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abstract: In this article some links between comparative
methods, interdisciplinary studies and the internationaliza-
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May I first record my feelings of honor, gratitude and humility at being
awarded the first Mattei Dogan Foundation prize of the International
Sociological Association. The honor comes from the importance and
prestige of this prize. The gratitude is for the judgment of my distin-
guished colleagues in the ISA who have deemed me worthy of the prize.
And the humility comes from my certain knowledge that dozens of other
colleagues in the world have a clear claim to the honor on account of their
scientific and scholarly labors.

It is only fitting that the remarks that follow should resonate with the
terms of the prize itself, which specifies comparative or interdisciplinary
work in the social sciences. I intend to focus on these and to include inter-
national work as well. Thus the title of my presentation: ‘On Comparative
Analysis, Interdisciplinarity and Internationalization in Sociology’. I
realize that this is a very sweeping, perhaps impossible title for a single

International Sociology ✦ December 2003 ✦ Vol 18(4): 643–657
SAGE (London, Thousand Oaks, CA and New Delhi)

[0268-5809(200312)18:4;643–657;038808]

643

XV INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS, JULY 2002,  BRISBANE, AUSTRALIA

01 Smelser (bc/t)  27/10/03  1:15 pm  Page 643

www.sagepublications.com


presentation, so my humility includes doubts about my ability to under-
take the task.

In one sense, to choose these three aspects of the social science enter-
prise is auspicious. All three have a generally positive connotation. I do
not know of any coherent arguments that have been made against
comparative, interdisciplinary, or international study. All three terms are
generally loved, revered and exalted in our ranks. In my country one
occasionally gains more research money by arguing that one’s research is
interdisciplinary, because granting agencies have a glow about that term
as well. (The same does not apply for comparative or international
research, for reasons I develop later.)

Unhappily, our good feelings about these three aspects of our work are
not matched by our understanding of what each one of them is or means.
Each has multiple meanings, many of them vague, and much sorting out
has to be done. Even more, we know almost nothing about the interrela-
tions among them. These remain almost a complete mystery, even though
the terms are often mentioned together. In this article I explore this
uncharted land, hoping to make an initial inroad on our ignorance.

Some Clarifying Definitions

To commence, it is necessary to put forward some relatively precise defi-
nitions of the terms under consideration, given the multiplicity and
vagueness of meanings I mentioned.

Comparative analysis: This term presents special difficulties, because it
is difficult to think of any analysis in the social sciences that is not
comparative. Durkheim recognized this more than a century ago when
he announced that ‘Comparative sociology is not a particular branch of
sociology; it is sociology itself, in so far as it ceases to be purely descrip-
tive and aspires to account for facts’ (Durkheim, 1949: 139). The meaning
I give to this remarkable statement is that all social science involves
accounting for variation among human beings and social arrangements.
Consider the simplest classical laboratory experiment: two groups, experi-
mental and control, are contrived so that the two groups resemble one
another in all known respects, and differ from one another only with
regard to their exposure to one, hopefully decisive stimulus. The aim of
the experiment is to determine whether this one difference leads to a
variation in behavior between the two groups. This is thus a type of
comparative analysis.

I would go beyond Durkheim and assert that even description entails
comparison. If we describe a single individual as tall, fair, opinionated,
neurotic, or well adjusted, we simply cannot apply such words without
referring to an imagined or comparative universe of people who vary
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according to height, complexion, pig-headedness, neuroticism, or adjust-
ment. So, all language is comparative and all description and explanation
is comparative, no matter how much we might want to ennoble unique-
ness, individuality, or idiosyncrasy.

This general truth does not help us very much because it is too general.
Comparative analysis has come to mean the description and explanation
of similarities and differences (mainly differences) of conditions or outcomes
among large-scale social units, usually regions, nations, societies and
cultures. This is the particular definition I am using. It reflects the under-
standing we have of traditions that have evolved in the disciplines of
anthropology (cross-cultural analysis), sociology (cross-societal), political
science (cross-national), history (comparative history) and psychology
(comparative psychology).

