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GENERAL EDITORS’ PREFACE

In 1993, Alex Holzman, former editor for the history of science at Cambridge
University Press, invited us to submit a proposal for a history of science that
would join the distinguished series of Cambridge histories launched nearly a
century ago with the publication of Lord Acton’s fourteen-volume Cambridge
Modern History (1902—12). Convinced of the need for a comprehensive his-
tory of science and believing that the time was auspicious, we accepted the
invitation.

Although reflections on the development of what we call “science” date
back to antiquity, the history of science did not emerge as a distinctive field
of scholarship until well into the twentieth century. In 1912 the Belgian
scientist-historian George Sarton (1884-1956), who contributed more than
any other single person to the institutionalization of the history of science,
began publishing Isis, an international review devoted to the history of science
and its cultural influences. Twelve years later he helped to create the History
of Science Society, which by the end of the century had attracted some 4,000
individual and institutional members. In 1941 the University of Wisconsin
established a department of the history of science, the first of dozens of such
programs to appear worldwide.

Since the days of Sarton historians of science have produced a small library
of monographs and essays, but they have generally shied away from writing
and editing broad surveys. Sarton himself, inspired in part by the Cambridge
histories, planned to produce an eight-volume History of Science, but he
completed only the first two installments (1952, 1959), which ended with the
birth of Christianity. His mammoth three-volume Introduction to the History
of Science (1927—48), a reference work more than a narrative history, never got
beyond the Middle Ages. The closest predecessor to 7he Cambridge History of
Science is the three-volume (four-book) Histoire Générale des Sciences (1957—
64), edited by René Taton, which appeared in an English translation under
the title General History of the Sciences (1963—4). Edited just before the
late-twentieth-century boom in the history of science, the Taton set quickly
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became dated. During the 1990s Roy Porter began editing the very useful
Fontana History of Science (published in the United States as the Norton
History of Science), with volumes devoted to a single discipline and written
by a single author.

The Cambridge History of Science comprises eight volumes, the first four
arranged chronologically from antiquity through the eighteenth century,
the latter four organized thematically and covering the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Eminent scholars from Europe and North America,
who together form the editorial board for the series, edit the respective
volumes:

Volume 1: Ancient Science, edited by Alexander Jones, University of Toronto

Volume 2: Medieval Science, edited by David C. Lindberg and Michael
H. Shank, University of Wisconsin-Madison

Volume 3: Early Modern Science, edited by Lorraine J. Daston, Max Planck
Institute for the History of Science, Berlin, and Katherine Park, Harvard
University

Volume 4: Eighteenth-Century Science, edited by Roy Porter, late of Wellcome
Trust Centre for the History of Medicine at University College London

Volume s: The Modern Physical and Mathematical Sciences, edited by Mary
Jo Nye, Oregon State University

Volume 6: The Modern Biological and Earth Sciences, edited by Peter
Bowler, Queen’s University of Belfast, and John Pickstone, University of
Manchester

Volume 7: The Modern Social Sciences, edited by Theodore M. Porter,
University of California, Los Angeles, and Dorothy Ross, Johns Hopkins
University

Volume 8: Modern Science in National and International Context, edited
by David N. Livingstone, Queen’s University of Belfast, and Ronald
L. Numbers, University of Wisconsin—-Madison

Our collective goal is to provide an authoritative, up-to-date account of
science — from the earliest literate societies in Mesopotamia and Egypt to
the beginning of the twenty-first century — that even nonspecialist readers
will find engaging. Written by leading experts from every inhabited conti-
nent, the essays in The Cambridge History of Science explore the systematic
investigation of nature, whatever it was called. (The term “science” did not
acquire its present meaning until early in the nineteenth century.) Reflecting
the ever-expanding range of approaches and topics in the history of science,
the contributing authors explore non-Western as well as Western science,
applied as well as pure science, popular as well as elite science, scientific
practice as well as scientific theory, cultural context as well as intellectual
content, and the dissemination and reception as well as the production
of scientific knowledge. George Sarton would scarcely recognize this
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collaborative effort as the history of science, but we hope we have realized his
vision.

David C. Lindberg
Ronald L. Numbers
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INTRODUCTION

Writing the History of Social Science

Theodore M. Porter and Dorothy Ross

How do we write the history of social science? There are problems even with
the name. In English alone, “sciences of man,” “moral sciences,” “moral and
political sciences,” “behavioral sciences,” and “human sciences” have been
among its many predecessors and competitors. Their proliferation reflects
the unsettled nature of this broad subject matter. All are capable of giving of-
fense, both by exclusion and by inclusion. Many have long and contradictory
histories.

Consider the career of the “moral sciences.” The phrase “sciences morales
et politiques” was introduced in France about 1770. In 1795 it was enshrined
as the official label for the “second class” of the Institut de France (the former
Académie des Sciences was the first class), until this nest of critics was reor-
ganized out of existence by Napoleon in 1803. Restored in 1832, the official
institution of the moral and political sciences was now suitably conserva-
tive, emphasizing philosophy and individual morality. John Stuart Mill, an
admirer of Auguste Comte’s “sociology,” included in his enduringly influen-
tial 1843 treatise on logic a section aiming to “remedy” the “backward state
of the moral sciences” by “applying to them the methods of physical sci-
ence, duly extended and generalized.” A German translation of Mill’s work
rendered “moral sciences” as Geisteswissenschaften — not the first use of that
German term, but an influential one. It referred to the sciences of Geisz, which
could be translated back into English as “spirit” or “mind.” In German, this
remained a standard label until well into the twentieth century. It was under-
stood to indicate that such studies had a moral and spiritual character, quite
unlike the sciences of nature.

