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The ubiquity of public comparisons is an everyday ex-
perience. Yet, the social sciences have so far failed to 
address comparisons as a communicative phenomenon 
in its own right. Although comparisons lie in the back-
ground of many historical and sociological studies, the 
social signifi cance of comparisons has remained pro-
foundly underestimated both in theory and in empiri-
cal research.

The general assumption that should serve as a thread 
for the conference is that comparisons as a communica-
tive phenomenon have the power to create social order, 
and it seems that this power is grounded in the struc-
ture of comparison itself. Comparisons combine the 
assumption of sameness with the observation of diff e-
rence. Ranking law schools, for instance, implies that 
we fi rst classify them, irrespective of their diversity, as 
institutions of higher education. Second, an indicator is 
needed in order to detect their diff erences. The distinct 
feature of comparisons is that they combine an as-
sumption of sameness with the observation of diff e-
rences.

The conference brings together leading scholars of dif-
ferent research fi elds to discuss a new, but not yet 
well-established topic of research. The conference is 
closely connected with a proposal prepared by a group 
of scholars from Bielefeld for the Excellence Initiative 
by the German Government. The proposal’s title is: 

“Communicating Comparisons. From the Onset of Mo-
dernity to World Society”. Both the conference and the 
proposal favour an interdisciplinary approach and a 
historical long-term perspective. With this conference, 
we hope to get new empirical impulses and theoretical 
insights into the causes and eff ects of comparisons 
from the Middle Ages to our own era.

Thursday, 3 February 2011
Ulrike Davy, Bielefeld: Welcome address
Willibald Steinmetz, Bielefeld: Introduction

Section I: 
Between status and ranking: Comparing com-
parisons of medieval and modern universities
Moderator: Veronika Tacke, Bielefeld

Frank Rexroth, Göttingen:
The notion of conceptual diff erences between 
academic disciplines (12th - 14th centuries)

Linda Wedlin, Uppsala:
Ranking of modern universities: How global com-
parisons matter

Coff ee

Statement: Franz-J. Arlinghaus, Bielefeld

Discussion

Lunch

Section II:
Comparing religions and cultures in premo-
dern and modern times
Moderator: Peter Schuster, Bielefeld

Thomas Lentes, Münster:
Comparing religions in the Middle Ages

Stefan Brakensiek, Duisburg-Essen:
European travel reports on Persia around 1700

Coff ee

Statement: Willibald Steinmetz, Bielefeld

Discussion

Coff ee
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Friday, 4 February 2011
Section III:
Governance by numbers: Making comparisons 
quantitative
Moderator: Michael Huber, Bielefeld

Lars Behrisch, Utrecht:
Inventing statistics in the 18th century

Michael Power, London:
Accounting and Finance

Coff ee

Statement: Nils Brunsson, Uppsala

Discussion

Lunch

Section IV: 
Comparisons and modernization
Moderator: Angelika Epple, Bielefeld

Martin Geyer, Munich:
Constructing the modern world through compari-
sons. Social indicators and modernization para-
digms of the post war period

Statement: John Meyer, Stanford

Discussion

Coff ee

Final discussion
Moderator: Thomas Welskopp, Bielefeld

Coff ee / End of Conference
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