Interdisciplinarity: This term also has many meanings and connotations,
and perhaps worse, is frequently voiced without specifying any of them.
It can refer to institutional embodiments (such as a research center made
up of persons from different academic disciplines); to cooperation of people
from different social sciences working with one another; to the use of the
same concept, assumption, or framework (e.g. rational choice) in more
than one discipline; to the development of hybrid subfields such as child
development; and to theoretical efforts such as seeking conceptual analo-
gies, cross-disciplinary generalizations or principles (transdisciplinarity).
For the purposes of this presentation, I am going to select among these
many possibilities, and refer to interdisciplinarity as bringing different
disciplinary variables, concepts, frameworks and perspectives to bear on
the understanding and explanation of some empirical phenomenon, such
as rates of voting, social movements, democratic institutions, or economic
development. Even this relatively straightforward definition implies a
common understanding of what disciplines and their distinctive sub-
stances, logics and methodologies are. That is another huge and ensnarled
problem in itself, but for the moment I lay it aside.

Internationalization: This term, too, has a plethora of meanings, from
which we must choose. It can refer to the diffusion of knowledge across
national lines, to institutional infrastructures designed to accomplish that
diffusion (for example, universities’ education abroad programs; inter-
national organizations and associations dedicated to research, such as our
own International Sociological Association); and independent interaction
and networking of scholars across national lines. I bypass all these conno-
tations, however, and focus on the quality of knowledge that would go under
that heading. Internationalization means that knowledge is broadly appli-
cable without reference to national and other boundaries. (There is an
additional connotation, that there be consensus that it so applies, and I
return to this later.) I also leave open for the moment the question of
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whether this knowledge takes the form of universal, general principles of
knowledge that are everywhere applicable, or whether it takes the form
of general variables that apply across boundaries but must be specified
and particularized with respect to different national-cultural settings and
different historical periods.

So, my selected definitions for comparative analysis, interdisciplinarity
and internationalization apply to the character of knowledge produced. I have
a definite purpose in choosing this focus. My task is to argue that these
three features of knowledge articulate with, complement and, indeed,
imply one another. I do not know that this argument has been made before,
but I hope to convince you that it has merit.

The Nature of Comparative Analysis

We must begin by knowing what comparative analysis is, and on this
score I will take a definite methodological stand. In the history of this art
it is possible to identify two extreme approaches: radical positivism and
radical relativism.

Radical positivism begins with the Durkheimian assumption that there
are real social facts that have objective manifestations or indices.
Durkheim focused on different kinds of solidarity, and regarded different
types of law as their indicators (Durkheim, 1949). In more recent times,
comparativists in various disciplines have selected phenomena such as
income and wealth, democratic institutions and participation, educational
level, development of communications and ‘modern’ psychological
outlooks (Inkeles and Smith, 1974). As indices they have chosen economic
indicators, electoral arrangements and voting rates, years of schooling,
radio and television ownership, and responses to questionnaires about
attitudes, respectively. These measures are then identified for different
nations, recorded and arrayed in comparative tables. In line with the posi-
tivist methodology, these phenomena are real things, comparable with
one another, and the measures employed are indicators of them. There
are few comparativists today, however, who would confess such a simple-
minded methodology, and sophisticated variations on it are available
(King et al., 1994) but many comparative investigators proceed as though
they believe in it.

The frequently voiced objection to this ‘hard-science’ approach is that
the things being compared are not comparable and the indicators are un-
realistic because the comparative contexts in which they are embedded
are so different. For example, years of schooling as an indicator of
educational level is a notoriously inaccurate measure, even for OECD
countries for which comparisons are made, to say nothing of countries in
Asia and Africa, because of the great variations in educational systems,
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their educational philosophies, their structuring by levels, and their
curricula and methods of instruction. In a word, variations in context
destroy both the reliability and validity of common comparative measures.

If pressed, this argument about context ends at the extreme of radical
relativism, at which nothing can be compared. One expression of this
position was articulated by American anthropologists in the first half of
the 20th century (Benedict [1934] is most commonly cited) under the
heading of ‘cultural relativism’. Its animus was an assault on the moral
ethnocentrism of those who described and evaluated the value and
cultural systems of other societies through western eyes. Their preferred
alternative to this was an appreciative methodology. They insisted that
other cultures’ moral values were lodged in qualitatively different
contexts, and that they had their own internal integrity. More recently, a
more radical relativism has made its appearance in connection with the
general postmodernist drift. The anthropological cultural relativists never
mounted an assault against empirical inquiry, but the postmodernist
impulse, with its focus on the integrity of ‘the other’ and its assault on
‘essentialism’ has introduced an epistemological relativism and an anti-
scientific assault on the possibility of objective empirical understanding
and explanation.

