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Until recently, difference, alterity, and identity have dominated the theory and practice of cultural
studies, whereas the alternative, complementary tradition of reflecting on similarities and deriving
a secular social practice on this basis has been insufficiently examined for its relevance in
contemporary, complex societies. The project outlined in this paper envisages an historical
reexamination of the traditions of thinking about sinﬁlarity in various fields relevant to cultural
studies. The paper argues that paying increased attention to the question of similarity is important
for dealing with pluri-cultural situations and societies characterized by migration, multilingualism,
and overlapping traditions: situations that require a flexible conceptual approach and a critique of
asymmetric narratives of modernity.

1. The concept

Where in the history of twentieth century theory the concept of difference was enormously
popular across the widest range of academic disciplines, the concept of similarity had fewer
adherents. Until the present, it has experienced very little development of a theoretical nature.

As a concept, “similarity” self-evidently does not constitute a blank slate; nor is the paradigm it
presents a new one. Very much to the contrary: prominent authors from antiquity to classical
modernism have emphasized the importance of similarity as a guiding cognitive idea—and
practice—at central points of their work. But, ongoing discussions of cultural concepts, inter-
culturality, and trans-culturality have not taken up this tradition. Consequently “similarity” will
here be presented not as a new paradigm but very much as an innovative concept. Examples of
its usage will not be offered at this stage of our project—they will be reserved for a teport on our

research results.

By the same token our main concern below will not be describing those results but rather
formulating research questions and outlining a working framework. This will necessitate both
historical and systematic focal points. Within the historical perspective, a salient consideration
will be identifying conceptual traditions centered on similarity that are potentally fruitful for
cultural theory. We will here need to establish a distinction from related concepts and procedures,
for instance from the historical comparison of cultures or the concept of “assimilation”.
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Within the systematic perspective, a salient question will be the nature of the functional
relationship within which similarity, identity, and difference can be conceived and made use of.

Not only structuralist and post-structuralist theorems have declared difference and its specifically
deconstructionist pendant, différance, to be paradigms for the organization of knowledge; rather, as
a response to the relativization of Western universalism, cultural theorists have worked to break
apart entrenched hierarchies, in the process placing the encounter between membets of various
cultutes under the sign of an experience of “difference” and “alterity.”

At the same time, above all the question of cultural identity has been moved to the foreground.
Within this schema, acceptance, tolerance, and understanding, but also conflict and
confrontation, test on the tacit premise of a dualism of identity and difference, as in the following
statement by Samuel Huntington: “In the post-Cold War world, the most important distinctions
among peoples are not ideological, political, ot economic. They ate cultural”' The idea of a
radical difference between cultures evidently demands the complementaty idea of a closed,
homogenous identity.” But meanwhile both the idea of a “clash of civilizations” and the
assumption, in an age of postmodern migrational streams, of a fixed and integral cultural identity
have emerged as increasingly problematic.’

