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Discussion: a brief summary

There is a long tradition in European intellectual discourse of looking towards Asian
societies in order to understand the specificity European experience. Often times these
comparisons have been ways of underscoring the supposed ‘superiority’ of Europe in more
recent periods. Other times this gaze cast towards the East has been less judgmental,
attempting to understand the great differences separating these grand world cultures.
Always, however, comparison has been the preferred tool for Western thinkers, as though
the ‘self’ could only be fully understood in terms of its contrasts with the ‘other’. Social
thought has participated actively in this tradition, with a long line of thinkers ranging from
classic theorists like Malthus, Weber, Marx to current historians and anthropologists like
Jack Goody or David Landes making at times significant and often controversial
contributions to this line of enquiry.

This session was designed specifically to participate in this long tradition of East-
West comparison, though certain aspects of its organizational structure tend to set it apart
from the general tradition. For one, there is no originating focal point in or from the West,
but rather one that designed to understand the similarities and differences in Western and
Eastern traditions. Secondly, family development is the central issue for comparison, thus
simplifying at least some of the issues that can be addressed. Finally, the organizers of the
session wanted to reach valid comparisons based on strong empirical data, often compiled
through ambitious research projects. Even though this focus is to be welcomed, by
precluding general cultural norms or certain ideological constructs, it makes reaching valid
or useful comparisons much more difficult.

In other words, the basic design of this session is both traditional and enormously
ambitious. The possibilities it offers are vast, but the path is fraught with peril. The papers
given at the session fail to come to grips in a meaningful way with the most basic
comparative issues which can be raised (such as the role of the individual and the family in
society), due mainly to the fact that they make use of different types of data and
methodological perspectives. At a less ambitious level, however, they raise a number of
very interesting methodological issues which affect many types of historical analysis,
especially those based on empirical data. Perhaps the most relevant of these issues –though
not the only one- concerns the contexts of individual and family behavior. How do general



cultural, economic and social factors mix with individual realities (often random in origin)
to constrain decisions and strategies, and how can those links be detected with empirical
data? How do these realities (both individual and general) change over time. How, finally,
does our specific time frame of analysis affect the way these sorts of issues are understood?
These and other related issues will be discussed in the course of this session.