Historically, there have been swings between the positivistic and rela-
tivistic modes. In the optimistic social science atmosphere of the 1950s
and into the 1960s, positivism reasserted itself in the cross-national studies
of economic, political and social development, many of which seem
somewhat naive in retrospect. The past two decades have witnessed a
definite drift toward the relativistic. Charles Ragin has recently argued
that in the last third of the 20th century there was a decline of interest in
macrosociological theory in sociology; a corresponding decline in
comparative research based on the search for the ‘big picture’; an
increased emphasis on historical case studies (he calls it a ‘historical turn’);
and an increase in emphasis on capturing the meanings and under-
standing of the actors being studied (a ‘cultural turn’). This makes for a
greater salience of clinical theory and methods, and a more ‘personal’ and
less ‘collective’ approach to theory and understanding. Armed with these
diagnoses, Ragin sees the need to ‘integrate and synthesize the results of
case study research’, and to explore more deeply into what makes for a
‘good case study’. (Ragin, 2000).

If we accept Ragin’s diagnosis, which I am inclined to do, we must also
note that these developments have generated some methodological
mischief for comparative analysis. I acknowledge the value of ‘the case’
as a way of achieving descriptive depth, richness of analysis and contex-
tualization of explanations. At the same time to stay with ‘cases’ also
constitutes a temptation to move in an anti-scientific direction. I argued
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earlier that description, including that of an individual case, without (at
least implicit) comparison is an impossibility. By eschewing theory and
ennobling the case, the investigator tends to sweep under the carpet or
otherwise obscure a number of salient issues in comparative social science
analysis.

The ‘cultural turn’ instructs us to focus on the meanings and under-
standings that shape the actions of those we study. Such advice is unob-
jectionable. However, insofar as this invites us to turn ‘away’ from
previously privileged emphases on structural realities and quantitative
indices, it also tends to eliminate or downgrade valuable resources for
comparative study. I believe that at this stage of our thinking, most social
scientists have come to endorse the valid view that the best methodo-
logical strategy in comparative study is to gain a foothold wherever we
can. This means relying on multiple kinds of data and methods – quan-
titative and qualitative, hard and soft, objective and intuitive – and using
and weighing all of them in an effort to improve our understandings and
explanations.

As should be clear, I do not share Ragin’s strategy of exploiting and
elaborating cases as a preferred methodological resolution of the tension
between the positivistic and relativistic poles. I outline my own methodo-
logical position presently. Before doing so, however, I must make one
more point. In the history of comparative study emanating from the 19th
century, social scientists have not been generous or appreciative to the
non-western world in terms of their choice of comparative categories. I
refer to the use of terms such as ‘primitive’, ‘savage’, ‘ barbaric’, the termi-
nology of 19th-century anthropologists. The subsequent terms of ‘simple’,
‘traditional’, ‘custom-bound’, ‘underdeveloped’, ‘less developed’, even
‘developing’ and ‘new’ are not much better. They suffer from two faults.
The first is moral ethnocentrism, both because all these terms contrast
other societies with something better – to be found in the West. The second
is the fault of oversimplification, because they compress rich worlds of
variability and complexity into gross and unappreciative categories. Even
more recent and precise comparative terms such as ‘bureaucracy’ (inher-
ited from Weber), ‘differentiation’ (inherited from Spencer and Durkheim)
and ‘civil society’ (inherited from Hegel and Tocqueville) have the
western experience as their point of origin and reference.

It might be argued, in fact, that comparative analysis, right up to the
present, is a kind of imposition of western categories on non-western
societies. The vast predominance of comparative social science thinking
continues to be generated in the West, and brought to the rest of the world
by our own scholarly work and by the mentalities of those from those
societies who have learned western social science. I do not necessarily
interpret this as the result of a deliberate hegemonic or imperialist
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program. However, I do regard it as an objective historical fact, to be taken
into account in our programmatic thinking about comparative social
science.