The question thus emetges of whether what is hete at stake is actually such an “either/or” option
or “forced alternatives” between so-called identity and what is defined as altetity, the difference
between what is alien and innately “one’s own.”” Does action have to take place against the
horizon of such strict alternatives, or can it involve reflection on a broad range of options?*
Instead of a thinking grounded solely in difference, might there also be a valid realm of “This, as
well as that”, a philosophy centered on similarity? In light of these basic questions, the category
of similarity calls for histotical and systematic scrutiny regarding both functional usefulness and
theoretical scope.” The category’s potential role alongside ideas of difference and identity will
need to be clarified. Similarity here needs to be understood as a heuristic concept, on the one
hand; on the other hand, it is possibly part of cultural praxis itself. In his Les lois de Vimitation
(1890), the French cultural sociologist Gabriel Tarde developed a concept of cultural evolution
on the basis of relations of similarity.* Although by no means unknown, Tarde could not make
headway with his theses against the school of Emile Durkheim; but remarkably, like other
theorists of similarity he has experienced a renaissance over recent years, and he is considered a
ploneer of actor-network theory.” For Tarde, sociologically relevant similarities rest on the
phenomena of imitation and variation, which together amount to groups of similar things. If
these ate in turn part of a set of things adding up to a superordinate whole, then their
proliferation is called growth or evolution."” The analogy with natural laws is manifest; Tarde
discusses it in an extended look at pertinent history of science.
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But the critical points within the similarity concept also need to be identified and examined. Until
the present, two approaches have generally been evident in the concept’s critique or
marginalization. One of these approaches has been basically systemic, drawing on a ctitique of
assimilation and related ideas of a forcibly executed alignment of cultures, sexes, and religions."
The other approach is basically historical, viewing similarity as a phenomenon that, in contrast to
difference, fails to fulfill current requirements of conceptual precision and verifiability of results:
a phenomenon related to magical practices, hence to a pre-modern episteme. “Those speaking of
similarities evidently know nothing precise” is the way the editors of one German-language
collection put it in 2001.”” And in fact, “thinking in similarities” stands opposed to a broadly held
desire for precise definition and demarcation. The term rather describes vague relationships and
diffuse dynamics. This may spark unease; in any event it is important to keep in mind that the
suitability and usability of concepts related to cultural theory must be oriented towards data and
phenomena—and a very broad range of cultural phenomena fail to manifest themselves in terms
of sharp demarcations and precisely defined contents. Rather, fluid transitions and broad botder
regions are usually at play.

The possibility thus emerges that the concept of similarity indeed reveals a high degree of
compatibility with certain aspects of research in cultural history and theory. For a long time now,
common references in histotiography to, for example, an epoch’s “threshold” and to “Sattelzeit”
(“saddle time”)" have reflected a sense that historical demarcations and contours are anything
but sharply drawn—that what is usually at play here are gradations from relative similarity to
relative dissimilarity. Hans Blumenberg speaks in this context of an “imperceptible Jmes”"* only
identifiable as a transition after the fact. In the humanities, these epochal thresholds tend not to
be considered hybrid or deficient interim periods but rather as marking epochs of distinct
acceleration, dense innovation, and enduring evolution—as was the case, for instance, in the
period between roughly 1770 and 1830. A range of approaches thus emphasize “shared history™
or “connected history,” histoire croise’, and are meant to overcome narrow national nartatives
through this focus on intertwining world-historical structures.” In an analogous manner, as an
alterative to similarities within historical chronology, spaces of cultural similarity can be identified:
the heightened attention being paid to multilingualism in India or some African states here serves
as an example.
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2. The Historical Framework
2.1. Similarity in Theory

A tradition extending back to Plato and including both Thomas Aquinas and Leibniz®® has
pointed to similarity as a concept grounded in cognitive theory—one thus possessing authentic
cultural-historical resonance. Broad reflection on phenomena involving similarity is especially
apparent in European Romanticism, for example in Novalis’s writing. For most theorists of
similarity within this long tradition, the sign’s relation with what is being denoted is not arbitrary
but has been divinely generated: a belief clearly irreconcilable with modern semiotic theory and
only of historical interest. It is the reason similarity-theory formulated in a semiological context is
often quickly associated with a pre-modern episteme. Furthermore, historically most theorists of
similatity have not presumed a radical opposition between object and subject, human beings and
things,'” itself a characteristic often tied to pre-modern cultures.

Nevertheless, in recent years the existence of a genuinely modern discourse of similarity has
become evident; often overlooked, it has been experimenting with new constellations of things
and persons since the beginning of modernism around 1900. The question of identifying
alternatives to the idealistic dichotomy of subject and object is authentically modern," playing a
central role in contemporary cultural theory. This is the case, for instance, with Bruno Latout’s
particular revision of modernity” which makes clear that natural-scientific paradigms are not the
sole constitutive ingredient of modern thinking, despite this being suggested in most modernist
self-description. The formula Latour offers in this framework is “we were never modern,”®
reflecting a contention that the distinction between modetn and pre-modern cultures is itself a
modernist self-deception: a contention itself resting on an analysis of the great heuristic
“separations” undertaken in modetn science. The separation into nature and society, subject and
object, human beings and machines, leads, Latour observes, to a number of false conclusions,
and, in their wake, to the false diagnoses of an end to both history and metaphysics.

