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EUROPE IN CROSS-NATIONAL AND COMPARATIVE

PERSPECTIVE

Conference at the University of Cincinnati, April 6–7, 2001. Co-sponsored
by the Taft Fund of the University of Cincinnati. Conveners: Deborah Cohen
(American University), Vera Lind (GHI), Christof Mauch (GHI), Maura
O’Connor (University of Cincinnati). Participants: Peter Baldwin (UCLA),
Susan R. Grayzel (University of Mississippi), Nancy L. Green (Ecole des
Hautes Etudés en Sciences Sociales), Michael Miller (Syracuse University),
Maria Paschalidi (University College London), Marta Petrusewicz (Hunter
College, CUNY), Glenda Sluga (University of Sydney).

On the first weekend in April the University of Cincinnati hosted a confer-
ence to explore themes of, practices in, and approaches to cross-national
and comparative studies in European history during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. The goal was to bring together a group of scholars
who work across national and disciplinary boundaries using these kinds of
approaches. The conference participants were asked to deliver papers in
which they discussed the advantages of as well as the obstacles to using
comparative and cross-national approaches and methods in their own re-
search. Papers were circulated before the conference, permitting a gener-
ous allotment of time for discussion.

In the first session Marta Petrusewicz presented a case study of the
comparative history of three countries, where she found remarkable simi-
larities in their quest for modernization: Ireland, the Kingdom of the Two
Sicilies, and the Kingdom of Poland between 1820 and 1870. She reflected
on the experience of “doing” comparative research but also addressed the
question of “what, why, and how do we compare?” She observed that most

no merit [in an achievement] if it does not include a benefit for the country
and the people.” But Prussia too, he went on to say, makes one consider
that values can degenerate into extremes—Prussian sobriety into emotional
coldness or practical reason into the cynicism of power, or patriotism into
fanaticism. Seen from that vantage point Prussia represents true tragedy,
victimized by its own virtues. In his concluding observations Barclay iden-
tified such “tragic dimensions” of Prussian history as giving it significance
beyond Germany for people everywhere.

Robert Gerald Livingston
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historians have followed the first commandment of comparative history:
“Do not compare but the comparable,” which is a problem because it con-
structs comparability. In the past the reasons for doing comparative history
could be as diverse as seeing it as a first step toward universal history or
using it as an heuristic instrument to evaluate concepts. Petrusewicz pointed
out that European comparisons were dominant until recently, when inter-
cultural comparisons appeared on the research agenda.

In the same session Maria Paschalidi introduced her study on the de-
velopment of cross-cultural accounts of relations between metropolis and
colony using the example of Britain and the Ionian Islands between 1815
and 1864. Identifying race, ethnicity, class, and gender as powerful agents
in constructing differences between peoples, Paschalidi investigated how
the British understanding of Ionian character contributed to complex ne-
gotiations over the form of its colonial rule and how this determined the
island’s place in the British Empire. She concluded that the British used
common-sense assumptions of Ionian character that represented them as
“childish” and “oriental” to establish difference, which then served to reas-
sure the British of their superiority.

In session two Peter Baldwin made an argument for why all history is
comparative. Comparison is inevitably part of any historical research, even
national history, because “the assertion of singularity is, obviously and trivi-
ally, posing a comparative question.” Baldwin found that the best com-
parative histories are those that try to argue about differences and similari-
ties in a range of cases without any ambitions to generalize. This method
allows us to better understand a more general issue. In this way the impor-
tance of comparative history is that it points toward causal explanations
“to isolate the important from the incidental,” as Baldwin put it. He be-
lieves that history has been drifting away from this in recent decades due
to the linguistic turn in cultural history, which is more concerned with com-
plexity than causation.

In the second paper in this session Michael Miller pointed out the dif-
ferences between cross-national history and comparative history—two ap-
proaches with different objectives and benefits. By comparing similar phe-
nomena and testing theories comparative history emphasizes causality,
whereas cross-national history pursues a “historical story across several
national experiences,” like a multinational national history that can have
comparative dimensions even if it need not be a defining feature. Miller
then went on to discuss the two approaches while working on the history
of the maritime world of five European countries in the twentieth century.
He concluded that one needs a deep knowledge of several areas and lan-
guages in order to really do comparative history, and by doing so, what is
gained in scope is lost in depth. According to Miller, comparative history



           GHI BULLETIN NO. 29 (FALL 2001)         67

asks good questions but is an unrealistic pursuit. By  contrast, cross-na-
tional history—tracing one story across several national experiences—seems
to be a much more workable concept.

Susan Grayzel presented the third paper in the session, in which she
reflected on her experiences with the concept of comparative history in the
study of gender, women, and war. She pointed out that until recently, stud-
ies of war examined broad patterns over national borders but stayed uncon-
nected to their social, political, and cultural contexts. Grayzel described the
difficulties in writing a history of war in all its complexities, including the
experiences of both men and women at war. But she maintained that “insert-
ing gender into the transnational and comparative history of modern Eu-
rope and even global warfare is not only well worth doing but vital.”

In session three Nancy L. Green delivered a concise account of the dif-
ficulties and possible pitfalls of comparative history based on her own com-
parative research on immigrant garment workers in Paris and New York at
the beginning of the twentieth century. She reflected on the difficulty of
defining the very expression “comparative history,” the different types of
comparisons, and the special challenge of constructed comparisons that
compare one or more nations. Green pointed out the danger of flattening
research results when the task involves treating each nation and each pe-
riod in all of its complexity while maintaining pertinent categories for com-
parative purposes. She concluded her paper with an examination of the
specific difficulties a comparative approach poses to the research and writ-
ing process.

Glenda Sluga closed the conference with a paper on the distinctiveness
of eastern and western European nations that relied on comparisons of their
respective theories of national identity, the relative functionality of their
nationhood, and their varying proclivity to nationalism. She pointed out
how the historical sense of western Europe is accentuated by the differen-
tiation from eastern Europe and that the potential of comparative history
in this respect lies in its ability to expose the “contrived nature of the as-
sumptions underlying conventional comparisons.”

All in all, the papers worked well together because they showed a whole
range of approaches toward comparative history based on the experience
of their authors and because they were able to pinpoint what had worked
for a specific topic and what had not. Speakers and audience engaged in a
lively, sometimes controversial debate on these challenging methodologi-
cal problems because these are the problems most historians must confront,
regardless of their time period and topic. A conference volume on com-
parative history is planned.

Vera Lind