In French and English, there has been more emphasis on the continuity
of scientific knowledge. David Hume, among others, argued in the eigh-
teenth century that politics could be a science. “Political economy,” espe-
cially in Enlightenment Scotland, was part of a broad effort to compre-
hend the moral and historical dimensions of human society. It had gained
wide acceptance by the early nineteenth century and was appreciated for
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2 Theodore M. Porter and Dorothy Ross

its contribution to the art of governing. The usual German term, “na-
tional economy,” evoked this political dimension still more clearly, while
the French campaign to replace it with “social economy” implied a cer-
tain discontent with mere politics. Such also was the tendency of “social
science,” a term that first gained currency in French, having been intro-
duced just prior to the French Revolution. It expressed an increasingly
widespread view that politics was conditioned by something deeper. Social
science aimed to comprehend the forces of progress and their instabili-
ties in a way that reduced neither to an individualistic, psychological di-
mension nor to the domain of state and government. In this respect, it
provided an enduring model for “scientific” investigation of the human
domain.

In English, the “social sciences,” now plural, emerged in the late nineteenth
century, above all in the United States, and that umbrella term remains in
common use. But any word or phrase presuming to name so disparate an
endeavor was bound to create controversy. For a time, it seemed possible that
social knowledge would not require such synthetic labels, because it would
be united in a single field. This was Comte’s vision for “sociology,” and in the
later nineteenth century some envisioned “anthropology” in the same way.
More recently, the challenge to “social sciences” has come overwhelmingly
from those who would secede from them. Psychologists have been the least
happy with that phrase, pressing often to be grouped with the biologists, or, if
they had to keep the company of sociologists and anthropologists, insisting at
least on a rival adjective. The term “behavioral sciences” gained wide currency
in the mid twentieth century in North America, but not in Europe. Indeed,
the object of behaviorism can scarcely be called social, and its late-twentieth-
century decline in favor of “cognitive” and physiological orientations only
accentuated the differences. Neither can economics be described straightfor-
wardly as a social science, and economists often claim a higher standing for
their field. “Social, behavioral, and economic sciences” has begun to emerge
as a bureaucratic designation. We have only to add “political,” “cultural,”
“demographic,” and “historical” to embrace all of those university disci-
plines lying outside the professional schools that are neither humanities
nor sciences of nature nor mathematics. But this is taxonomic splitting run
amok.

The French language offers an appealing alternative, the sciences humaines,
or human sciences. The term dates back at least to the seventeenth century.
During the Enlightenment it was more or less synonymous with sciences de
I’homme (sciences of man), then a very common designation and one that re-
mains acceptable in French, though it has become officially sexist in English.
Sciences humaines regained its currency in the 1950s, and was particularly
favored by Georges Canguilhem and Georges Gusdorf. They used it to refer
to a broadly philosophical tradition of inquiry, embodying a humanistic vi-
sion that provided an alternative to the work of technocratic specialists who

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Introduction 3

divide up the human domain — indeed, who carve up /homme himself, the
better to manage him." Michel Foucault adopted the name, but associated it
more darkly with professional and administrative forms of knowledge. The
phrase “human science” has spread to English mainly because of Foucaults
extraordinary impact on the academic humanities. Roger Smith used it as
the title of a synthetic historical work emphasizing the history of psychology
in relation to a wide domain of social thought and investigation.” In English,
at least, “human science” remains a category of the scholarly observer, mostly
unknown to “human scientists,” if such there be. Its provenance is ill defined.
Psychology and psychiatry are central to it, along with ethnography. Studies
of language, literature, art, and music are often included, and the vast
domain of medicine occupies the borderlands. The more mathematical fields,
notably economics, are sometimes excluded, ostensibly as inhuman sciences.

Although the term “human science” has its attractions, we have not chosen
it for this volume. We have also resisted the temptation to multiply terms.
While we recognize, and indeed emphasize, the diversity of the social sciences,
we are impressed also by their family resemblances, at least from a cultural
and intellectual standpoint. One of the crucial ambitions of this volume is
to show what is gained by bringing their histories together, if not in a single
narrative, then at least in a group of intersecting essays. So it is not just in
order to save ink that our title names its topic with only one adjective. We
have chosen “social.”