Now to turn to my own view on proper comparative analysis and the
proper strategies to pursue it. As might be suspected, I take leave from
both the positivist and the relativist extremes, the first because it is a mis-
guided methodology for comparisons, the second because it is a
misguided extension of a valid critique to a point of anti-scientism and
methodological paralysis. To carve a path between these extremes is,
however, not a matter of ennobling case studies, as Ragin argued, nor a
simple compromise between two principles. The strategy I would offer is
to systematize the context of comparisons, both with respect to selecting
comparative indices (measurements) and with respect to explaining compara-
tive similarities and differences. The connotations of ‘systematizing the
context’ are not self-evident, so I must make them more specific.

With respect to indices, this is the familiar problem of equivalence, or
comparability of measures in different national, societal and cultural
settings. It has been the problem that has plagued economists’ efforts to
generate comparative measures of worldwide income levels, political
scientists’ efforts to find indices such as voting rates to or political opinions
to measure political participation. I do not wish to suggest that social
scientists have been altogether naive about the problem of equivalence of
measures. Comparative psychologists, for example, have made imagin-
ative use of what they believe to be relatively ‘culture-free’ projective tests,
and have devised elaborate schemes of ‘back-translating’ survey ques-
tions to achieve common meaning. Some economists and others have
made efforts to develop estimates of ‘non-monetized’ aspects of work and
value, and, in particular, have taken an interest in including non-paid
family work into international comparisons.

The effort to reduce problems of equivalence of measures rests on two
methodological principles. The first is that very seldom should social
scientists select and use the same apparent measure in multiple compara-
tive settings. This is a great blow to the positivist enterprise, though not
necessarily a fatal one. The cases in which the same measure can be used
– for example, voting rates as an index of political participation are those
in which the countries involved in the comparisons are ‘near cases’, that
is have legal arrangements, electoral systems, party structures and
‘political cultures’ that are themselves similar to one another, so that
voting means more or less the same thing in them. Correspondingly, the
sensitive comparative analyst might do well to compare voting turnout
among regions of a single constitutional system to maximize comparability.
Similarly, years of schooling as level of educational attainment are appro-
priate – or approximately so – in societies with similar systems of mass
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education. The occasions on which this logic holds, however, are few.
Taking the vast variation of almost everything in the panoply of world
cultures and societies, there are few ‘near cases’, and those units thought
to be ‘near’ are not really all that near. So the comparative rule of thumb
should usually be ‘multiple measures for the same thing’ (see Przeworski
and Tuene, 1970).

The second principle is that the search for equivalent indices ought itself
to be an independent process of comparative research. Measures of political
participation, for example, are themselves products generated by complex
political processes, and these processes differ greatly by context. So, the
task is to determine initially what we mean, conceptually and theoreti-
cally, by political participation, then to determine what various manifes-
tations this participation can take – voting, civic influence in political life,
patterns of informal influence, to name a few – according to our determi-
nation, and then to conduct a systematic survey so that proper, usually
composite measures of the many-faceted phenomenon of political partici-
pation can be devised. The paradox is that equivalence of indices is best
achieved by seeking different indices for the same phenomenon in different
settings.

I am afraid that to advise painstaking comparative research to estab-
lish equivalent measures will not be welcome news to the army of
comparative social scientists of the world. According to our preferred
ways of thinking – and our established systems of academic rewards – it
is not a resounding victory to publish a journal article announcing that
an equivalent comparative measure has been invented and established.
We and our audiences are too hungry for results – in the form of substan-
tive findings – more revealing than this. Never mind, I will give the advice
anyway, because the cost of ignoring it is to produce inadequate and
possibly misleading results of comparative research.

Once trustworthy comparative indices have been established, compara-
tive analysis then moves to the complex task of generating accounts or
explanations of comparative differences. Staying with the political partici-
pation example, differences may be found to trace to differences in
political tolerance or repression by a regime, differences in traditions of
and attitudes toward authority, levels of cultural optimism, cultural
pessimism and cultural cynicism. Determining and measuring such
causes, I might add, raise all the same issues of establishing the equival-
ence of these explanatory variables as determining the explananda of levels
of political participation in the first place.

