and South Africa, made it clear that a
natural and persuasive way to do comparative history was to establish
a common international context and keep it in mind throughout the
study. Awareness of the larger international struggle against imperial-
ism and racism in the twentieth century permitted me to treat black re-
sistance to white supremacy in the United States and South Africa as
case studies of a more general phenomenon. The essays in part three of
this collection, especially chapters 8, 1o, and 11, exemplify this con-
textualist approach. Beyond the insights into the development of each
of the societies being examined, comparative work contributes to a gen-
eral understanding of the dynamics of world history.!°

Although White Supremacy located American and South African de-
velopments within the larger context of the expansion of Europe, it
moved quickly to American and South African peculiarities. In a piece
published in my 1988 collection of essays on slavery and race, I at-
tempted to contextualize these developments more fully by relating
them to the larger history of Western colonialism and racism. In two of
the essays in this book, “Understanding Racism” and “Race and
Empire in Liberal Thought: The Legacy of Tocqueville,” I attempt to
use cross-national comparisons (my own or Tocqueville’s) to exemplify
some general tendencies of recent world history. I now feel much more
strongly than I did that comparative history, besides showing the spe-
cial features of particular national experiences, can contribute much to
a broad understanding of the forces that have shaped the modern world
as a whole—although the last section of the racism essay betrays again
my special concern as an American to provide useful insights into our
particular version of racial injustice.!!

Students and others frequently ask my advice about the practice of
comparative history. I have learned a few things from my twenty-five
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years as a comparative historian that might be of practical help to stu-
dents or established historians who are considering doing work of this
type (and at the same time perhaps make it easier for serious readers
to appreciate and evaluate comparative histories). First of all, it is
probably advisable to master one nation’s history before undertaking
extensive cross-national comparisons. Unless a graduate student has
prior training in a second case, say an M.A. in a national history other
than the chosen area of specialization for the Ph.D., it would be pru-
dent to choose a dissertation topic that involves at most “historical
perspective” rather than full-blown bilateral comparison. But excellent
comparative dissertations in the fullest sense have been written by
those who have made the extra effort to complete what amounts to a
double major. It can be done, but its difficulties should not be under-
estimated.

Besides learning a second history, would-be comparativists originally
trained as conventional historians need to become interdisciplinary.
They should immerse themselves in the literature on their thematic in-
terest (race relations in my case) produced by sociologists, political sci-
entists, anthropologists, and even those in the new and controversial
field of cultural studies. One does not have to become a theorist to use
theory productively as a way of developing hypotheses or provisional
generalizations.

One should also be willing to learn the languages essential to in-
depth historical research. For White Supremacy, 1 taught myself a read-
ing knowledge of Dutch and Afrikaans. For Black Liberation, however,
I did not find it essential to learn any of the African languages, because
English was the lingua franca of black protest in South Africa in the
twentieth century. Some sociologists and political scientists have writ-
ten comparative histories involving countries whose languages they do
not read, but the depth of cultural penetration that sophisticated his-
torical work normally requires obliges the comparative historian to
read the languages of scholarship and public discourse employed in
both cases.

I have been preoccupied with two-sided comparisons because histo-
rians can do them with the best effect. Another piece of advice, there-
fore, is to avoid spreading oneself too thin by trying to deal extensively
and in detail with more than two cases. I once attempted a three-way
comparison of emancipation in the U.S. South, the Cape Colony of
South Africa, and Jamaica in an essay that appeared in an earlier col-
lection, and chapters 5 and 7 of this volume triangulate the histories of
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race relations in the United States, South Africa, and Brazil. But I would
not pretend that my knowledge of Brazilian or Caribbean history
would suffice for more than a very general and schematic comparison,
suitable for an essay but not for a book-length study. If the aim is to
have one’s work respected and found useful by scholars in all the fields
that one treats comparatively, it is generally advisable to stick to two
cases. A third might be possible, but to do it with the same depth as the
other two would be a formidable task, and organizing the finished
study would be difficult. There are good reasons, I think, that those
who profess history as a discipline have rarely attempted to treat three
or more cases in a detailed and sustained way.!?

