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Preface

In a well-known Irish joke, a foreigner asks a local how to get to a particular

place, but only receives the advice that ‘if I were you, I wouldn’t start from

here’. Of course, in reality (and without teleportation) one has to start from the

place where one is at present. Applying this trite insight, ‘traditional compara-

tive law’ is still a suitable starting point for a general book on comparative law.

However, this book also aims to lead the reader somewhere else, namely, to a

deeper and more interdisciplinary perspective. This is not to claim that

traditional approaches have become obsolete, but, just as one cannot ignore

past achievements, neither can one disregard new approaches and topics of

comparative law.

Similarly, Blaise Pascal provides the following suggestion to change some-

one’s mind. He explains that we must identify from what side he views the

matter and admit to him what is true about his position, but then also reveal to

him the side that he has not considered. So the strategy is that the other person

believes ‘that he was not mistaken, and that he only failed to see all sides’.1 In

the present case, this book aims to map a variety of perspectives on compara-

tive law. Yet, as will become apparent, it also provides its own position on the

nature and scope of comparative law.

This book is targeted at a wide audience. In the first instance, it may be

appreciated by readers who are specifically interested in comparative law, be

they students, academics or others. Second, however, comparative law is too

important to be left only to comparative lawyers. In today’s world, even

lawyers whosemain interest lies in particular domestic legal systems frequently

come across foreign sources of law, making familiarity with core topics of

comparative law indispensable. Moreover, this book aims to show that com-

parative law is often closely related to other comparative fields, such as

comparative politics, sociology, economics and development; thus, compara-

tive scholars in these fields may also benefit from this book.

Themain approach and structure of the book have been retained in the third

edition. However, the following key changes have beenmade. New chapters on

1 As translated in Charles W. Eliot (ed.), The Harvard Classics (vol. 48): Blaise Pascal: Thoughts,

Letters, Minor Works 11 (Danbury, CT: Grolier Enterprises, 1988).
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‘The diffusion of legal traditions’ (Chapter 5) and ‘Empirical comparative law’

(Chapter 9) have been added. Thus, the structure of the threemain parts is now

balanced, with four chapters in each. Significant changes have also been made

to chapters 6, 8, 10, 11, 13 and 14. New literature published up until May 2021

has been considered as fully as possible.

I am grateful for both the positive reception of the previous editions and

constructive comments by friends and colleagues. I also thank Sylvie Taylor

Armstrong for proofreading the manuscript of this edition and Cambridge

University Press for their ongoing support.

xvi Preface
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