Here modernism is described as a highly complex process of discursive differentiation. Strikingly,
the process can function not only according to the model of difference but also to that of
similarity. This is also the case in respect to the relationship between persons and things. With his
concept of “hybrid” things, Latour has offered the decisive philosophical initiative for a new
approach vis-a-vis the inquiry into modernism’s living objects. For Latout, modernism is not
exclusively the result of natural-scientific evolution; rather, inversely, the natural-scientific
episteme is both an aspect and characteristic of modernism. He also confirms the possibility of
other epistemic constellations, including those tied to similarity, which have conceivably long-
since been basically latent but never became fully obsolete. In his reflections, Latour draws on
Foucault’s characterization of similarity as a pre-modern episteme, but goes beyond Foucault in
his differentiated observation of current developments.
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Particularly prominent is Foucault’s periodization in The Order of Things, with “Similarity in the
thinking of Western cultute” playing a “leading role” until the end of the sixteenth century.”
With the artrival of the modern age, a “cruel reason of identities and differences” came to the
fore, similarity now being banished to the nether-sphere of non-reason, conceits, and confusion.”
In articulating his own critique of “cruel reason,” Latour is very much operating within the
tradition of Foucault’s writing, while, again, moving past Foucault’s diagnosis to argue that this
thinking in terms of identities and differences was not as absolute as might appear

After all Foucault himself acknowledged having made use of similarity as an epistemic concept.
In a conversation with Raymond Bellour taking place in 1966, he briefly characterized what are
probably his two most famous works—and in the process the two central lines of his cultural
research—as follows: “Madness and Civilization is the history of difference, The Order of Things the
history of similarity, the same, identity.”® On one level, we can thus consider Latour’s project as
involving a revision of The Order of Things, at the same time an effort to “rehabilitate” similarity
with the aid of current reflections on the concept. In this manner, modern cultural theory and
above all cultural anthropology, ate working with approaches aimed at describing the relationship
between modernism and the imagination, nature and culture, petsons and things, not through
schematic dichotomies but in suitably complex form. Many of these works explicitly proceed
from anthropological research into ideas and practice based on magic.

2.2. Similarity in Magic

In the Worterbuch des Aberglanbens, we tead that “[m]agical action is analogical [glichnishafl] action
that comprehends connectionsin accordance with similarity.* One particular magical practice is
relevant in. this context, so-called “analogical magic”; tepresenting one of the basic forms of
human action, it is grounded in a belief that manipulation of something similar has a similar
effect on the person or object constituting the actual aim of the magical action. Enchantment
functions according to ideas of similarity and contiguity, the laws of recognition and contact.
“Magic resting on the law of similarity,” we read in the same teference work, “can be termed
homeopathic or imitative magic; enchantments resting on the law of contact or direct transfer
[Ubertragung) could be designated as a form of fransfer-magic”’® Hence enchantment functions
according to the principle found in homeopathy as well, of similia similibus curant®

For James Frazer, who in his time brought together and systematized anthropological research
and theory, magic was likewise rooted in the laws of ideational association, more specifically in
the two basic rules of linkage, similarity and contact. In his classic Golden Bough, Frazer thus
describes magical practices as involving a confusion between such association and factual, causal
relations; a primitive etror is thus at work within the “law of similarity,” the belief “that things
which resemble each other are the same, or as Frazer restates it: “that like produces like. ..that an
affect resembles its cause.”” To be sure, the rationality of the civilized is not immune to a
regression into such delusional relational systems: “We seem to move on a thin crust which may
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at any moment be rent by the subterranean forces slumbering below.”® Frazer nevertheless
conveys the essential premise that “they” allow themselves to be led astray into magical praxis
through the conceptual bridge of similarity while “we” have learned to scientifically objectify
things; the premise will continue to be at work when the valuation is inverted. This is the case,
for instance, in the work of Lévy-Bruhl, who considers what he sees as the pte-logical,
patticipative thinking of primitive peoples as reflecting a state of ignorance, although he at the
same time mourns for the “intimate communal consciousness” with things made possible by
such thinking.”