The need for such depth might lead some readers to conclude that
comparative history is so difficult and time-consuming that no sane per-
son would attempt it. I do not wish to underestimate the effort re-
quired, but it is nevertheless possible to exaggerate it. Although it is es-
sential to master the relevant historiography on one’s topic, a good
comparative history need not involve extensive research in archival or
primary sources on each case. If the topic is broad, and the secondary
literature voluminous and of high quality, there is no reason not to rely
heavily upon it. White Supremacy made substantial use of secondary
sources (at some points, especially in the last half of the book, they
were virtually the only sources used to support an argument). My pre-
vious knowledge of primary materials on the United States and what I
could learn from published memoirs, travel accounts, and official
records or reports reflecting the evolving racial attitudes and policies in
South Africa added a great deal to my critical synthesis of the two his-
toriographies, especially in the first three chapters. I was nevertheless
impressed with how much could be done with only the secondary
sources. In a seminal article on comparative history written forty years
ago, the eminent economic historian Fritz Redlich described very co-
gently the special relationship between primary and secondary sources
in comparative historical work:

Comparative historiography’s main sources are by necessity historical mono-
graphs, i.e. the results of preceding generations of historians. While up to
now a historical work to be recognized had to be based on primary sources
. . . comparative historiography demands as its source material a welter of
monographs. It would go to the archives to fill gaps in our knowledge and
check to see if the monograph writers really saw those aspects of historical
fact or development in which we are interested. One might put it this way:
while traditional monographic historiography begins in the archives, com-
parative historiography ends it there.3
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Of course some types of comparative history can and should rely
more heavily on primary sources than others. Black Liberation, essen-
tially a work of intellectual history, was based mainly on the actual dis-
course of black protest in the two societies, rather than what historians
had written about it. The texts I relied upon were primary sources, even
if many of them could be found in published books at any good re-
search library rather than in archival collections. The history of ideas
and ideologies requires less digging and scurrying about than the history
of institutions or patterns of behavior; it can be done comparatively
without a heavy reliance on monographic literature. Comparative social
history can also be based mainly on primary sources if the units being
treated are small enough. There is a trend in comparative historiogra-
phy, as some of the work discussed in chapter 3 would suggest, to focus
on selected local experiences in two societies rather than a nationwide
phenomenon. Cross-national comparisons of two cities or two organi-
zations, for example, make it feasible to do extensive archival research
on each case. But knowledge of the relevant secondary literature on
each nation is still necessary to establish the broader contexts that give
shape and meaning to the local experiences being treated in detail.

Besides reading the relevant works in their original language, the
comparative historian would be well advised to establish direct con-
tacts with historians working on the other, exotic case. Connections
that I established with historians of South Africa in Britain, the United
States, and South Africa itself during the 1970s alerted me to a major
shift in historiography that surfaced initially in seminar papers and ar-
ticles in relatively obscure journals rather than in widely distributed
books and periodicals. I was able to learn from, and respond to, this
emerging historiography in White Supremacy because correspondents
and people I met on my travels informed me of what was going on.

My final word of advice to would-be comparativists concerns how
the findings should be presented, once the basic research and analysis
have been completed. To my way of thinking, it is much more effec-
tive—and genuinely comparative—to have topical chapters dealing in-
teractively with both countries rather than separate chapters on each
country. An argument against three-way comparisons is that it becomes
very difficult to use this format without making excessive demands on
the reader, who tends to feel like an inept juggler. The worst organiza-
tion in my view is the one that has a long chapter on each case and then
a last chapter that does the actual comparison. My two books on the
United States and South Africa, as well as chapters 1o and 11 of this



Introduction 13

volume (shortened and recast versions of the last two chapters of Black
Liberation), show how one can develop comparisons within each topi-
cal chapter without (I hope) giving the reader a headache. Separate
treatment tends to result in parallel histories rather than genuinely com-
parative ones. Two narratives can be presented in such a way that the
reader is always aware of both and senses that they are, as it were, con-
stantly commenting on each other. Comparative history of this type is
an extended conversation between two national histories in search of
common themes and an understanding of the variations on them. It
might be viewed as one aspect of the wider search of international or
world historians and other scholars with cosmopolitan interests for a
common language and a common set of concerns that cross interna-
tional frontiers.