There is also some question about “science,” which has long been under-
stood to imply a certain standard of experimental or conceptual rigor and
of methodological clarity. In English, especially in the twentieth century, the
claim to scientific status has meant the assertion of some fundamental re-
semblance to natural science, usually regarded even by social scientists as the
core of “real” science — as temporally prior and logically exemplary. Histori-
cally, however, this appears to be something of a misapprehension. Although
science has long referred to natural or human knowledge as opposed to reve-
lation, theology had a better claim to the status of science during the Middle
Ages than did the study of living things, or even the study of matter in motion.
During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, an assortment of names
was used for various branches or aspects of natural knowledge, including
“natural philosophy,” “natural history,” “experimental physics,” and “mixed
mathematics.” “Science” was too nebulous to be useful, especially in English,
until about 1800, when it emerged as the standard name for the organized

Claude Blanckaert, “U'Histoire des sciences de I'homme. Principes et périodisation,” and Fernando
Vidal, “La ‘science de '’homme’: Désirs d’unité et juxtapositions encyclopédiques,” in L'Histoire des
sciences de homme: Trajectoire, enjeux et questions vives, ed. Claude Blanckaert, Loic Blondiaux,
Laurent Loty, Marc Renneville, and Nathalie Richard (Paris: LHarmattan, 1999), pp. 23-60,
61—78.

Roger Smith, The Fontana History of the Human Sciences (London: Fontana Press, 1997). (In the
United States, 7he Norton History of the Human Sciences.)
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pursuit of knowledge. Early-nineteenth-century social science was bound up
with this same endeavor. Few in 1830 doubted that political economy was a
science; even its critics attacked it on other grounds. Politics had reasonable
claims to be a science, as did theology; so it was not immoderate for inchoate
fields like sociology, anthropology, or statistics to march under the same
banner. In German, Wissenschaft imposed more strenuous requirements, but
somewhat different ones. There, the model science was philology, a linguistic
and literary study, whose dignity derived from its relation to an important
subject area and its use of rigorous, scholarly methods. The modern practice
of attacking fields of inquiry by denying their scientific credentials was un-
common until late in the nineteenth century, and it remains more plausible
in English than in most other languages.

The possibility of a more restricted meaning of “science” emerged in the
same period, and debates about the status of social knowledge were centrally
involved in defining it. Consider the role of social science in the origins
of modern philosophy of science. In the 1820s, Comte initiated a massive
effort to define the methods and historical progression of the sciences. His
main purpose was to announce the discovery, and define the standing, of
sociology. He rejected decisively the idea that social science should adopt
the same methods as astronomy, physics, or physiology. Yet at the same
time he defined a hierarchy of knowledge, with social science dependent for
its formulation on all the sciences that had gone before. And despite his
claims for the inclusion of social knowledge, he made of “science” something
special and exclusive. There had been, he argued, no science of physics before
the seventeenth century, no true chemistry before Lavoisier. The origins of
physiology were still more recent, and the founder of scientific sociology
was, to cast aside false modesty, himself. Theology and metaphysics were not
part of positive science, but its predecessors and its antithesis. Law, literature,
and rhetoric could never occupy this hallowed ground. Thus, while Comte
formulated his philosophy in order to vindicate sociology and to define its
place within science, he insisted also on a highly restrictive sense of “science,”
a standard the social sciences could not easily meet.

In practice, the natural sciences don’t conform well to philosophical pre-
scriptions either. But Comte’s language, echoed and elaborated by Mill, en-
couraged the idea that science stands for a methodological ideal, which social
science has but imperfectly realized. In scholarly and popular discussions of
science, including discussions of the history of science, social science has often
been regarded as an ambiguous case, and partly for that reason as a marginal
one. We might put this differently. Social science is, in a way, a doppelginger
of science. The “doubles” of science — among them engineering and medicine
as well as social science — represent the practicality of science, and so have
embodied much of its significance for the larger culture. They have often
been less abstract and more engaged, thereby testing the boundaries of sci-
ence. These applications and extensions have sometimes been embraced and
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sometimes shunned by those who speak for science. In part because of its very
marginality, social science has taken the scientific ideal very seriously, and if
that ideal fails as description, it retains a certain normative potency. The “sci-
entific method,” for example, has been of particular interest to social scientists
questing for the mastery or certainty of “true” science. Talk of method in
natural science has been shaped in part by these social discussions, though sci-
entists often invoke method to explain why social disciplines are not scientific.
Historians and philosophers of science often argue, and rightly, that nothing
like a rigorous or unitary method is to be found in the actual practice of sci-
ence, but that does not make such talk inconsequential. It supports the pres-
tige of science, helps to shape its identity, and sometimes forms its conscience.

In historical writing, the disposition to exclude has traditionally been a
powerful one. Histories of science written by natural scientists often omit
the social disciplines entirely. Philosophical histories of science have often
undertaken first to study the most successful fields, which could then serve
as models for the rest. The new professional historians of science had begun
by the 1960s to reshape the field in ways that would seem to favor a greater
inclusiveness. They refused to take for granted the narrative of ceaseless
progress that had guided most of their predecessors. They wanted to treat
their topic naturalistically, to avoid enshrining it as a privileged category.
This has come to mean viewing science through the lens of historicism, as a
social formation, to be studied as one would study other social formations.
Especially since the 1970s, historians have often taken a more critical view of
science than is customary among scientists themselves. Many have wanted
to understand the validity of science in relation to the shared assumptions
and material and social practices of particular communities, not as timeless
and transcendental truth. They have been especially critical of what George
W. Stocking, Jr., the historian of anthropology, first referred to as the Whig
interpretation of science.” The name derives, by analogy, from a compla-
cent view of British political history, characterized in a well-known study
by Herbert Butterfield. The Whig view of science regards discoveries that
comport with our current knowledge as natural and laudable, and condemns
the prejudices and misconceptions that could have led scientists to believe
what we now take to be false. Since the 1960s, the conventional practice has
been to avoid this teleological view of scientific progress, insisting instead on
what is called “symmetry” of explanation.

