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New Zealand SOCIOLOGY 5 (1) May 1990

On Comparing Resolute Thinkers: I
(Part U will appear in Vol. 5(2) Nov. 1990)

Robert Tristram

Department of Sociology and Social Work
Victoria University of Wellington.

Against mediators. - Those who want to media between two resolute thinkers
show that they are mediocre; they lack eyes for seeing what is unique. Seeing
things as similar and makin things the same is the sign of weak eyes.
(Nietzsche, 1974:212, par. 228)

Neitzsche's aphorism is worth remembering when undertaking comparisons of
anything. For one of the most common charges brought against comparativists
is their faulty (historical) sight But his criticism is especially pertinent to the
comparison of resolute thinkers precisely because it would seem to be a
particularly vain task to try to mediate between thinkers who, although similar
in that they will have made a significant contribution to human thought, often
differ in at least some fundamental respects. Notwithstanding Nietzsche's
critical shaft, the genre of mediating between and, more generally, of
comparing two or, less frequently, three such thinkers has attracted an
increasing number of authors. However, whereas social scientists have debated
the difficulties of comparing things like nations and their economic growth
rates, and while philosophers have discussed the commensurability or
otherwise of theories, I do not know of any attempt to reflect upon the broad
range of problems that arises in comparing resolute thinkers. This contribution
toward making good this lacuna does so by outlining three of these problems
in this paper and three in the subsequent article (which will be published in the
next issue of New Zealand Sociology), by pointing out ways of avoiding or
solving each problem, and by including illustrative references to comparisons
of thinkers in general and of Marx and Weber in particular. Although this
account concerns resolute thinkers, some of it is relevant to comparisons of

other things. Indeed, the first problem can be expressed as the general
question:

What are the Requirements of Comparison?
Ident#ication. That the objects being compared must be identified pressuposes
that they are identifiable. Yet the identification itself need not be carried out

1 Kaufmann (in Nietzsche, 1974:212, fn. 58) speculates that NieLZSche, in writing this,
'may have thought especially of his sister as well as others who sought to mediatc
between him and Wagner'.
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consciously. In fact, in this respect, it is worthwhile noting that comparison is
part and parcel of biological evolulion, which involves successful recognition,
whether of a conscious or non-conscious kind, of similarities and differences
between a diversity of objects in specific environments. Peter Munz
exemplifies this general phenomenon when he quite rightly points out that
'only those human beings have survived whose cognitive apparatus allows
them to discern human lineaments and to distinguish them from non-human
lineaments'. (Munz, 1985:153)

Description. 1n speaking of human beings, though, we are already
presupposing the emergence of a consciousness which is able to conceptualise
similarities and differences in terms of 'selfness' and 'otherness' and of

'thenness' and 'thatness'. However, it took further phylogenetic development
and, given this, it takes ontogenetic development for the possibility of fulfilling
this requirement for all distinctively human comparisons, which condition is
that the similarilies and differences, whether concerning what is human or non-
human, the past or the future, what is real or imagined, must be described in
words or symbols.

As long as the first two requirements are met, it is logically possible to
compare anything. In other words, similarities and differences between any
objects of thought can be expressed in non-contradictory propositions. Or, less
formally, we may say that in answer to Shakespeare's question, 'Shall I
compare thee to a summer's day?' the Philistine comparer can reply, 'Well,
you can compare me with anything'. But P. F. Strawson's reference to
'category-inappropriateness' (Strawson, 1974:116ff.) prompts us to introduce:

Category-appropriateness. Por we could well ask whether it would be

appropriate to compare Proxima Centauri and the Chinese Hanlin Yuan, the
battle of Tursk and Renaissance Florence, or the Muslim idea of hurriyya

(freedom) and Marcus Aurelius. And these would indeed be category-
inappropriate comparisons. This means that each of these objects is an
individual instance of a more general category - in these examples, those of
inorganic thing, institution, event, period, idea and person; that each of these
categories involves the attribution of distinct kinds of predicate; and that, in
these comparisons, one would thus be merely noting differences in the
predicates that are attributable to these instances of two general categories. So,
although the differences between, say, a star and an academy can be compared
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in non-contradictory propositions, it would be inappropriate to compare objects
like these which fall under different categories, namely, those of inorganic
thing and institution. From this argument it follows that comparisons will
satisfy the requirement of category-appropriateness if, and only if, the objects
being compared belong to the same general category. It would thus be
appropriate to compare, for instance, Proxima Centauri and a cannon ball, the
Hamlin Yuan and Western marriage, the battle of Tursk and the assassination of
the Archduke Ferdinand, Renaissance Florence and neolithic Egypt, 'hurriyya'
and the feminist notion of sisterhood, and Marcus Aurelius and Greta Garbo.