One of the most illuminating documents offering such an early reflection on a non-modern
modernityis found in Aby Warburg’s writing, at a point where he focuses on “patticipation” in
the fluidity and instability of the universe and a subversion of fundamental categories of modern
orientation in the wotld. Warburg’s famous talk on the North American Indian snake-ritual can
be read as the record of a multi-layered experiment with vexing similarities. Warburg held the talk
in 1923, in Ludwig Binswanger’s popular Kreuzlingen clinic for netvous disordets (named
“Bellevue”), where he was a long-term patient; one purpose of the talk was to demonstrate to
himself and his doctors that he was on the path of recovery, in a kind of intermediate stage
finding his way back from madness into science. He does not describe the American-Indian
ceremonies he had witnessed twenty years before from the perspective of an advanced
civilization—a perspective that would have defined the efforts to bring forth rain through snake
dances as absurd. Rather, he approaches the manner in which American Indians explain natute
and its laws as a form of participation fundamentally distinct from that of Western cultures. “The
coexistence of fantastical magic and sober purposive action seems a symptom of schism to us;
for the Indians it is not schizoid; Onthe contrary, it is a liberating experience of the possibility of a
boundless relation between human beings and their surrounding” “The mask dance is danced causality,”
Warburg asserts,” thus addressing not only the relationship between medicine and madness, the
threshold between creativity and illness, but also that between thinking and art, science and

magic.

In eatly film theory, contact points between #«chnology and magic played a central role. Here as
well, we find a foregrounding of a new constellation between subject and object in the framework
of the similarity between things and persons: this similarity, so the argument went, only first
became visible in film and was in fact the true achievement of the new medium. A theoretical
vocabulary here emerged that described cinematic medial experience as a specific form of
“participation” no longer allowing a strict division into objective and subjective spheres; rather,
the focus was located in magic, mysticism, animism, Indian “mana,” childlike naiveté, the
unconscious, meditative immersion, self-forgetting, and hypnotic states.” “Doubtless,” Edgar
Morin thus indicates, “Lumiéreian cinematography was not only aimed at bringing back the old
magic, but beneath the threshold of consciousness it renewed an animistic ot vitalistic sensibility
for everything simultaneously fluid and mobile...and film extends this special capability to all
objects.”* Media-historical texts, such as this example, themselves undermine prevalent ideas of a
separation between the living and nonliving, objective and subjective, mimesis and
reptesentation; they strive for “patticipation” and.an aesthetic theory of similarity.
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A juncture between anthropological or cultural-historical and aesthetic arguments is to be found
in Walter Benjamin’s theory of the mimetic faculty, “vanished” in modernity or only petsisting as

*»—a compulsion

“a weak rudiment of a once enormous compulsion to be and act similatly’
nonetheless preserved in language as in a great storchouse of “earlier forces of mimetic

production and lc:ont:ep1'.ual].iz:J.tio1:1..’’3‘L

With all the above-cited authors, the concept of similarity stands in the setvice of a nartative of
modernity that in the end, one way or another, is asymmetric: whether following optimistic,
progress-centered premises as a lower, now-overcome level of )rationality or nostalgic premises as
a lost capacity to participate in the world of things. Both practically and theoretically, offering a
kind of reserve for a sense of the similar is here consigned to art alone.” Indeed, in the age of
colonialism Europe was open to non-European forms of thinking and representation primaﬁly in
the aesthetic sphere; freed from the norms of Western rationality, att—undetstood in the
broadest sense—here emerges as the only truly receptive channel for mutual cultural exchange,
and in this sense as the reserve for a “thinking in similarities” again becoming widespread.

