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PIER GIUSEPPE MONATERI  

 

BOOK REVIEW - COMPARATIVE LAW WITHOUT 
COMPARISON: ON ALESSANDRO SOMMA, 
COMPARATIVE LAW: A CRITICAL 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Alessandro Somma’s Comparative Law: A Critical Introduction presents itself as a 
critical rethinking of the intellectual foundations of comparative law and, at the same 
time, as an introductory textbook intended to orient new readers within the discipline. 
The ambition of the project is therefore twofold: to challenge the traditional 
methodological assumptions of comparative law while simultaneously providing a 
guide for students entering the !eld. Yet it is precisely this combination of ambitions 
that exposes the central weakness of the book. The volume promises a methodological 
reorientation of comparative law but ultimately delivers little more than a repetitive 
restatement of familiar critical commonplaces, presented within an elaborate but 
largely empty conceptual structure. 
The central thesis of the book—that comparative law cannot be understood as a 
neutral technical enterprise but must be analyzed as a practice embedded in relations 
of power and ideology—is presented as if it constituted a signi!cant theoretical 
advance. In reality, this claim has been part of the intellectual vocabulary of critical 
legal scholarship for decades. From the literature in"uenced by critical legal studies to 
the work of scholars who have long examined the political and epistemological 
dimensions of comparative law, the ideological character of legal comparison has been 
extensively discussed. Somma’s argument therefore does not open new ground; it 
merely reiterates insights that have long since become part of the discipline’s 
intellectual background. 
The dif!culty is not that the book adopts a critical perspective. The dif!culty is that the 
critical perspective remains conceptually thin. Much of the discussion unfolds at a 
level of abstraction where the argument reduces itself to a limited set of familiar 
gestures: legal classi!cations are historically contingent, legal models circulate 
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through networks of institutional power, and comparative scholarship is shaped by 
broader geopolitical structures. None of these observations is particularly 
controversial, but neither do they amount to a serious theoretical contribution. The 
promise of methodological innovation dissolves into a sequence of general remarks 
that rarely deepen the reader’s understanding of comparative analysis. 
The architecture of the book reinforces this impression. At !rst glance the volume 
adopts a meticulously ordered structure that appears almost Germanic in its precision. 
Chapters are carefully divided, conceptual headings multiply, and the progression of 
sections suggests an analytical rigor designed to guide the reader through a systematic 
argument. Yet the apparent precision of this structure quickly proves deceptive. The 
elaborate organizational framework conceals a striking absence of intellectual 
development. Concepts are introduced and categorized, but they are rarely pushed 
toward conclusions capable of advancing the analysis. The structure promises 
methodological discipline but delivers little more than repetitive exposition. 
As the chapters unfold, the reader encounters the same conceptual gestures again and 
again. Neutrality is criticized, power is invoked, globalization is mentioned, and the 
ideological character of legal knowledge is reaf!rmed. Yet these themes are rarely 
transformed into sustained analytical inquiry. The argument does not accumulate 
depth; it circles around the same limited vocabulary of critique. What initially appears 
to be methodological rigor gradually becomes an exercise in discursive repetition. The 
carefully ordered structure of the book, rather than clarifying the argument, produces 
a sense of intellectual stagnation. 
This structural rigidity is accompanied by a rhetorical tone that oscillates between 
ambitious declarations and descriptive summaries. The book repeatedly announces 
the need to rethink comparative law, to expose its ideological foundations, and to 
reconstruct its methodological premises. Yet these announcements are seldom 
matched by analytical work capable of sustaining them. The reader is presented with 
the language of theoretical rupture but rarely with the substance of theoretical 
reconstruction. The argument gestures toward transformation while remaining !rmly 
within the boundaries of well-worn critical vocabulary. 
The treatment of the literature further weakens the book’s claims to methodological 
signi!cance. A work that presents itself as a critical intervention in comparative law 
would normally begin by confronting the most in"uential contributions that have 
shaped the critical turn in the discipline. Yet foundational !gures in that debate do not 
occupy the central position one would expect. Günter Frankenberg, whose work 