Historical writing on science has, nevertheless, continued to recognize
in practice, if not always in theory, a conventional hierarchy of the sciences.
Before 1960, historians of science worked mainly on medieval or early modern
astronomy, mechanics, and optics, generally understood as the points of

3 George W. Stocking, Jr., “On the Limits of ‘Presentism’ and ‘Historicism’ in the Historiography of the
Behavioral Sciences” (1965), in his Race, Culture, and Evolution: Essays in the History of Anthropology
(New York: Free Press, 1968), pp. 1-12.
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origin for modern science. Modern physical science rose to prominence in
the historical writing of the 1960s and 1970s, and the history of biology has
flourished since 1970. The social sciences, like the applied and engineering
sciences, have been accepted into the history of science more slowly, and
have participated only partially in its dynamic. The subordinate status of
social science is replicated in its historiography, which is often regarded as
less advanced than that of science proper.

Thomas S. Kuhn's Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) helped to sup-
port and yet also to erase that separation. Kuhn noted that it was in part
the absence of agreement in the social sciences that had alerted him to the
existence of paradigms in the natural sciences — agreed-upon frameworks
of theory and practice that enabled and constrained the normal practice of
science. Yet he later blurred the bright line he had previously drawn, and his
signal demonstration of the historical construction of science has stimulated
inquiry into the social sciences, as well.*

The debate between “internalist” and “externalist” analysis in sociology
and the history of science has had important implications for the standing of
social science. During the 1970s, “externalism” generally meant an emphasis
on the development of scientific institutions, as an alternative to a focus on sci-
entific ideas. Paradoxically, the institutions in question in these “externalist”
accounts were scientific ones, and were often treated as autonomous. In a
way, this implied a narrower understanding of science than that reflected
in some of the older intellectual histories that linked scientific conceptions
to broadly philosophical ideas — and also one that tended to exclude so-
cial science. Kuhn’s name — increasingly against his own inclinations — was
usually invoked by the externalists in this notoriously slippery debate, and
their narrow focus drew some support from his work, which concentrated
on the character of scientific communities and left unspecified their relation-
ship to wider intellectual and political currents. By 1980, “externalism” was
more likely to refer to attempts to use social factors to explain the acceptance
of new scientific truth claims. But most advocates of this “new” sociology of
science sought something more impressive than the “social construction” of
social science, which was often criticized in related terms. And their program
has tended increasingly to a micro-view of laboratories as sites of a distinc-
tive set of discourses and of their own special material cultures. It may be
questioned who is really the “internalist.”

The history of the social sciences, now formalized by a Forum on the
History of the Human Sciences within the History of Science Society,
is distinguished by its close attention to methods and ideas, its careful

4 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd ed. enlarged (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970), p. viii, Postscript; Gary Gutting, ed., Paradigms and Revolutions: Appraisals and
Applications of Thomas Kuhn’s Philosophy of Science (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1980).
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contextualization, and its success in showing how the social sciences have
mattered, avoiding the severe limits of purely local studies by bringing to
bear on larger historical issues a tightly focused historical analysis. Its in-
sights are not limited to social science. Much of the most exciting work on
what we might call the culture and the sensibility of science has involved the
history of the social sciences. The common context or shared cultures of natu-
ral and social investigation has been explored in historical studies of Malthus,
Darwin, and social Darwinism; the sciences of energy and economics; sta-
tistical thinking and the development of quantitative methods; laboratory
instrumentation and ideals of precision; and positivism and objectivity, to
give only a few notable examples.’

Historians of science are not the only people to write the history of the so-
cial sciences. Practitioners of the social sciences were the first historians of their
disciplines, although historical purpose was subordinated to social scientific
aims. Writing history was generally an exercise in disciplinary self-definition,
linking the modern discipline to selected forebears and legitimating a certain
kind of disciplinary practice. A number of such texts achieved considerable
historical distinction and have remained useful works, such as Edwin G.
Boring’s History of Experimental Psychology (1929, 1957), Joseph Schumpeter’s
History of Economic Analysis (1954), and Joseph Dorfman’s five-volume 7he
Economic Mind in American Civilization (1946—59). Still, these works suffered
from Whiggish assumptions, and only Dorfman, an institutionalist, linked
economic doctrine to a deep political and cultural context. They hardly made
a dent in social scientists’ ignorance of their own histories that had been one
of the consequences of the dehistoricization of the social sciences, especially
in the United States.

