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PREFACE.

It may appear strange that, in these days, when the French
langunage is almost as familiar to English readers as their own,
I should have spent many months in rendering into English
a work which presents no difficultics of langnage, and which
is undoubtedly known to all philosophical students. Seldom
as Comte’s name is mentioned in England, there is no doubt
in the minds of students of his great work that most or all
of those who have added substantially to our knowledge for
many years past are fully acquainted with it, and are under
obligations to it which they would have thankfully acknow-
ledged, but for the fear of offending the prejudices of the
society in which they live. Whichever way we look over the
whole field of science, we see the truths and ideas presented
by Comte cropping out from the surface, and tacitly recog-
nized as the foundation of all that is systematic in our know-
ledge. This being the case, it may appear to be a needless
labour to render into our own tongue what is clearly cxisting
in so many of the minds which are guiding and forming po-
pular views. But it was not without reason that I undertook
so serious a labour, while so much work was waiting to he
done which might seem to be more urgent.
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vi PREFACE.

One reason, though not the chief, was that it seems to me
unfair, through fear or indolence, to use the benefits conferred
on us by M. Comte without acknowledgment. His fame is
no doubt safe. Such a work as this is sure of receiving due
honour, sooner or later. Before the end of the century, so-
ciety at large will have become aware that this work is one of
the chief honours of the century, and that its author’s.name
will rank with those of the worthies who have illustrated
former ages: but it does not seem to me right to assist in
delaying the recognition till the author of so noble a service
is beyond the reach of our gratitude and honour: and that it
is demoralizing to ourselves to accept and use such a boon as
he has given us in a silence which is in fact ingratitude. His
honours we cannot share: they are his own and incommu-
nicable. His trials we may share, and, by sharing, lighten ;
and he has the strongest claim upon us for sympathy and
fellowship in any popular disrepute which, in this case, as in
all cases of signal social service, attends upon a first move-
ment. Such sympathy and fellowship will, I trust, be awa-
kened and extended in proportion to the spread among us of
a popular knowledge of what M. Comte has done: and this
hope was one reason, though, as I have said, not the chief,
for my undertaking to reproduce his work in England in a
form as popular as its nature admits.

A stronger reason was that M. Comte’s work, in its ori-
ginal form, does no justice to its importance, even in France;
and much less in England. It is in the form of lectures, the
delivery of which was spread over a long course of years ;
and this extension of time necessitated an amount of recapi-
tulation very injurious to its interest and philosophical aspect.
M. Comte’s style is singular. It is at the same time rich
and diffuse. Every sentence is full fraught with meaning ;
yet it is overloaded with words. His scrupulous honesty leads
him to guard his enunciations with epithets so constantly re-
peated, that though, to his own mind, they are necessary in
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PREFACE, vil

each individual instance, they become wearisome, especially
towards the end of his work, and lose their effect by constant
repetition. This practice, which might be strength in a series
of instructions spread over twenty years, becomes weakness
when those instructions are presented as a whole; and it ap-
peared to me worth while to condense his work, if T undertook
nothing more, in order to divest it of the disadvantages aris-
g from redundancy alone. My belief is that thus, if no-
thing more were done, it might be brought before the minds
of many who would be deterred from the study of it by its
bulk. What I have given in these two volumes occupies in
the original six volumes averaging nearly eight hundred pages :
and yet I believe it will be found that nothing essential to
either statement or illustration is omitted.

My strongest inducement to this enterprise was my deep
conviction of our need of this book in my own country, in a
form which renders it accessible to the largest number of in-
telligent readers. We are living in a remarkable time, when
the conflict of opinions renders a firm foundation of know-
ledge indispensable, not only to our intellectual, moral, and
social progress, but to our holding such ground as we have
gained from former ages. While our science is split up into
arbitrary divisions; while abstract and concrete science are
confounded together, and even mixed up with their application
to the arts, and with natural history ; and while the researches
of the scientific world are presented as mere accretions to a
heterogeneous mass of facts, there can be no hope of a scien-
tific progress which shall satisfy and benefit those large classes
of students whose business it is, not to explore, but to reeeive.
The growth of a scientific taste among the working classes of
this country is one of the most striking of the signs of the
times. I believe no one can inquire into the mode of life
of young men of the middle and operative classes without
being struck with the desire that is shown, and the sacrifices
that are made, to obtain the means of scientific study. Thut
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viii PREFACE.

such a disposition should be baffled, and such study rendered
almost ineffectual, by the desultory character of scientific ex-
position in England, while such a work as Comte’s was in
existence, was not to be borne, if a year or two of humble
toil could help, more or léss, to supply the need.