3. Modern forms of Similarity

In any event within modern European thinking, a conceptual tradition exists running counter to
an extetiotization of similarity, its genealogy calling for detailed study. It is reflected not least of
all in a cognitive-theoretical skepticism whose main twentieth century representatives include
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Aby Warburg, and Fritz Mauthner. Wittgenstein’s felicitous term “Family
resemblance” (understood as similarity) doubtless has had the most influence; but Mauthner will
here serve as our principle example because he ties the concept of similarity in a highly concise
way with presently very topical reflections on the functionality of the approximate. In Mauthner’s
essay on subjectivity, we thus read as follows:

Our entire classification of natutre, hence our entire language, is grounded in the
variable play of similarities....But here I wish to maintain that [the] simple
similarity [at work in] the scientific or mathematical incomparability of things
made our speaking or thinking possible in the first place, hence that the gaps in
“our ideas, the mistakes in our sensory tools, shaped our language. If our brain
naturally worked only neatly as exactly as microscopes, precision thermometers,
chronometers, and other human tools, if we were to conceive as sharp an image
of every individual thing and hold it in our memory, then conceptual language
would perhaps be impossible....To speak seriously, the entite conceptual
formation of language would not be possible if we did not grope around among
nothing but incomplete images, overestimating similarity precisely on account of
the incompletion, thus making a virtue of necessity.
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Here “similarity” is not undetstood as a deficient mode for grasping the world, a mode
inadequately enlightened concerning itself and bowing in the face of the sciences’ “clean”
conceptual classifications and precise technical instruments. Rather, a “thinking in similarities”
represents the precondition for verbal capacity, hence use of concepts in the first place.
Mauthner’s heuristics of similarity point forward to concepts presently applied in certain technical
areas (e.g,, “fuzzy logic”), in the cognitive sciences (cognitive schemata), in theories of institution
and action (acting and deciding in conditions of incomplete information), and above all in the
realm of cultural orientation.

Eardly cultural-historical approaches, especially within “history of everyday life,” clearly
incorporate various procedures for recognizing and evaluating similatity as methodologically and
theoretically relevant. Alongside iconology, developed by Warburg in the 1920s and continuing to
stamp research in art history, Catlo Ginzburg’s historiography here deserves special mention. In
an essay on what he terms “clues,” Ginzburg has laid out the epistemological foundations of
what he refers to as the “conjectural paradigm™ manifest in all areas of knowledge: in art history,
it has been used since the end of the nineteenth century to identify images; in paleontology to
uncover cultural interrelationships; and in criminology it is manifest in the emergence of
fingerprinting as a technique and as evidence in criminal trials around 1880, and in Sherlock
Holmes taking on the role of hero of clue-reading starting around the same time. Psychoanalysis
is itself an “art” of reading clues; resting entirely on the evidentiary strength of symptoms, it thus
postulates 2 form of similarity between manifest symptoms and, for instance, the hidden, latent
content of dreams.

Clue-reading or recognizing similarities is an art with no learnable rules, despite being centered on
the unearthing of evidence Ginzburg insists on the “flexible rigor...of the conjectural paradigm”:

These are essentially mute forms of knowledge in the sense that their precepts do
not lend themselves to being either formalized or spoken. No one leatns to be a
connoisseur or diagnostician by restricting himself to practicing only preexistent
rules. In knowledge of this type imponderable elements come into play: instinct,
insight, intuition.”’

Ginzburg sees this type of knowledge as “the property...of hunters; of sailots; of women.”® It is
knowledge tying rational scientific methods of comparison—e.g. fingerprinting—with more
emotional forms of intuition, fantasy, and experience.

In the context of cultural history, the analysis of complex contemporary societies has to take
account of processes of homogenization and heterogenization, and with the phenomena of de-
territorializing and re-territorializing in language, literature, culture, politics, and society. This
mode of analysis becomes topical when it focuses on the effects of migratory movements,
strategies of integration, inclusion and exclusion—phenomena leaving their matk on large post-
national formations beyond the traditional state order. Until the present, the accent has been on
difference, alterity, “the other,” and on a cotresponding hetmeneutics of the understanding and
interpretation of otherness.
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This marks the starting point for the concept of similarity. Consideration of the concept—and,
tied to it, cohesion and contiguity—allows us to try out a new theoretical-methodological
approach: one meant to acknowledge the moment of intermeshing, overlapping, and gradation in
cultural contexts. The approach is at a distinct remove from efforts to either grasp socio-cultural
diversity or compare cultures through dominant categories of border-demarcation, dichotomy,
and “clash.”