To the extent that it is a cosmopolitan or universalizing enterprise,
however, comparative history may seem to many in the late 1990s to be
intellectually problematic (or at least unfashionable) in light of the
postmodernist stress on the particular and unique—in other words the
incomparable or incommensurate. Can comparative history of the kind
I practice, or any other kind for that matter, survive in the world as de-
fined by postmodernists? Is it necessary to choose between comparative
studies and what appears to be the dominant intellectual trend of the
age? These questions are not confronted directly in the essays that fol-
low (although “Understanding Racism” appropriates for my own pur-
poses some of the language usually associated with postmodernism).
But they have to be faced if the essays in this book are to be taken se-
riously.

The historical profession contains within it a strong trend that is
consistent in some ways with the general thrust of postmodernism,
without, in most cases, revealing much awareness of the affinity. This is
the “revival of narrative history”—the growing emphasis on discrete
storytelling at the expense of analysis and generalization. Most histori-
ans of course believe that their stories are factually based and not just
fiction in another form, as some postmodern theorists do, but a heavy
stress on the particularity or singularity of the human experiences that
we treat and on the color and drama that our narratives about them
can convey tends to aestheticize hlstory, just as postmodermsm often
aestheticizes politics and philosophy.*

I believe that narrative is an essential aspect of historical writing but
that is not its be-all and end-all. Discrete narratives of particular events
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that eschew the extraction of larger meanings are the antithesis of com-
parative history or any other kind of history that seeks to generalize be-
yond the immediate facts of the case at hand. If telling a good story in
vivid detail becomes the sole or even the paramount aim of historians,
if history becomes exclusively an art rather than a science, comparative
history has no future. But we have not reached that point, if we ever
will, and the desire to find a middle ground between narrative and an-
alytical history remains the dominant aspiration of most working his-
torians.

The treatment of change over time—the essence of historical schol-
arship—must in some basic sense take the form of storytelling. But the
best storytellers have also been moralists. If the moral is not explicit, as
in Aesop’s fables, it is usually implicit and evident to the perceptive
reader. Besides telling a good story, most great novels reveal something
about human motivation and often make judgments on the social val-
ues and practices found in particular times and places. Historians’ nar-
ratives are not, of course, freely invented but are based on sources that
other historians can examine. The moral or meaning cannot be simply
illustrated or personified, as in the case of fiction. It must be supported
by a body of evidence.

Both history and fiction aim to be truthful in some sense, but the his-
torian’s truth is subject to evaluation by a community of inquirers who
have established rules to determine reliability, quality, and persuasive-
ness. Besides seeing if the historian has been true to her sources, a critic
can evaluate a given narrative by seeing to what extent it is consistent
with the stories that other historians have told about the same or simi-
lar events. The process can be compared to a jury’s evaluation of the
testimony of a number of witnesses to the same crime. Cross-national
history takes two stories in two different contexts that are presump-
tively true by the normal standards of historical evaluation and juxta-
poses them in the hope of finding a deeper meaning for each narrative
and beyond that, if possible, a larger meaning that applies to both.

The revival of narrative history can have a salutary effect on com-
parative work by encouraging the idea that two stories are being com-
pared, not simply two structures or conditions. Comparing the institu-
tion of slavery in what is taken to be its normal or typical form in two
societies, for example, suspends time and is basically ahistorical.
Comparing the process of enslavement, or the story of how the bonds
of servitude were created and strengthened—or weakened—is a better
way of conceiving the project. Radical historicity, the belief that time
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changes everything and that nothing is truly permanent or “essential,”
is a characteristic of postmodernist thought that is congenial to the in-
stincts of many historians.