In close connection with this was another of my reasons.
The supreme dread of every one who cares for the good of
nation or race is that men should be adrift for want of an
anchorage for their convictions. I believe that no one ques-
tions that a very large proportion of our people are now so
adrift. With pain and fear, we see that a multitude, who
might and should be among the wisest and best of our citi-
zens, are alienated for ever from the kind of faith which
sufficed for all in an organic period which has passed away,
while no one has presented to them, and they cannot obtain
for themselves, any ground of conviction as firm and clear as
that which sufficed for our fathers in their day. The moral
dangers of such a state of fluctuation as has thus arisen are
fearful in the extreme, whether the transition stage from one
order of convictions to another be long or short. The work
of M. Comte 1s unquestionably the greatest single effort that
has been made to obviate this kind of danger ; and my deep
persuasion is that it will be found to retrieve a vast amount
of wandering, of unsound spcculation, of listless or reckless
doubt, and of moral uncertainty and depression. Whatever
else may be thought of the work, it will not be denied that it
ascertains with singular sagacity and soundness the founda-
tions of human knowledge, and its true objeet and scope; and
that 1t establishes the true filiation of the sciences within
the boundaries of its own principle. Some may wish to in-
terpolate this or that; some to amplify, and perhaps; here
and there, in the most obscure recesses of the great edifice,
to transpose, more or less: but any who question the general
soundness of the exposition, or of the relations of its parts,
are of aunother school, and will simply neglect the book, and
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PREFACE. ix

occupy themselves as if it had never existed. It is not for
such that T have been working, but for students who are not
schoolmen ; who need conviction, and must best know when
their need is satisfied. When this exposition of Positive Phi-
losophy unfolds itself in order before their eyes, they will, I
am persuaded, find there at least a resting-place for their
thought,—a rallying-point of their scattered speculations,—
and possibly an immoveable basis for their intellectual and
moral convictions. The time will come when the book itself
will, for a while, be most discussed on account of the defi-
ciencies which M. Comte himself presses on our notice; and
when his philosophy will sustain amplifications of which he
himself does not dream. It must be so, in the inevitable
growth of knowledge and .evolution of philosophy; and it is
the fate which the philosopher himself should covet, because
it is only a true book that could survive to be so treated:
but, in the meantime, it gives us the basis that we demand,
and the principle of action that we want, and as much in-
struction in the procedurc, and information as to what has
been already achieved, as could be given in our time ;—per-
haps more than could have been given by any other mind
of our time. Even Mathematics is here first constituted a
science, venerable and unquestionable as mathematical truths
have been for ages past: and we arc led on, tracing as we go
the clear genealogy of the sciences, till we find ourselves
among the elements of Social science, as yet too crude and
confused to be established, like the others, by a review of
what had before been achieved ; but now, by the hand of our
master, discriminated, arranged, and consolidated, so as to be
rcady to fulfil the conditions of true science as future genera-
tions bring their contributions of knowledge and experience
to build upon the foundation here laid. A thorough fami-
liarity with the work in which all this is done would avail

more to cxtinguish the anarchy of popular and sectional opi-
a3
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X PREFACE.

nion in this country than any other influence that has yet
been exerted, or, I believe, proposed.

Tt was under such convictions as these that I began, in the
spring of 1851, the analysis of this work, in preparation for
a translation. A few months afterwards, an unexpected aid
presented itself. My purpose was related to the late Mr.
Lombe, who was then residing at Florence. He was a per-
fect stranger to me. He told me, in a subsequent letter,
that he had wished, for many years, to do what I was then
attempting, and had been prevented only by ill health. My
estimate of M. Comte’s work, and my expectations from its
introduction into England in the form of a condensed transla-
tion, were fully shared by him; and, to my utter amazement,
he sent me, as the first act of our correspondence, an order
on his bankers for £500. There was time, before his la-
mented death, for me to communicate to him my views as to
the disposal of this money, and to obtain the assurance of his
approbation. We planned that the larger proportion of it
should be expended in getting out the work, and promoting
its circulation. The last words of his last letter were an en-
treaty that I would let him know if more money would, in
any way, improve the quality of my version, or aid the pro-
mulgation of the book. It was a matter of deep concern to
me that he died before I could obtain his opinion as to the
manner in which I was doing my work. All that remained
was to carry out his wishes as far as possible; and to do this,
no pains have been spared by myself, or by Mr. Chapman,
who gave lim the information that called forth his bounty.

