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Building a comparative perspective between area studies: 

A conceptual tool with methodological implications 
In a context of globalizing processes structured around flows of communication, capital, knowledge, goods and people across national boundaries, discussing about area studies and challenging the North South divide with emerging countries is not enough.  Social sciences need to develop a new strategy for connecting area studies and in this perspective the comparative perspective may get a “new” voice.  The purpose of the presentation is to explore its potentialities while being aware of the methodological implications which are raising epistemological questions.

Comparison in social sciences is not recent even if it has never been widely used given the research focus on the Nation-State.  In the French tradition, the historian Marc Bloch (founder of the Ecole des Annales) wrote “Pour une histoire comparée des sociétés  européennes”   in 1928.  He argued in favor of comparison but mentioned it should be limited to countries and societies which already have close relationship given their shared history, like for instance European countries.  This position is different from Marcel Detienne, the anthropologist who in 2000 published “Comparer l’incomparable” in which he argues in favor of a comparative perspective embracing localities and countries from different regional areas.  The difference of their positions could be explained given the specificity of the present context where one could get the feeling that we are living in the same world and sharing the same planet Earth.    

With Detienne and others, comparison may then be back on the research agenda.  For the moment its use is somehow limited to a “ranking” or “benchmarking” exercise.  A large number of research projects centered on the theme of  (metropolitan or national scale)  territorial attractiveness (tourists, creative classes or foreign direct investments) or on livable cities to take an example,  end up being ranking studies.   Against this background, comparative studies serve mainly political leaders as a tool for launching public policies.  It may be time to move beyond the “ranking” arena. Hence the three following questions: How can comparison be defined, moving beyond benchmarking? What are the potentialities offered by the comparison in an era of globalization? What are the main methodological implications?

The first part of the presentation defines the comparative perspective as a scientific posture which is based on different case-studies localized in different area studies.  Some people talk about “multi-site” research.   

The second part analyzes the potentiality of cross-national comparisons:  the generalization of a phenomenon beyond singularities, a certain “décentrement” as concerning the national scale and a view on the circulation of knowledge, models, and people among the different terrains belonging to different area studies.  Through a comparative perspective a research project also becomes a means of connecting people, territories and histories.    
The third part deals with methodological implications such as the translation of concepts belonging to different scientific traditions.  Hence it raises epistemological questions which need to be identified.
The conclusion will discuss the contribution of the comparative perspective between area studies for producing new knowledge.                     
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