This is what I mean by systematizing the context of comparative
analysis. It calls for more painstaking labor than we have been accus-
tomed to exerting. One final point: in carrying forward such a program,
it would seem the best policy is not to adhere to the positivist exhortation
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by Durkheim that in social life a single effect has a single, corresponding
cause. You will recall that in enunciating this principle Durkheim was
taking issue with John Stuart Mill’s dictum that a single, common effect
may have multiple, different causes. In comparative analysis we should
expect, for example, different complexes of causes for similar and different
rates and patterns of political participation and any other social phenom-
enon we are investigating. This follows from my insistence on systemati-
cally taking into account contexts in generating indices and explanations.
These contexts are evidently so varied from case to case that they lead us
to expect different combinations and permutations of causes as they work
out comparatively.

To conclude this section, I venture a few tentative remarks on the issue
of classification of social types in comparative context. It is an issue on
which both Durkheim (typology by cause, as in the case of egoistic, altru-
istic and anomic suicide) and Weber (ideal types, or selective highlight-
ing of salient and recurring characteristics of empirical phenomena)
addressed.

Contextual classifications may also be identified. Some typologies
remain as instances derived from crude and undifferentiated identifi-
cation of broad national contexts – for example, the American, French,
Russian, Chinese, Mexican and other revolutions; or the classification of
precolonial, colonial and postcolonial nationalism. Others identify the
main agents involved, as in military, bourgeois, proletarian, or peasant
revolution.

My suggestion is that the kind of painstaking and disciplined identifi-
cation of the context of both outcomes and determinants might yield more
adequate comparative classifications than those with which we now work.
To stay with the running example of political participation, one line of
classifying would be to produce a multidimensional grid of types accord-
ing to:

(1) the level of repressiveness of political regimes in the context of which
political participation occurs – ranging from extremely totalitarian to
extremely democratic, with a variety of intermediate types;

(2) stability of political regime; and
(3) organizational context of participation – elections, institutionalized parties,

informal parties, open social movements, clandestine social movements,
informal influence, underground cells.

Such a grid might also include a dynamic element as well, one that
specifies recent direction of changes in level of openness or repression,
suddenness of change, and prior organizational forms of political par-
ticipation. Such suggestions on my part are only preliminary, but they
illustrate that such distinctions not only point the way toward what to
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measure as political participation but also to produce a schema of its prin-
cipal types.

Interdisciplinarity

Thirty-five years ago Paul Lazarsfeld ask me to write an opening chapter
titled ‘Sociology and the Other Social Sciences’ for his presidential book
on the uses of sociology (Smelser, 1967). A couple of years later I was
asked to write an essay outlining the fundamental core and boundaries
of sociology as a discipline. In the boldness and optimism – to say nothing
of the recklessness – of youth, I undertook both tasks. In the former I
outlined the basic variables and parameters, fundamental assumptions,
theoretical structure and methodologies of anthropology, economics,
political science, psychology and sociology and devised an interdisci-
plinary concept of complementary articulation among them. In the latter
essay (Smelser, 1969) I went into greater depth with respect to sociology,
outlining its core dependent and explanatory variables around my under-
standings of demography, social psychology, groups, social structure and
culture. I was sufficiently in touch with reality, however, to know that I
was not dealing with a neat world. I described sociology, for example, as
being ‘soft in the center and fuzzy around the edges’ (Smelser, 1969: 5).

The exercise was and is not without value, and I am glad I did it.
However, I can testify that if I were asked to undertake that task now, I
would do it very differently and certainly with less confidence. Part of
this change in my outlook stems, no doubt, with a mellowing of my own
personal outlook over 35 years of life. The major change, however, has to
do with the disciplines themselves. If my characterizations were impre-
cise in the 1960s, they would be immeasurably more so today. All the
social and behavioral sciences, none excepted, have lost structure on
account of their increased internal differentiation of subfields; their
diversification of theoretical and subparadigms; their importation and
exportation of concepts, models and methods; and their hybridization,
which melds elements from several disciplines and creates a new branch
of inquiry. Whole new multidisciplinary fields, if not disciplines, have
arisen and crystallized – urban studies and planning, evolutionary
studies, organization and management studies, media and communi-
cation studies, environmental science, and gender studies, to name the
most obvious. Many of these are byproducts of the march of knowledge,
but fundamental conflict within the disciplines – sociology the most
conspicuous example – has played its role as well.