As to the method I have pursued with my work,—there
will be dificrent opinions about it, of course. Some will wish
that there had been no omissions, while others would have
complained of length and heaviness, if T had offered a com-
plete translation. Some will ask why it is not a close ver-
sion as far as it goes; and others, I have rcason to believe,
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PREFACE. x1

would have preferred a brief account, out of my own mind, of
what Comte’s philosophy is, accompanied by illustrations of
my own devising. A wider expectation seems to be that I
should record my own dissent, and that of some critics of
much more weight, from certain of M. Comte’s views. I
thought long and anxiously of this; and I was not insensible
to the temptation of entering my protest, here and there,
against a statement, a conclusion, or a method of treatment.
T should have been better satisfied still to have adduced some
critical opinions of much higher value than any of mine can
be. But my deliberate conclusion was that this was not the
place nor the occasion for any such controversy. What I en-
gaged to do was to present M. Comte’s first great work in a
useful form for English study: and it appears to me that it
would be presumptuous to thrust in my own criticisms, and
out of place to insert those of others. Those others can speak
for themselves, and the readers of the book can oriticize it
for themselves. No doubt, they may be trusted not to mis-
take my silence for assent, nor to charge me with neglect of
such criticism as the work has already evoked in this country.
While T have omitted some pages of the Author’s comments
on French affairs, I have not attempted to alter his French
view of European politics. In short, I have endeavoured to
bring M. Comte and his English readers face to face, with as
little drawback as possible from intervention.

This by no means implies that the translation is a close
one. Itisa very free translation. It is more a condensation
than an abridgment: but it is an abridgment too. My ob-
ject was to convey the meaning of the original in the clearest
way I could; and to this all other considerations were made
to yield. The serious view that I have taken of my enter-
prise is proved by the amount of labour and of pecuniary
sacrifice that I have devoted to my task. Where I have erred,
it is from want of ability ; for I have taken all the pains I

could.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9781108001199

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-00119-9 - The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, Volume 1
Auguste Comte

Frontmatter

More information

xii PREFACE.

One suggestion that I made to Mr. Lombe, and that he
approved, was that the three sections—Mathematics, Astro-
nomy, and Physics—shounld be revised by a qualified man of
science. My personal friend Professor Nichol, of Glasgow,
was kind enough to undertake this service. After two careful
readings, he suggested nothing material in the way of altera-
tion, in the case of the first two sections, except the omission of
Comte’s speculation on the possible mathematical verification
of Laplace’s Cosmogony. But more had to be done with re-
gard to the treatment of Physics. Every reader will see that
that section is the weakest part of the book, in regard both to
the organization and the details of the subject. In regard to
the first, the author explains the fact, from the nature of the
case,—that Physics is rather a repository of somewhat frag-
mentary portions of physical science, the correlation of which
is not yet clear, than a single circumscribed science. And we
must say for him, in regard to the other kind of imperfection,
that such advances have been made in almost every depart-
ment of Physics since his second volume was published, that
it would be unfair to present what he wrote under that head
n 1835 as what he would have to say now. The choice lay
therefore between almost re-writing this portion of M. Comte’s
work, or so largely abridging it that only a skeleton present-
ment of general principles should remain. But as the system
of Positive Philosophy is much less an Expository than a Cri-
tical work, the latter alternative alone seemed open, under
due consideration of justicc to the Author. I have adopted
therefore the plan of extensive omissions, and have retained
the few short memoranda in which Professor Nichol suggested
these, as notes. Although this gentleman has sanctioned my
presentment of Comte’s chapters on Mathematics and Phy-
sics, 1t must not be inferred that he agrees with his Method
in Mental Philosophy, or assents to other conclusions held
of main importance by the disciples of the Positive Philoso-
phy. The contrary, indeed, is so apparent in the tenour of
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PREFACE. xili

his own writings, that so far as his numerous readers are
concerned, this remark need not have been offered. With the
reservation I have made, I am bound to take the entire re-
sponsibility,—the Work being absolutely and wholly my own.

It will be observed that M. Comte’s later works are not re-
ferred to in any part of this book. It appears to me that
they, like our English criticisms on the present Work, had
better be treated of separately. Here his analytical genius
has full scope; and what there is of synthesis is, in regard to
social science, merely what is necessary to render his analysis
possible and available. For various reasons, I think it best
to stop here, feeling assured that if this Work fulfils its
function, all else with which M. Comte has thought fit to
follow it up will be obtained as it is demanded.