Cultural Relevance. But just because a comparison is category-appropriate
does not mean that it fulfils this fourth requirement. For by the latter is meant
comparisons of objects that not only fall under the same general category but
also are deemed by scientists or scholars to have sufficiently similar predicates
as to be worthy of comparison, which 'worthiness' is based upon, and decided
by, the interests and values of individual or groups of comparers. Although this
definition allows for the comparisons that natural scientists undertake, it
evidently owes much to Weber's conception of intellectuals as a group of
people who have 'access to certain products that are considered "culture
goods"' (Weber, 1978:926) and to his claim that 'cultural (i.e., evaluative)
interests give purely empirical scientific work its direction' and that 'the
problems of the social sciences are selected by the value-relevance of the
phenomena treated'. (Weber, 1949:21-22)2 If, then, we suppose that there are
intellectuals with a cultural interest in, who find as value-relevant, problems
concerning religious buildings, aristocratic political institutions, uprisings by
subordinate groups, feudalism, spiritual principles and world-historical
individuals, then their comparisons of, say, the Erechtheum and Reims
Cathedral, the Roman Senate and the British House of Lords, Spartacus's
revolt and Nat Turner's rebellion, the Chou Dynasty and Japan during the
Shogunate, the Chinese dualism of Yang and Fin and the Hindu distinction
between purusha and prakriti, and Ceasar and Napoleon would all be
culturally relevant

Historical Significance. Those offering such comparisons usually regard
historical knowledge itself as a cultural good and treat the comparisons

2 According to Weber (1949:160), 'this way of being conditioned by "subjective values"
is, however, entimly alien in any case to those natural sciences which take mechanics as a
model'. As against this it must be pointed out that nothing human is alien to natural
scientists, including a certain conditioning of their sciences by 'subjective values' !
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themselves as a contribution toward such knowledge, whether directly by
shedding light on resemblances and differences between places, institutions,
events, periods, ideas and people, or indirectly by enabling the abstraction Of
typologies and generalizations which can then be used to help account for
particular occurrences. Given that, for Weber, comparison is integral to
sociology, the latter alternative is exemplified by his contention that 'an
important consideration in the formulation of sociological concepts and
generalizations is the contribution that sociology can make toward the causal
explanation of some historically and culturally important phenomenon'.
(Weber, 1978:19-20) Following on from these points, we can say that this fifth
and final requirement is the historical significance of a comparison in the sense
that comparers, when pressed by imagined or very real critics, cannot rest
content with simply declaring their cultural interests and values, but must, in
addition, as even Weber's distinction between 'culturally' and 'historically'
imporlant phenomena implies, attempt to justify their comparisons in terms of

their illuminating important historical similarities ar1 differences and/or
helping to account for historically important phenomena.

But we can go one stage further and refer to historically significant

comparisons. What is meant by the latter is best understood by drawing
attention to a common characteristic of those six comparison; that were cited
above in relation to the requirement of cultural relevance. For all of them can
be seen as involving what Marx once described as 'abstract counterposings and
historical consuuctions'. (Marx and Engels, 1965:152) Now, although he uses

3 An example ofthe former possibility is Joseph Needham's discussion of Chinese
mathematics. (See Needham, 1959: Chapter 19) Reflecting upon the similarities and
differences between mathematics in China and the West, and starting with the cultural
relevance ofachievement, Needham notes how 'few mathematical works before the