But the comparative historian needs to know what slavery is in order
to justify treating its evolution in two or more societies. One culture’s
word that translates into English as “slavery” may refer to something
quite different from another’s term for a state of servitude and extreme
dependency. It is at this point that comparative history seems to clash
directly with postmodernism. Is it justifiable to construct a general cat-
egory or ideal type and then view two specific stories as examples of its
presence? Pauline Marie Rosenau, a Canadian political scientist who
has studied the implications of postmodernism for social science, ar-
gues that this new way of thinking invalidates all comparisons. After
describing postmodernism’s characteristic denial of the connection be-
tween the “signifier” and the “signified,” its rejection of the possibility
of representation, she goes on to show the devastating effect of this
premise on comparative studies:

Dismissing the possibility of representations undermines social science meth-
ods in general, but its questioning of comparative analysis is particularly
thoroughgoing. The very act of comparing, in an effort to uncover differ-
ences and similarities, is a meaningless activity because postmodern episte-
mology holds it impossible ever to define adequately the elements to be con-
trasted or likened.!

If this is what postmodernists are really saying, and all that they are
saying, then the comparative historian might be sorely tempted to join
the ranks of those currently denouncing it as a form of nihilism that is
threatening to undermine morality, rationality, and civilization as we
know it. Some of the thinkers identified with postmodernism have un-
deniably espoused a radical skepticism of all claims to the establish-
ment of truth, except of course their own claim that all truth is relative.
The inherent contradiction of unqualified relativism, as its philosophi-
cal critics have often pointed out, is that its own assertion is either ab-
solutely true or no more valid than various claims of a reality beyond
language. In either case the result is incoherence.

But postmodern thought, restrained by a modicum of common sense
and respect for what most human beings have taken to be good and
true, may have something to offer the comparative historian. Some
forms of social-scientific comparison, those inferring structures that can
be diagramed from quantifiable data, may indeed be open to criticism
for detaching the signifier from the signified. Do they in fact refer to any
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reality other than one that exists on hard disks or in hyperspace? What
is real for human beings must be present in their consciousness. To
argue, for example, that southern slaveholders defended their peculiar
institution to the death because modern economists have determined
that it was profitable is not a convincing historical argument if the evi-
dence shows that the slaveholders themselves believed it was unprof-
itable. The relationship between what historical actors firmly believed
and an external set of facts that contradicts their beliefs is one of the
most difficult problems of historical interpretation. I am not one of
those who would endorse a purely subjectivist history by claiming that
realities external to human consciousness are of no historical signifi-
cance or (in the extreme postmodernist formulation) do not even exist.
In the long run, brute reality can kill us whether we believe in it or not.
The good news is that people do learn from experience. If patients die
often enough from a particular illness, a traditional remedy once
deemed efficacious is likely to be abandoned. The belief of American
settlers of the Great Plains that rain followed the plow did not survive
a decade-long drought. Truth, as William James and John Dewey
taught us, is what works: when it no longer works, it is no longer true.

One pragmatic test of new historical truth is the perception by the
community of historians that the work has enriched our sense of the
past and has raised new questions that are worthy of further investiga-
tion. No absolute truth can ever be attained, at least not until the end
of the universe, but provisional truths that work for us here and now
are within our grasp. Comparative historians may construct a working
definition, or what Max Weber called an “ideal type,” of whatever re-
curring category of human thought and action they want to compare.
This abstract model or categorization is obviously an intellectual con-
struction and not the direct representation of something that actually
exists. But it is informed by knowledge of a range of conditions, insti-
tutions, ideologies, and other factors that share some defining features
with the model or ideal type. The defining conception works if the cases
to which it is applied manifest these characteristics. Once a basic and
abstract resemblance has been established, it is possible to isolate some
important differences and ask what accounts for them. This approach
“works” if the differences can be correlated with other differences be-
tween the two societies, in which case a causal argument can be devel-
oped.

Nothing about this procedure necessarily involves a belief in the pos-
sibility of finding an absolute and final truth about anything significant.
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The historian’s representation of past human experience is provisional
and subject to correction by fellow inquirers. It is also filtered through
the historian’s own consciousness and made to serve the historian’s
own purposes. The results are published and their significance is deter-
mined by how well they suit the purposes of an audience. Such an en-
terprise contributes to truth in the pragmatic sense to the degree that it
is useful. Usefulness can be purely intellectual: it may stimulate and
guide further inquiries that an intellectual community finds to be inter-
esting and potentially rewarding. It may also be useful in a social and
political sense by contributing to the construction of ideologies and the
development of policies that provide more effective ways to deal with
contemporary manifestations of whatever has been studied historically.
Comparative history has a special ability to suggest new ways of think-
ing about old problems by calling our attention to alternative ap-
proaches to their management or solution. Understanding how another
society has confronted challenges similar to our own can be a stimulus
to social and political creativity.