Through such a similarity-grounded perspective, the limited validity and sustainability of border
delimitations becomes quickly clear. In turn, this has culture-political consequences: in face of
fundamentalist schemas involving a sharp dichotomization of the world, here the orientation is
toward secularism and syncretistic-pluralistic religious and cultural phenomena, “fuzzy identities,”
states of uncertainty. Similarity-based relationships are blurred relationships. They are not
centered on discretely conceptualized logical operations but on trained observation, attention,
and practice. Similarity is a programmatically fuzzy and relational concept that cannot be
meaningfully used in all contexts; but in culture-political and theoretical contexts, it can furnish
valuable insight, patticularly in respect to specific “spaces” of thinking and acting.

Both metaphorically and pragmatically, thinking in terms of similarity in tied to what over recent
years has been referred to as the “spatial turn.” The “third spaces” relevant in this debate (the
term is Homi Babha’s and Arjun Appadurai’s) need to be conceived of as loci of similatity-
relationships. We are here referred back to Yuri Lotman’s discussion of cultural spaces of
similarity, with the dynamic relationship between center and periphery representing a central
theorem in his cultural semiotics. For Lotman, change in semiotic systems thus depends on a
collective’s relationship to other collectives; a particular semiotic system is not unique but one
among a range of potential systems: a relationship only made possible after a comparison of
languages.” Lotman speaks in this context of an intetior and exterior “polyglotism” responsible
for the system being able to change and allowing development and modernization. But
importantly, change is not understood here as homogenization or complete assimilation of
petipheral areas, but rather as a processing of similatities and transformation of diffetences.

More than a half century eatlier, Georg Simmel had already addtessed questions centered on the
dynamic of social and cultural inclusion and exclusion. In his “Excutsus on the Stranger” (1908),
Simmel desctibes the stranger as a wanderer who does not wander further—who “comes today
and remains tomorrow.”” For Simmel as well, there is less a difference, more a relationship
between the domestic and alien: the stranger is significant on account of his “unity of nearness
and remoteness”;"" he possesses an intermediary position simultaneously comprising what is
interior and exterior. Simmel develops a theoretical typology of cultural space in this framework:
he speaks of “empty spaces” and “border deserts,” of “neutral spaces” modern human beings
wish to create around themselves,” and of a “sphere of reserves practiced against others.” These
reserves of everyday life are sometimes located in the heart of cities, as cafes, kiosks, and covered
passages, bus stops and train stations, and, we may add, as airports and internet cafés. “No Man’s
Lands”, Simmel suggests, are spaces where it is possible to at least live for some time without
being noticed;” it represents an optimal space for negotiation: “Among the many cases in which
the maxim ‘if you don’t do anything to me I won’t to you® determines behavior, there is no purer
and more vivid case than that of the barren area a group sets us around it: here the principle has
become completely embodied in the spatial form.”* In such quiet, forgotten places, it is possible
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to negotiate over ways of living; mutual interpretation and understanding is hete unnecessary—all
that is needed is mutual tolerance, hence “hermenecutic abstinence” and non-hermeneutic paths“"5
For Simmel, the negotiation of similarities, the interaction at a distance with those one cannot or
is not inclined to understand, is a condition of modern urban life. By contrast, persistent pressure
for understanding is nothing less than a neurotic articulation of the “tyranny of intimacy.”*

Similarity is a concept capable of dissolving or supplementing well-known oppositions such as
homogeneity and heterogeneity, identity and alterity. It serves as a corrective in both directions—
to processes of alterization as well as to a forcible homogenization of what is individually
inherent and the formation of an identity obliged to hegemonic structures. In this manner
similarity is not simply one more concept within the field of cultural theory, but rathet one that
allows us to suitably recognize and analyze a wide range of cultural practices: both those playing a
role in everyday life and, precisely, those critically reflected and commented on in literature and
film. Similarity is an open concept simultaneously displaying sufficient contours to structure
cooperation between cultural theorists and historians from different disciplines and areas of

research.
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