A new wave of historical interest that emerged in the 1960s, led by social
scientists outside the mainstreams of their disciplines, saw the establish-
ment of journals and university centers in the history of psychology and
economics. Clinical psychologists formed the core of historical interest in
psychology, with Robert I. Watson founding the Journal of the History of the
Behavioral Sciences (1965), a separate division of the American Psychological
Association (1966), and a program at the University of New Hampshire
(1967).° Economists at Duke University, long a center of historical

“

Robert Young, Darwins Metaphor: Natures Place in Victorian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1970); M. Norton Wise, “Work and Waste: Political Economy and Natural Philos-
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221-61; Theodore M. Porter, The Rise of Statistical Thinking, 1820—1900 (Princeton, N.].: Princeton
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Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1988); Ruth Benschop and Douwe Draaisma, “In Pursuit of
Precision: The Calibration of Minds and Machines in Late Nineteenth-Century Psychology,” Annals
of Science, 57 (2000), 1-25.
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economics, and a group of English historians who had just begun a newslet-
ter in the history of economic thought collaborated to found the journal
History of Political Economy (1969). Deliberately choosing the term “po-
litical economy” to counter the narrowed scientific focus of postwar eco-
nomics, they urged the value of history in an ahistorical and uncritically
technocratic age.” The historical character of this work, and of subsequent
initiatives in sociology,® varied widely, from the ahistorical search for ele-
ments useful to current theory and practice, to sophisticated research agen-
das informed by intellectual history and by the history and sociology of
science.

These social science disciplinary milieux were soon invaded and aug-
mented by a new generation of professional historians. George Stocking
was a pioneer figure, a young historian studying ideas of race in the United
States who was drawn deeply into the history of anthropology. Psychology
also attracted considerable historical talent, and the interchange of historical
sophistication and specialized social science knowledge raised the standards of
scholarship. An historian like Stocking and a psychologist like the Canadian
Kurt Danziger became, so to speak, fully bilingual.’

Most professional historians who became interested in the social sciences
were less committed to the dialogue of a particular social science discipline
than to the discourses of the historical profession and the public sphere. The
social sciences emerged as an historical topic largely because of their influ-
ence on postwar society, governance, and culture, particularly in the United
States.”® With their technocratic expertise and scientific claims, the social
sciences were also a ready target for the “unmasking” mood that followed the
radicalism of the 1960s. Historians found in the social science project profes-
sional self-interest, elitist desires to exercise “social control,” and structural
class and institutional constraints on knowledge." By the 1980s, Foucault’s
work had drawn attention to the coercion exercised by the very processes
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Introduction 9

of rationality deployed by the human sciences.” Although a critical stance
persisted, as these views were absorbed into historical discourse a wider variety
of historians, with a wider spectrum of interpretive purposes, brought the
history of the social sciences into their work.

Professional historians were not alone in bringing a new dimension of
critique to the history of the social sciences. All participants in this diverse
field were affected by the self-examination that gripped the humanities and
social sciences during these decades, as knowledge claims in all the disci-
plines were thrown into doubt.” The reflexive interest of social scientists in
their history was in part a facet of this larger movement of self-examination,
which encouraged the effort of social scientists to come to grips with the
historical character of their own domain. The historical discipline, always
adjacent to and sometimes allied with the social sciences, scrutinized its own
quest for objectivity and narrative strategies. Historicism was often figured
as the philosophical ground of the new intellectual movement, but it did not
valorize the professional historian’s construction of experience." Indeed, his-
torians often used concepts and analyses borrowed from the social sciences,
and narratives of modernity developed by the social sciences structured their
stories. In the largest sense, the history of the social sciences invites reflection
on the ways in which historians and social scientists are mutually implicated
in each others’ work.

We thus enter into the task of this volume with considerable pride in
the intellectual tools at our command and a heightened awareness of their
complexity and provisionality. As the work in this volume shows, there are
now rich and powerful models for historical work in the social sciences.
Authors in this field, however, have not always been aware of one another,
and some perhaps have discovered only recently that all along they have been
writing this species of prose. We believe that the history of social science is
not merely a residual category, that its object has a cultural coherence, and
that its pursuit is important for history. We have assembled authors from a
variety of backgrounds and encouraged them to take seriously the methods
and the intellectual content of social science, while considering at the same
time the ways in which it has shaped and been shaped by a larger culture. The
essays display differing balances among these objectives, as indeed they must.

We have planned this volume with an eye to the balance and range of the
whole, and not just to the quality and comprehensiveness of the parts. It
is, of course, impossible to be comprehensive. The four parts of this book

1> See, for example, Nikolas Rose, The Psychological Complex: Psychology, Politics and Society in England,
1869-1939 (London: Routledge, 1985).

B See Quentin Skinner, ed., 7he Return of Grand Theory in the Human Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985).

4 Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987); Peter Novick, Thar Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question”
and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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10 Theodore M. Porter and Dorothy Ross

concentrate on different regions and periods. Part I, on the origins of social
science, is concerned mostly with Europe, while Part I1, on the modern dis-
ciplines, and Part IV, a collection of case studies illustrating the larger societal
importance of social science, are somewhat biased toward the United States.
Because it was impossible in these parts to do justice to much of the rest
of the world, we have included a separate section on the internationaliza-
tion of the social sciences, with essays on eastern Europe, Asia, Africa, and
Latin America. Our authors themselves come from many disciplines, though
most work in history and the history of science. Some topics, such as the
development of the modern disciplines, draw heavily from historical writing
in the United States, while others, especially those concerning the period
before 1870, reflect British, French, and other European traditions of schol-
arship. The internationalization of social science, fittingly, engages historical
understandings from around the world. Increasingly, the entire field of history
of social science does so.