Renaissance were at all comparable in achievement with the wealth and power of the
developments which took place afterwards'. But for this very reason 'it is pointless to
subject the old Chinese contributions to the yardstick of modem mathematics'. Therefore,
'the only comparison which can be made is between the old Chinese mathematics and the
mathematics of other ancient peoples, Babylonian and Egyptian in their day, Indian and
Arabic... Chinese mathematics was also quite comparable with the pre-Renaissance
achievements of the other medieval peoples of the Old World'. (Needham, 1959: 150)
Although in other parts of his monumental work Needham isjust as preoccupied with
accounting for historically important phenomena, a far more modest, though still worthy,
illustration of a concern with both illuminalion and explanation is Roben Kelley's
comparison of politics and ideas in the United States and the Soviet Union, which does.
however, begin with the mistaken rhetorical question, 'are they [the 'systems' of the
United States and the Soviet Union] not mirror images, opposite in every particular'.
(Kelley, 1984: 672, my italics)
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this phrase to label Ihe application of general and even opposite philosophical
terms to historical periods that have different material bases, and although he
believes that 'there is little to be gained' from these counterposings and
constructions, not only are these useful epithets for these and similar
comparisons but also something and, on occasions, as is the case with Rushton
Coulborn's overview of feudalism (1956) and Weber's sociology of religion
(1978:399-634), even a great deal can be gained from such counterposings and
constructions. Be that as it may, historically significant comparisons can be
defined as those that involve less abstract counterposing and fewer historical
constructions precisely because they require more reasoning about the concrete
in order to make discoveries about compared objects that have an even greater
number of similar properties, which similarities are by vinue of these objects
belonging to, as well as helping to constitute, the same objective period and/or
the same objective tradition. And comparisons of this kind are not in short
supply. For we have a discussion of a number of Greek temples (see Bowra,
1957: Chapter 8), contrasts drawn between American and English political
institutions (Tocqueville, 1956), an examination of the events making up
French and German economic development (Clapham, 1951), a focus upon
Spain, England, France, Prussia and Russia in relation to the period of
Absolutism (Anderson, 1974), an account of the Greek ideas of physis and
nomos *Wres, 1917), and consideration of Smuts, King and Nehru as men of

the Commonwealth (see Mansergh, 1969: Chapter 14).

We are now in a position to make some preliminary remarks about

comparisons of resolute thinkers. Relative ease in identifying and describing
these determined persons with powerful minds means that it would be logically
possible to compare them. No category-inappropriateness would appear to be
involved, moreover, in comparing, say, their ideas. However, with the
requirements of cultural relevance and historical significance there arise the

issues of the choice and usefulness of comparisons. Let us suppose, for
instance, that there are intellectuals with cultural interests in literature,

dialectics, freedom and relationships. They may well find it both relevant and
significant to compare: Homer, Shakespeare and Shaw - Shaw himself saw this
sequence as marking qualitative leaps in the excellence of mind!; Chu Hsi and

Lenin - and Joseph Needham (1969:66-67) has pointed out the affinities
between organic naturalism and dialectical materialism; Plato and Hegel - Karl
Popper (1966: Volumes 1 & 2), of course, treating these as similar in their
opposition to 'the open society'; and Aristotle and Mead - and R. K. Merton
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(1968:20) has noted how the former 'adumbrates' the latter's concept of
*significant others'. Yet it could be argued that what Merton says about this
latter adumbration would apply to each of these comparisons: *Such
attributions do not make for an understanding of the historical development of
thought'. (Merton, 1968:20, my italics) And this is surely true. On the other
hand, we must emphasize that even these comparisons would have a degree of
historical significance insofar as they illuminated important similarities and
differences in the context, nature and products of thought. There is historical
significance in, for example, Douglas R. Hofstadter's Gadel, Escher, Bach:
An Eternal Golden Braid, which not only compares tile 'Strange Loops'4 in
Godel's Theorem, Escher's drawings and Bach's canons, but also discovers
these 'Loops' in government (1980:passim and 692-693) Moreover, although
this work quite rightly does not question the point underlying Aaron Lerner's
query, 'can the achievements of Shakespeare be measured against those of
Newton or the talent of Bach be compared to that of Einstein?' (Lerner,
1973:12, my italics), it does show that a comparison can be both relevant and
significant even though one subject (in this case Bach) lived in a different
period from the other subjects and all three subjects were eminent in different
traditions.

As for historically significant comparisons of resolute thinkers, their authors
usually expressly single out as justificatory reasons for them exactly the same
criteria as we used to define this kind of comparison. Consider, for instance,
George Steiner's Tolstoy or Dostoevsky. For Steiner (1980:41 & 12) is at
pains to emphasize how the period 1861-1905 in Russia was a 'golden' one of
creativity' and how, in the context of it, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky afford *the
historian of ideas and the literary critic a unique conjunction, as of
neighbouring planets, equal in magnitude and perturbed by each other's orbit'.
Similarly, although it is now the criterion of objective tradition alone which is

singled out, we have Ramon Lemos (1978:163) comparing Hobbes and Locke
because they are both 'clearly within the natural right/natural law tradition',
Lerner (1973:12) stating that his comparison of Newton and Einstein is
'meaningful' because they 'excelled in the same field', and Joseph Fell
(1979:ix) comparing Heidegger and Sartre because they 'share in large part a
common philosophical ancestry and a common preoccupation with a very