In the mid-1990s, Donald Levine (1994) surveyed this scene and threw
his hands up in despair. He regarded the disciplines as being in a state
of siege. He cited all the developments I just mentioned, and also
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proclaimed the collapse of the familiar narratives – positivist, pluralistic,
synthetic and humanistic. As a way out of the chaos, he called for ‘new
principles for mapping our intellectual universe’ (Levine, 1994: 293). He
argued that ‘[the disciplines] will probably remain sources of malaise
unless we manage to formulate more appropriate bases for [their
charters], including a reconstructed narrative that affirms the identity of
those who follow them’ (Levine, 1994: 294).

I do not accept Levine’s extremism. Certain distinctive disciplinary foci
remain, and most practitioners do not have any trouble identifying them-
selves by disciplinary names, even though the intellectual ground under
their feet yearly becomes softer and less steady. Furthermore, the forces
of organizational and budgetary inertia of our departments, universities,
research units and academies are such that I cannot witness many ‘recon-
structive narratives’ with possibilities for a new identity emerging from
them. I am afraid the scenario of somewhat tired recitations of the old
narratives is more likely.

Be all this as it may, it is true that the more shapeless disciplines become,
the less certain we become about what interdisciplinary means and
entails. My idea of complementary articulation of separate, organized and
distinct disciplinary entities seems to have lost much of the force it might
once have had. The boundaries of most disciplines have become so perme-
able and indistinct, and so much exportation and importation has
occurred that if one ranges widely in his or her discipline, one is being in
effect interdisciplinary. Economics may come closest to being the excep-
tion to this, but the degree to which it has opened up to ideas from law,
psychology and organizational theory means that it has lost much of its
neoclassical core.

Let me now return to the main theme, and to the link between compara-
tive study and interdisciplinary work. If we accept my diagnosis and
recommendations for comparative study as systematizing the contexts of
both descriptive indices and explanatory variables, the answer seems
abundantly clear. The structures of societies do not come in neat disci-
plinary packages. Almost all concrete social events, situations and insti-
tutions are constituted in a seamless web of economic, political, social and
cultural aspects. If we are to understand context, we are forced to be inter-
disciplinary. To return to my running example of political participation:
if one is to construct a proper measure of this, one has to become a student
not only of political decision-making, but also of social class, voluntary
organizations, social movements, family structure and perhaps religious
organization. If one next turns to the job of explaining differences in these
rates, the interdisciplinary task is even more formidable. I would go so
far as to say that if we conduct comparative analysis properly, one is
forced, by necessity, to be interdisciplinary. I apologize for making my
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case so neat and brief, but the logic of investigation forces me to that
conclusion.

Internationalization

Let me now turn to the third pillar of my analysis, internationalization.
You will remember that I took for my definition knowledge that has
general validity across national and regional lines. I intend to make refer-
ence to the notions of comparative analysis and interdisciplinarity devel-
oped in the preceding sections, but I also make some references to current
obstacles to creating such knowledge.

Please recall my earlier, focused definition of the internationalization of
knowledge: social-scientific knowledge that is broadly valid and appli-
cable without reference to national or other boundaries. It is more than
comparative explanations of similarities and differences. It is the develop-
ment of categories, insights, frameworks, propositions, models and
theories that encompass and explain individual behavior and social
processes – the subject matter with which we deal – on a general basis.
You will excuse me if this formulation sounds old-fashioned and harks
back to models of social science now regarded as naive and discredited.
But that kind of knowledge is the aspiration for the social sciences, even
if it is probably not fully attainable.

Such knowledge is attainable, it seems to me, mainly through collabora-
tive international work that is informed by both rigorous theoretical
formulations and systematic empirical work. It presupposes both valid
comparative study and interdisciplinary work, for the reasons developed
earlier in these remarks. Given the limitations of current social science, it
presupposes a process of selectively replacing, modifying and extending
our current models of understanding and explanation. It also presupposes
a mutuality, parity and equality among scholars from different nations,
and a derived inclusiveness and integrity of different subject matters, no
matter where these societies are situated in the system of the international
division of labor, power hierarchy, or system of prestige. All variations of
human life and society must count equally because they are variations,
and cannot be treated as less developed versions of something else or
otherwise distorted or implicitly value laden.