During the whole course of my long task, it has appecared
to me that Comte’s work is the strongest embodied rebuke
ever given to that form of theological intolerance which cen-
sures Positive Philosophy for pride of reason and lowness of
morals. The imputation will not be dropped, and the enmity
of the religious world to the book will not slacken for its ap-
pearing among us in an English version. It cannot be other-
wise. The theological world cannot but hate a book which
treats of theological belief as a transient state of the human
mind. And again, the preachers and teachers, of all sects
and schools, who keep to the ancient practice, once inevit-
able, of contemplating and judging of the universe from the
point of view of their own minds, instead of having learned
to take their stand out of themselves, investigating from the
universe inwards, and not from within outwards, must neces-
sarily think ill of a work which exposes the futility of their
method, and the worthlessness of the results to which it
leads. As M. Comte treats of theology and metaphysics
as destined to pass away, theologians and metaphysicians
must necessarily abhor, dread, and despise his work. They
merely express their own natural feelings on behalf of the
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x1iv PREFACE.

objects of their reverence and the purpose of their lives,
when they charge Positive Philosophy with irreverence, lack
of aspiration, hardness, deficiency of grace and beauty, and
so on. They are no judges of the case. Those who are—
those who have passed through theology and metaphysics,
and, finding what they are now worth, have risen above them
—will pronounce a very different judgment on the contents of
this book, though no appeal for such a judgment is made in it,
and this kind of discussion is nowhere expressly provided for.
To those who have learned the difficult task of postponing
dreams to realities till the beauty of reality is seen in its full
disclosure, while that of dreams melts into darkmness, the
moral charm of this work will be as impressive as its intellec-
tual satisfactions. The aspect in which it presents Man is as
favourable to his moral discipline, as it i§ fresh and stimulating
to his intellectual taste. We find ourselves suddenly living
and moving in the midst of the universe,—as a part of it, and
not as its aim and object. We find ourselves living, not under
capricious and arbitrary conditions, unconnected with the
constitution and movements of the whole, but under great,
general, invariable laws, which operate on us as a part of the
whole. Certainly, T can conceive of no instruction so favour-
able to aspiration as that which shows us how great are our
faculties, how small our knowledge, how sublime the heights
which we may hope to attain, and how boundless an infinity
may be assumed to spread out beyond. We find here indica-
tions in passing of the evils we suffer from our low aims, our
selfish passions, and our proud ignorance; and in contrast
with them, animating displays of the beauty and glory of the
everlasting laws, and of the sweet screnity, lofty courage, and
noble resignation that are the natural consequence of pursuits
so pure, and aims so true, as those of Positive Philosophy.
Pride of intcllect surely abides with those who insist on helief
without evidence and on a philosophy derived from their own
intellectual action, without material and corroboration from
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PREFACE. XV

without, and not with those who are too scrupulous and too
humble to transcend evidence, and to add, out of their own
imaginations, to that which is, and may be, referred to other
judgments. If it be desired to extinguish presumption, to draw
away from low aims, to fill life with worthy occupations and
elevating pleasures, and to raise human hope and human effort
to the highest attainable point, it sccms to me that the
best resource is the pursuit of Positive Philosophy, with its
train of noble truths and irresistible inducements. The pros-
pects it opens are boundless ; for among the laws it establishes
that of human progress is conspicuous. The virtues it fosters
are all those of which Man is capable; and the noblest are
those which are more eminently fostered. The habit of truth-
seeking and truth-speaking, and of true dealing with self and
with all things, is evidently a primary requisite ; and this habit
once perfected, the natural conscience, thus disciplined, will
train up all other moral attributes to some equality with it.
To all who know what the study of philosophy really is,—
which means the study of Positive Philosophy,—its effect on
human aspiration and human discipline is so plain that any
doubt can be explained only on the supposition that accusers
do not know what it is that they are calling in question. My
hope is that this hook may achieve, besides the purposes en-
tertained by its author, the one more that he did not intend,
of conveying a sufficient rebuke to those who, in theological
selfishness or metaphysical pride, speak evil of a philosophy
which is too lofty and too simple, too humble and too gene-
rous, for the habit of their minds. The case is clear. The
law of progress is conspicuously at work throughout human
history. The only field of progress is now that of Positive
Philosophy, under whatever name it may be known to the real
students of every sect; and therefore must that philosophy be
favourable to those virtues whose repression would be incom-
patible with progress.
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