This volume in the Cambridge History of Science does not and could not
present a collection of introductory articles representing the state of a well-
demarcated field. We are aware of no work, whether singly or collectively
authored, that has aspired to present such a wide historical view of the social
sciences. The essays included here examine the history of the social sciences
over some three centuries and many countries, attending to their knowledge
and methods, the contexts of their origin and development, and the prac-
tices through which they have acted on the world. Our aim throughout has
been to present the social disciplines not as a natural, inevitable solution
to the organization of knowledge or the administration of modernity, but as
problems — historically contingent, locally variable, always in flux, often con-
tested, and yet as real sites of power in the world. We conceive of this book,
t00, not as reflecting the settled state of a field, but as something provisional,
the product of a rich dialogue that, we hope, will be further advanced by its
appearance.
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GENRES AND OBJECTS OF SOCIAL
INQUIRY, FROM THE
ENLIGHTENMENT TO 1890

Theodore M. Porter

“Social science” entered the vocabulary of the West near the end of the
eighteenth century, first of all in the United States and France. Many of its
early enthusiasts, well into the nineteenth century, aspired to a single, unified
science of the social, in stark contrast to the multiple disciplines that were
taking shape by 1900. We might be tempted to frame the history of social
science as a relentless process of advancing specialization, just as the history
of natural science has often been conceived as a sequence of disciplinary
separations from a once-unified philosophy. But such an understanding is
no more satisfactory for social than for natural knowledge. Not least among
its shortcomings is its privileging of the pure life of the intellect, the viza
contemplativa, over the interventions and engagements of scientific life in
practice. Social science has from its earliest beginnings aimed to administer
and to change the world as well as to understand it. It did not spring forth
from the head of humanity only, but from the body as well — from law,
medicine, politics, administration, and religion, as well as from philosophy.
Both intellectually and institutionally, it has always been diverse.

Seeing social science as part of philosophy has, nevertheless, some decided
advantages over the most influential opposing view, disciplinary Whiggism,
which regards each of the modern fields of knowledge as if they have always
been coherent specialties. Strict disciplinary history encourages — if it does
not require — a narrowness of perspective that leaves few openings for an
inclusive cultural understanding. It can lead also to the rather absurd view
that makes Aristotle the first psychologist, the first anthropologist, and one
of the first sociologists, economists, and political scientists. Could a single
Aristotle have so many essences? Yet, though no political scientist, he certainly
had a politics; and if his philosophy ranged over much of the human (as well
as the natural) terrain, he did not put everything into a single comprehensive
work. We need to find a balance between intellectual unity and disciplinary
fragmentation as ways of thinking about social knowledge in the centuries
before the emergence of modern specialties.

13
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14 Theodore M. Porter

Part I of this volume concerns the period up to the late nineteenth cen-
tury when social science, if not amorphous, lacked well-defined institutional
strructures. This chapter introduces the social sciences in Europe and North
America from about 1700 up to the beginning of this disciplinary project.
It aims first of all to provide a loose periodization of the early history of
social science, and of the broader historical changes that made it seem both
possible and necessary. The chapter starts during the period of the Enlight-
enment, when discourses of nature and reason began to be applied more
systematically to “man” and society, often in the spirit of criticism or reform.
The French Revolution of 1789 marked an important shift, in which social
progress came to seem both more powerful and more threatening, opening
up a new problematic in thinking about modern societies. A second transi-
tion, of particular consequence for the practices of social science, took place
roughly during the decade of the 1830s, as the economic and social changes
of industrialization became visible to everyone, and social science emerged as
a tool for managing as well as for understanding the problems of this new era.
The chapter then proceeds to investigate the ways in which social science was
defined in relation to contemporaneous understandings of natural science,
which was important both as a positive and as a negative model. It concludes
by considering briefly how the meanings of “discipline” and “profession” in
social science were changing during the 1870s and 1880s.

THE “SCIENCES OF MAN” IN THE EARLY
MODERN PERIOD

Although there were no social science disciplines before the nineteenth cen-
tury, there were recognized European traditions of thought and practice
concerned with politics, wealth, the senses, distant peoples, and so on. Since
we are interested here in practical and political life as well as in academic
learning, it is perhaps best to speak of genres or discourses, with the under-
standing that deeds as well as words are at issue. The genres corresponding
to our social sciences were disparate. Early modern treatises on the human
capacity to acquire knowledge, or on the ideal polity, were largely distinct
from writings on coinage, political arithmetic, or the physical features and
customs of faraway peoples. Much of what we call “anthropology” was to
be found in travel narratives and medical treatises. Thinking and under-
standing were largely philosophical topics, until late Enlightenment medical
authors introduced a rival discourse of the brain. Political writings could
be philosophical as well as legal or historical, but they rarely were dissolved
into general philosophy, even when they involved explicit metaphysical and
epistemological assumptions.