My comparative work on race and racism in the United States and
South Africa is therefore truthful to the degree that it stimulates inquiry
and constructive debate within the community of historians and social
scientists. It would become even more valid in a pragmatic sense if it
added some wisdom or insight to efforts of concerned citizens and pol-
icy makers to respond in a just and equitable manner to the demands
of formerly enslaved and disenfranchised people for equality of rights,
status, and opportunity.

The pragmatic test of truth, as I conceive it, does not sanction
amorality or a nonjudgmental relativism. What is useful should accord
with some sense of how human beings deserve to be treated by virtue
of being human. Phrases like “human rights” and “human dignity”
may be hard to define precisely, but they obviously refer to a universal
entitlement that we are bound to respect if we hope to make a world in
which everyone will have a chance at happiness and self-fulfillment. An
ethics based on utility or practicality in the broadest sense requires a
conception of what is best for humanity as a whole. If we could ask
every person in the world what would be of most practical value for
him or her, we would receive many answers. But common to most of
them, I imagine, would be the desire to be treated with respect, to be
protected from torture and other forms of brutality whether adminis-
tered by the state or by private parties, to be assured of the wherewithal
to sustain physical existence with some degree of comfort and security,
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and to be provided the opportunity to develop one’s individual talent
or genius freely to the full extent of one’s abilities, as long as doing so
does not impede the chances of others to do the same. To the degree
that postmodernism is compatible with a pragmatic humanism of this
type, I would welcome it. To the degree that it is not, I would resist it.
Drawing a balance sheet is difficult and beyond the scope of this intro-
duction. It is, however, both clear and incontestable that an intellectual
encounter with postmodernism can stimulate new thought even if we
end up modifying or rejecting some of its precepts.

These philosophical reflections may not seem necessary to conven-
tional historians, but postmodernism is not going to go away, and it be-
hooves historians, comparative and otherwise, to come to terms with it.
David Harvey has recently made a strong case that postmodernity and
the thinking that goes with it are the products of profound economic
and social developments presently transforming world capitalism.
From a pragmatic point of view, its assumptions are therefore becom-
ing “true” for many people. But believers in human freedom and ratio-
nality have the right and the obligation to criticize many of these ten-
dencies in the name of more humane and inclusive conceptions of
practical truth. Scholars who value the legacy of the Enlightenment on
whatever epistemological grounds should be prepared to explain and
defend their work against the radical skeptics, but if they are true to the
essence of the Enlightenment heritage, they must do so by reasoned ar-
gument rather than dogmatic assertions of absolute or revealed truth.!”

I have made some effort in this introduction to conform to one of the
healthier tendencies of postmodernism, the call for historians and other
scholars to be more candid about where they are coming from, autobi-
ographically and ideologically, rather than assuming an Olympian ob-
jectivity. One does not have to give up the hope for a common discourse,
or what Jiirgen Habermas called “communicative rationality,” to be
willing to reveal one’s particular route to the public space available for
the discussion of ideas. I could not, however, continue to do my work
if I believed that my ascribed peculiarities—race, ethnicity, gender, and
sexual orientation—predetermined what I had to say and provided suf-
ficient grounds for accepting or rejecting it. I would not deny that being
a heterosexual white male of Swedish-American ancestry has some ef-
fect on my view of the world. But I firmly believe that a willingness to
participate in rational discussion and debate with others committed to
the process—including some who might share none of the above at-
tributes—can lead to transcendent perspectives and the staking out of
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common ground. My conception of the character and function of com-

“parative history will not be everybody’s, but I hope that my version of
it will stimulate or provoke those who see potential value in such an en-
terprise to understand my formulation, debate its merits, and try to
provide better alternatives. This is the way that truth is made.



