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It is important to recognise that comparison is not a method or even an academic technique; rather,
it is a discursive strategy. There are a few important points to bear in mind when one wants to make a
comparison. First of all, one has to decide, in any given work, whether one is mainly after similarities or
differences. It is very difficult, for example, to say, let alone prove, that Japan and China or Korea are
basically similar or basically different. Either case could be made, depending on one’s angle of vision,
one’s framework, and the conclusions towards which one intends to move. (In the jingoist years on the
eve of the First World War, when Germans and Frenchmen were encouraged to hate each other, the
great Austro-Marxist theoretician Otto Bauer enjoyed baiting both sides by saying that contemporary
Parisians. and Berliners had far more in common than either had with their respective medieval
ancestors.) Here I have tried, as perhaps offering a useful example, to show how the comparative works
I wrote between the early 1970s and the 2000s reflected, in their real difference, changing perspectives,
framings and (political) intentions.

A second point is that, within the limits of plausible argument, the most instructive comparisons
(whether of difference or similarity) are those that surprise. No Japanese will be surprised by a
comparison with China, since it has been made for centuries, the path is well trodden, and people
usually have their minds made up already. But a comparison of Japan with Austria or Mexico might
catch the reader off her guard.

A third reflection is that longitudinal comparisons of the same country over a long stretch of time
are at least as important as cross-national comparisons. One reason for this has to do with the power of
a certain kind of textbook-style national history that doesn’t disdain myths and has a vested interest in
continuity and perpetuating an ancient ‘national identity’. Scots who want to believe and insist that they
have long been oppressed by the English do not like to be reminded that London was ruled by a
Scottish dynasty through most of the 17th century; likewise many Japanese do not take kindly to the
suggestion that their country’s earliest ‘emperors’ may have been partly Korean in origin. Hence scholars
can profit immensely by reading widely in ancient history.

A fourth point is that it is good to think about one’s own circumstances, class position, gender, level
and type of education, age, mother language etc when doing comparisons. But these things can change.
When you start to live in a country whose language you understand barely or not at all, you are
obviously not in a good position to think comparatively, because you have little access to the local
culture. You feel linguistically deprived, lonely and even isolated, and you hunt around for some fellow
nationals to stick with. You cannot avoid making comparisons, but these are likely to be superficial and
naive. Then, if you are lucky, you cross the language wall, and find yourself in another world@You are
like an explorer, and try to notice and think about everything in a way you would never do at home,

where so much is taken for granted. What you will start to notice, if your ears and eyes are open, are

the things you can’t see or hear. You will begin to notice what is not there as well as what is there,
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just as you will become aware of what is unwritten as well as what is written. And this works both for
the country you are living in and the one from which you came. Often it starts with words. Indonesian,
for example, has a special word, gurth, for the taste of rice (‘deliciously pungent’ according to one
dictionary). If you come from England, you are then startled to realise that the taste of rice can’t be
described with a designated English word. On the other hand, Indonesian has no word like the English
‘sepia’ for the colour of old photographs. The same is true of concepts. Javanese has a word, longan, for
the empty space under a chair or bed, which English does not.

Such a period of struggling with a new language is especially good for training oneself to be
seriously comparative, because there is not yet any automatic translation of foreign words into the
language in your head. You gradually get to know enough to notice more, and yet you are still an
outsider. If you then stay on long enough, things get taken for granted again, as they were back home,
and you tend to be much less curious and observant than before — you start to say to yourself: I know
Indonesia inside out.

@The point being that good comparisons often come from the experience of strangeness and absences.
\..J

(Benedict Anderson, “Frameworks of Comparison”, London Review of Books, Vol.38, No.2, 2016)
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Used with permission of LRB Ltd.
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