These presuppositions noted, it should also be noted that the process
by which interdisciplinary knowledge is attained is not by seeking an
inclusive common denominator, or some kind of averaging, or by a demo-
cratically arrived at consensus with all parties having an equal vote or
voice. It is arrived at by rigorous work, preferably collaborative across
national, regional and cultural lines and guided by the canons and
methodology of the social-scientific enterprise. Some may argue that the
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canons of the social-scientific enterprise are themselves biased in some
way and that other types of knowledge must be attained. I am open to
such an argument but do not embrace it, and suspect that those who do
will experience difficulty in producing reliable international knowledge.

Such is the model for producing internationally valid knowledge. I
regard it as simultaneously correct and utopian. Because of the latter, I
cannot conclude without enumerating several contemporary barriers to
the pursuit of internationally valid knowledge.

The first obstacle is a derivative of ethnocentrism. It refers to the fact
that there is no known society that does not develop a theory – perhaps
better, a story – about its origin, its distinctive features, its place in nature
and its people and their group or national character. All societies invent
their own folk economics, political science, sociology and psychology
about themselves. Throughout most of history such accounts have not
been very systematic and have consisted of complex congeries of myth,
superstition, religious belief and common sense. The development of the
behavioral and social sciences has replaced much of this, but behavioral
and social scientists throughout the world focus on their own societies.
Furthermore, as often as not they take a characteristic pride in this kind
of knowledge and confer special privilege on it. This fact was painfully
underscored in my own experience as co-editor-in-chief of the new Inter-
national Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences. Paul Baltes, my
co-editor, and I were committed above all to make this an international
enterprise, and did everything we could to maximize the international
representation of authors. But in reality, the success we had in this effort
was offset by a corresponding struggle to avoid parochial accounts on the
part of authors from all nations and regions represented.

The second obstacle refers to certain cultural and cognitive limitations
of investigators. This point has two facets, mutually contradictory. The
first is that those who have been socialized into a given culture and society
are the only ones who can truly understand it. This position has had a
number of different formulations, the most recent of which is ‘standpoint
theory’. The contrary aspect of the point is that those who have been thus
socialized are blind to the understanding of their own, because so much
of it is unconscious, taken-for-granted or not-to-be-discussed – ‘the last
creature to discover water is the fish’. In keeping with this version, it took
an outsider, de Tocqueville, to develop such insights about America, and
in general, foreigners can understand things that natives cannot. On the
other hand, foreigners, being foreign, cannot get ‘inside’ in the way
natives can, and so must always experience a residue of ignorance and
perplexity. The most striking fact about these points is that both are simul-
taneously right and wrong. That fact, moreover, constitutes to my mind
the strongest argument for international collaboration, because it is
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through that avenue that the strengths of both principles can be maxi-
mized and the weaknesses minimized through constant exploration and
enlightenment.

The weight of our own infrastructure of scientific knowledge, both
inherited and contemporary, is skewed. I mentioned earlier the western-
centric historical development of social science, including comparative
analysis, and despite a good deal of enlightenment, this remains the case.
The vast bulk of social science still continues to be done in North America
and Europe, and many of those who become leading scientists in other
parts of the world have come and will come to North America and Europe
to gain their training and ways of thinking, and not the other way around.
The forces currently working to reinforce and even intensify this asym-
metry are inordinately stronger than any counter-tendencies.

Similarly and finally, current organizational and political infrastructures
work mainly to augment the parochialization of knowledge. The pursuit
of general social science is forever subverted by national ‘priorities’ and
needs for knowledge by the fact that it is mainly locally assessed and
rewarded, despite the force of international recognition. By virtue of this,
the generation of both comparative and international knowledge is
inhibited. We must not exempt our own international organizations from
these tendencies, for, despite the fact that they are committed in principle
to internationalization and collaboration, in practice they are hobbled by
nationally and regionally based competition and struggles for recognition
and respect as well as international collaboration. International organiz-
ations such as ours, moreover, are, like their national counterparts,
discipline based and do not give any special priority to interdisciplinary
work.

A Concluding Remark

I regard my remarks in this article to be a mixture of hope and realism. I
am convinced that the articulations among comparative, interdisciplinary
and international work are sound and viable, but at the same time the
intellectual and scientific priorities under which we have come to live and
continue to live constitute such formidable obstacles to the realization of
this program that we will not witness significant progress toward it in
any of our lifetimes.
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