4 According to Hofstadter (1980:10), 'the "Strange Loop" phenomenon occurs whenever.
by moving upwards (or downwards) through the levels of some hiernrchical system, we
unexpectedly find ourselves right back where we started'.
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particular ontological problem'. But even if comparisons meet the criteria of
both objective tradition and objective period, there is the further problem of:

Social Position and Situational-Relativity
The sociology of knowledge is concerned with the relationship between
society and knowledge. It examines whether and, if so, how various
dimensions of society, on the one hand, determine or merely influence the
genesis, structure and validity of all kinds of knowledge, and, on the other,
constitute objects for literary works, political programmes, philosophical
systems, social theories and so on. Karl Mannheim discusses this dual
relationship in terms of the "'infiltration of the social position" of the
investigator into the results of his study' and of 'situational-relativity', that is,
the relationship of [the] assertions [found in the study] to the underlying

reality'. (Mannheim, 1936:244) According to the logic of his ideas, social
position and situational-relativity would not be issues in all comparisons of
thinkers. Given his belief Ihat thinking in mathematics and the natural sciences
is carried out by 'an abstract "consciousness as such"' and results in the one
'system' of "'absolute truth"' being built up (Mannheim, 1952:194 & 177), he
would thus have regarded Lerner's simple juxtaposition of the events, aspects
and accomplishments of Newton and Einstein's lives as the only way in which
they can be compared. Even in respect of a comparison of Tolstoy and
Dostoevsky, Mannheim's conception of art as located primarily, though not
exclusively, within the '"psychic-cultural" domain' (1952:114-116) means that
he would have seen it necessary to employ, not the category of causality in
order to ascertain the 'existentially-determined' relationship between Tolstoy's
and Dostoevsky's social positions, works and underlying realities, but Gestalt
concepts such as whole and part in order to detect, for example, any
similarities in their styles. (See 1952:121) But given Mannheim's claim that
the concept of existentially-determined Bought does include political thought,
historical thought and thought in the cultural and social sciences (1952: 193),
another problem in comparisons of resolute thinkers like Hobbes and Locke,
Heidegger and Sartre, and, let us add, Marx and Weber is the implications for
the comparison when, and insofar as, the thinkers have dissimilar social
positions and focus upon different underlying realities. And we can begin to
draw out these implications by considering what is involved in comparing
Marx and Weber.

To begin with, the very emphasis upon social position and situational-relativity
not only requires the labour of finding out what their own individual positions
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and situations were but also questions the assumption that they were 'unique'

resolute thinkers. Contrary to this Nietzschean notion of the complete
differentness of supermen, the sociology of knowledge thus at least begins
with the similarities that are integral to their individual positions and Situations.
Indeed, for Mannheim,

the apptoach of the sociology of ]mowledge intentionally does not start with the
single individual and his thinking in order then to proceed directly in the
manner of the philosopher to the abstract heights of *thought as such'. Rather,
the sociology of knowledge seeks to oomprehend thought in the concrete setting
of an historical-social situation out of which individually differentiated thought
only very gradually emerges. Thus, it is not men in general who think, or even
isolated individuals who do the thinking, but men in certain groups who have
developed a particular style of thought in an endless series of responses to
certain typical situations characterizing their common position. (Mannheim,
1936:2-3)

Given this claim and his more detailed concern with class connicts,
generational unit, political allegiance and intellectual stance, any comparer of
Marx and Weber would therefore have to know the following. Firstly, such
constellations and sequences in Marx's life and thought as: the relative
backwardness of Germany, pressure from the liberal bourgeoisie, the Young
Hegelians, radical journalism and the inversion of Hegel' s dialectic; social-
political conditions in France, an emerging working class, Marx's experience
of class struggles and adherence to Communism and his criticisms of capitalist
society and transformation of Hegel's dialectic; and social-economic
conditions in Britain, national and global capitalism, more developed working
class organizations, the First International and Capital. And, secondly, the
extent to which, and the way in which, the development and impact of
capitalism in Germany, the kind of class conflict in that country, Weber's
education and status as a German mandarin, his beliefs and activities as a
liberal nationalist, and his 'modernist' Weltanschauung (see Ringer, 1969:199,
for example) all influenced his engagement in, and his works resulting from,
'the scientific investigation of the general cultural signiticance of the social-
economic structure of the human community and its historical forms of
organization'. (Weber, 1949:67)

Now, Mannheim's claim and this kind of knowledge certainly indicate how
mistaken is Popper's contention that the sociology of knowledge 'looks upon
Science or knowledge as a process in the mind or "consciousness" of the
individual scientist, or perhaps as the product of such a process'· WoPper,