If we are not too shy about anachronism, the following might be identified
as the defining objects of some important discourses concerning what early
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modern writers called “man”: populations, economies, states, bodies, minds,
and customs. Each was closely related to one or several topics of natural
philosophy, and none was sharply marked off from politics, from religion,
or from moral reasoning. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, even
within the European world, the genres of social inquiry were highly variable
and interrelated in complex ways. On the one hand, they were often tightly
imbricated. One could scarcely write on population in the eighteenth or
even the nineteenth century without considering economies, governments,
and customs. Assumptions and beliefs about thinking and human behavior
were used to support political systems and to explain the functioning of an
economy. Almost any interpretation of man, at least before the eighteenth
century, presumed an understanding of the biblical story of creation, and of
doctrines of sin and salvation.

Also, the subject matter of social science was not neatly divided up. Even
within Europe, the genres were often defined as much by a field of debate
as by agreement on key methods and doctrines; they varied from place to
place, and sometimes came into competition. Among the economic studies,
British “political economy” was not quite the same as French “Physiocracy,”
and was quite different from German “cameralism.” “Psychology,” a term
used mainly in German lands, was no more in accord with English writings
on sensation and reflection than was Leibniz’s philosophy with that of Locke
or Newton. The German and Italian science of statistics, the empirical study
of the state, was largely distinct from the study of politics, a more philo-
sophical discourse about how states should be governed. By 1800, statistics
had begun to be overrun by population numbers, until then the business
of “political arithmetic,” which had exalted them as an index of the quality
of government, and often interpreted them theologically. Writing about the
customs of diverse peoples was closely tied to an understanding of their cli-
mates, and often also of their bodies, which comprised a principal topic of
anthropology.

“Social science,” as we argue in the Introduction, is even now an unsettled
category, and a contested one. Three centuries ago it was less contested, in part
because it was still more unsettled: There was no rubric like “social science”
under which these discourses could be arrayed, and toward which they could
direct their grand methodological ambitions. The forms of knowledge that
we call “social” were not then rivals, because their objects as well as their
methods were largely distinct. This did not prevent encyclopedic intellects
from working seriously in two or several of these genres, though usually in
separate publications, and interactions among them were as rich and inter-
esting then as they are now. Still, only in the eighteenth century did an idea of
“science of man,” “moral science,” or “sciences morales et politiques” begin to
reconfigure these diverse inquiries — to unite then into a family, which could
then squabble. This also is when “philosophical history” as a comprehen-
sive outline or natural history of the progress of “civilization” was initiated,
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especially in France and Scotland. Out of this tradition developed the idea
of society as a proper object of science. Our history begins with this period.

ENLIGHTENMENT SCIENCES OF ECONOMY,
POPULATION, AND STATE

“The Enlightenment” is usually taken to refer to a movement of criticism and
reform, against the authority of church and aristocracy, in favor of “nature”
and “reason.” Following the logic of this characterization, the rise of social
science during the same period has been represented as almost inevitable.!
But this depends on some subtle questions of definition. By the standard even
of the nineteenth century, most Enlightenment social writings appeared light
and popular rather than profound and scientific. It is not simply that there
were there no professional structures — no university degree programs to offer
formal training and credentials in the moral sciences. These were still rare,
during the eighteenth century, even in “natural philosophy.” Natural science,
however, had at least its academies and societies, its gatherings of experts,
and its journals, which had no equivalents in social science before the French
Revolution in 1789. The Enlightenment sciences of man were mostly public
or bureaucratic discourses rather than specialized ones.

It would be overly fussy as well as anachronistic to define social science as
necessarily a specialized, technical discourse. The birth of social science has
much to do with liberalizing political moves and the growth of a public sphere.
The Enlightenment, as an intellectual and social movement, depended on
increasingly free public discussion, and on mechanisms for the circulation of
ideas. To be sure, most men and women of the eighteenth century remained
illiterate, and only a few had access to the ideas of Enlightenment. Yet by
the late eighteenth century an informed public had emerged in the leading
countries of Europe. The French philosophe and mathematician Condorcet
(1743-1794) presented Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press as a signal
eventin the history of progress, since it allowed knowledge to advance without
ever being lost. Never had the presses been so busy, and never had they reached
so wide an audience, as in his own time. The growth of newspapers was
particularly significant in opening up a public space. New institutions such
as coffeehouses, salons, and Masonic lodges also provided opportunities for
relatively free discussion of issues and events. The nascent moral sciences
were a part of this same world.

They were not, however, wholly at ease with it. Cultural historians have
taken a keen interest in the circulation of books and journals during the late
eighteenth century, especially in France, in quest of that historical grail, a

! Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, vol. 2: The Science of Freedom (New York: Knopf,
1969).
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convincing account of the ties between the Enlightenment and the French
Revolution. They have found that the enduring works of political philoso-
phy and social science by the likes of Charles-Louis Montesquieu (1689-1755),
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), and even Voltaire (1694-1778) sold rela-
tively few copies, while early blockbuster novels and various productions of
the gutter press reached wide audiences.” The search for a science of politics
and society meant an effort to rise above appeals to passion and ignorance.
The philosophes saw it as spreading light (fumiéres), and much of their writ-
ing was for a select audience — not of specialists, but of the enlightened. In
some ways, the move to a language of social science was designed to un-
dercut the authority of mere political will, and to replace it with something
more detached and objective: simultaneously to vindicate human freedom
and to subject it to standards of reason. Characteristic, if a bit extreme, is
Condorcet’s mathematics of elections and judicial decisions, which acknowl-
edged the claims of public opinion while devising mechanisms to assure that
it would lead to rational decisions rather than to dogmatic or arbitrary ones.?