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remains one of the most sophisticated theoretical articulations of critical comparative 
law, appears only belatedly rather than serving as an obvious point of departure. Given 
the proximity between Somma’s claims and Frankenberg’s long-standing critique of 
methodological neutrality, this omission is dif!cult to justify. 
More generally, the pattern of citations suggests an intellectual conversation that 
remains con!ned within a relatively narrow circle. Instead of engaging systematically 
with the strongest and most developed arguments in the !eld, the book often 
circulates among a limited set of familiar interlocutors. Important contributions are 
ignored, others appear only in passing references, and some are relegated to marginal 
contexts that do little to advance the discussion. In such cases the citation risks 
functioning less as genuine engagement than as a minimal acknowledgment that 
parallel work exists. 
These bibliographical choices contribute to the sense that the book debates a 
simpli!ed version of comparative law rather than the demanding theoretical 
discussions that have shaped the discipline over the past decades. A critique acquires 
depth by confronting the strongest formulations of the positions it seeks to challenge. 
By avoiding such confrontations, the book limits the scope of its own argument. The 
critical perspective it adopts therefore remains curiously insulated from the broader 
intellectual landscape of comparative scholarship. 
Perhaps the most striking paradox of the volume concerns the near absence of 
comparison itself. Despite presenting itself as an introduction to comparative law, the 
book offers remarkably little sustained comparative analysis. Legal systems are rarely 
examined in depth, doctrinal structures are seldom explored, and institutional 
differences receive only cursory attention. Instead, the discussion remains almost 
entirely at the level of abstract re"ection. The irony is dif!cult to overlook: a book 
devoted to comparative law that rarely performs comparison. 
The cumulative effect of these features is a text that projects the appearance of 
conceptual density while offering surprisingly little analytical substance. The 
elaborate structure of the book, the proliferation of headings, and the dense scholarly 
apparatus create the impression of methodological sophistication. Yet as the reader 
progresses through the chapters, it becomes increasingly clear that this apparatus 
supports a remarkably thin argument. The text signals intellectual depth but rarely 
delivers it. 
This gap between ambition and execution becomes particularly problematic in light of 
the book’s explicit claim to function as a textbook. A textbook does not merely 
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intervene in an academic debate; it shapes the intellectual formation of students 
encountering a discipline for the !rst time. For that reason the role demands clarity, 
balance, and a serious engagement with the full range of methodological and 
theoretical perspectives that de!ne the !eld. Somma’s book does the opposite. Instead 
of introducing readers to the richness and diversity of comparative legal scholarship, 
it reduces the discipline to a narrow critical narrative presented as if it exhausted the 
subject. 
The result is not simply an unsatisfactory contribution to the literature but a deeply 
problematic pedagogical project. Students approaching comparative law through this 
book would encounter a "attened caricature of the discipline: a !eld depicted 
primarily as an ideological construct embedded in structures of power, rather than as 
a complex intellectual enterprise involving historical inquiry, doctrinal analysis, 
institutional comparison, and methodological debate. Such a representation does not 
illuminate comparative law; it impoverishes it. 
In this respect the most surprising aspect of the volume is its publication as a major 
academic textbook. Comparative law possesses a long and demanding intellectual 
tradition, marked by sophisticated methodological re"ections and historically 
grounded scholarship. One might therefore have expected a work presented as an 
introductory guide to confront that tradition directly and rigorously. Instead, the book 
substitutes a repetitive critical vocabulary for sustained engagement with the 
discipline itself. 
The reader closes the volume with a growing sense that the elaborate conceptual 
structure of the book serves primarily to conceal the modesty of its contribution. What 
appears at !rst as methodological rigor gradually reveals itself as a carefully arranged 
emptiness: a framework designed to signal theoretical ambition while delivering little 
more than a sequence of familiar critical gestures. 
In short, the book promises a new map of comparative law but ultimately offers little 
more than a neatly folded version of a landscape already well known—presented, 
moreover, as if it were the terrain itself. 
 
 