1
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1966, Volume 2:217, my italics) For what Mannheim and I have drawn
attention to is precisely the group bases of thought and knowledge. But just
how necessary is it to know these bases? According to Popper:

'we can learn more about the heuristics and the methodology and even about the
ps,hology of research by studying theories, and the arguments offered for or
against them, than by any direct behaviouristic or psychological or sociological
approach. In general, we may learn a great deal about behaviour and

ps,hology from the study of the products'. (Pepper, 1972:114, my italics)

That this is an exaggerated claim, however, can be appreciated by simply
considering whether from a study of Capital or, say Weber's Economy and
Society we could learn much about those aforementioned configurations in and
influences on the lives and thought of Marx and Weber. More generally, it is
not the case that an examination of the products of thinking will provide us
with much information about the positions on the basis of which the thinkers'
psychology and behaviour emerge and occur.

Yet it is equally true that a knowledge of tile common social position of a
group of thinkers will not necessarily enable a successful prediction even of
their individual opinions. This is well exemplified by Fritz Ringer's reflections
upon his work on the German mandarins. For although the sociology of
knowledge is his point of departure, we note the use of the qualificatory (as
regards the possibility of full and general predictability) words 'typical' and
'more' in his claim that whereas the views of the orthodox mandarins were

'more fully "predictable"' than those of the accommodationists (to the new
socio-cultural order),

the self-consciousness of the modemists, by contrast. intervened to mediate the
causal action of the typical mandarins' social role upon their typical opinions.
Though the orthodox and the modernists certainly shared certain common
assumptions, the 'ideological sequence or explanation' [which accounts 'for a
man's opinions by tracing them to his psychological orientation, his social
position, his economic or his religious needs' (Ringer, 1969:4)] was more
completely and exclusively adequate for the orthodox than for the modemists,
whose more articulate beliefs called for relatively greater recourse to the
'logical (or rational) sequence or explanation' [according to which 'someone
held a certain view because it seemed to him unavoidable in the face of the then

available evidence and in accordance with the rules of right thinking as he saw
them' Finger, 1969:4)]. (Ringer, 1986:151)

In contrast to opinions, though, the crucial logical point about novel theories is
that we cannot, in principle, predict at time Tl a theory that will be produced at
time T2 for otherwise the theory would be produced at Tl. To be sure, in
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retrospective research we can and must be open to the possibility of the same
or at least similar theories being produced. Nevertheless, from a knowledge of
the social positions of, say, Marx and Weber in 1848 and 1900 it would still
not be possible to predict the theoretical content of Capital and Economy and
Society.

For Popper, or at least for the older Pepper,5 this point about prediction shows
the error of determinism, whether it be physical or social determinism. The
very fact that we cannot predict products such as Mozart's or Beethoven's
music means that they were not determined by physical or social conditions.
(Popper, 1972:223) However, it has been argued not just that such products
can still be explained after their production but that even when predictability is
excluded by various considerations, 'the issue of determination remains open'.
(Gellner, 1985:29) As against this latter claim by Ernest Gellner, though, if it
really were the case that our products are completely and invariably
determined by the causal chains of physical conditions, social position or
whatever, then this doctrine, rather than being an 'issue', would be caused to
be accepted or rejected. And this telling, albeit implicit, point about the
possibility of rational reflection upon issues is equally relevant to both of
Mannheim's contentions about that first side of the sociology of knowledge.
For if we take seriously his notion of 'existentially-determined thought' and his
belief that the social position of a thinker Onevitably?) infiltrates into 'the
results of his study', then Popper is quite correct in saying that, according to
the sociology of knowledge, 'the social habitat of the thinker determines a

whole system of opinions and theories which appear to him as unquestionably
true or self-evident'. (Popper, 1966, Volume 2:213, my italics) On the other
hand, at least Mannheim's reference to infillration could be taken as no more

than necessary openness to the empirical possibility of a thinker's social
position influencing his or her interests, orientations and, yes, results. Thpre is,
nevertheless, also the possibility of the self-consciousness of a thinker enabling
recognition of and checks to this infiltration, and thus of the production of the
results being accounted for, at least in part, by what we saw Ringer refer to as
'logical (or rational) sequence or explanation'.

5 The ('physical indeterminist') Popperof Objective Knowledge (1972), unlike that of
The Open Society and Its Enemies (1966), does'wish to quarrel with the metaphysical
determinist who would insist that every barBeethoven wrote was determined by some
combination of hereditary and environmental influences'. (Popper, 1966, Volume 2: 210
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