It would be a mistake to suppose that the credibility of Enlightenment
social theory rested only or even mainly on its similarities to mathematics and
the sciences of nature. The assertion of natural rights in the political writings
of authors such as John Locke (1632-1704) and Rousseau, and in crucial
documents of the American and French Revolutions, owed more to moral
doctrines of “natural law,” which concerned the just political order, than to
Cartesian or Newtonian laws of nature. Montesquieu, often portrayed as the
founder of sociology or at least of social theory, was very much interested
in natural science, especially physiology, but his problematic came chiefly
from a different set of sources. He had been trained in the law, and made
his profession as a jurist. Donald R. Kelley writes that the pioneers of social
science were “not the cosmologists who belatedly shifted their gaze from the
heavens to the human community but rather. . . the law-makers who were
confronted by the predicaments of human society.”*

These lawmakers were not, however, deprived of theoretical resources.
Natural law meant more than law as handed down by tradition in a particular
place — “positive law”; it stood for an immutable ideal, a system of obligations
and of rights deriving from human nature. It had been cultivated most notably
in early modern Europe by the Dutch statesman Hugo Grotius, by Samuel
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18 Theodore M. Porter

Pufendorf, advisor to German and Swedish rulers, and by Locke, who in
the 1680s worked out a philosophical rationale for overthrowing an unjust
monarch. These writers were impressed by the analogies between the natural
and social orders, and sought to understand human nature as something
universal. In this way, they hoped to provide a general framework for political
society during the turmoil of the seventeenth century. Their work became
known in France in Montesquieu’s time, and his Spirit of the Laws (1748)
undertook to explain the relation of natural law — presumed to be universal —
not simply to positive law, which varies greatly from place to place, but
to its “spirit.”> Thus, despite or even because of his moral universalism,
Montesquieu was led to examine and explain the customs and practices of
particular places in a way that has been called sociological.

While natural law, with its moral orientation, was distinct from belief in
laws of nature, understood as independent of human purposes, these often
intersected. Grotius took the geometry of his contemporary Galileo as a
model for moral reasoning, and when Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot (1727—
1781) urged on King Louis XVI of France the wisdom of governing, like God,
by general laws, he evidently drew on both traditions. Political economy, too,
involved natural justice as well as naturalism. Adam Smith (1723-1790) argued
influentially that regulation was not required to coordinate an economy or
to assure a standard of quality of manufactures. In a commercial system,
individuals served the public interest even as they worked to advance their
own. This formulation, which derived from French arguments for a free
economy (laissez-faire), involved a move away from theological explanations,
which saw labor as necessarily sinful, the outcome of Adam’s fall. The guild
insistence on systems of apprenticeship and detailed regulation of artisanal
trades was thus gradually supplanted by a focus on the order produced by
self-interested behavior and social customs.®

Smith’s work also undercut arguments for a “moral economy” that would,
for example, limit prices in times of scarcity and guarantee the subsistence of
workers who had no property. Smith and David Hume (1711-1776), political
economists of the Scottish Enlightenment, provided a defense of commer-
cial society against the Christian utopia of a community of goods, and also
against the idealization of the virtuous ancient republic, with its citizenry
of free, independent farmers. While they played down the need for political
intervention in economic matters, their writings were profoundly engaged
with moral questions. Against the republican tradition, which looked to the
simple societies of the remote past as exemplars of virtue, they held that
ancient tribes were rude and barbarous. Social progress took place in stages

5 Johan Heilbron, The Rise of Social Theory, trans. Sheila Gogol (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1995), pp. 96-9; see also Richard Olson, Science Deified and Science Defied: The Historical
Significance of Science in Western Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), chap. s.

6 William Sewell, Work and Revolution in France (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).
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associated with a sequence of economic systems; Smith identified these as
hunting, shepherding, agriculture, and finally commerce. The advantages of
a modern commercial economy, they argued, accrued to the poor as well as
to the rich. The advance of wealth did not undermine, but rather enhanced,
moral virtues such as prudence and honesty.”

There were, naturally, others who opposed these arguments about the
benefits of commerce, and we should be wary of identifying “economics” or
“social science” exclusively with those who looked to the self-regulating mech-
anisms of a market economy. Many doubted the adequacy of a “natural order”
and aimed instead to develop tools to guide and stimulate production. Among
the many alternative eighteenth-century modes of addressing economic mat-
ters, cameralism deserves particularly to be noticed here. Cameralism was first
of all a German science, concerned specifically with measures for increasing
the flow of revenue into state treasuries. Just as ethnography was often prac-
ticed as part of a project that would survey biological species and peoples
simultaneously — in one notable case, to advance the Russian settlement of
Siberia® - so cameralism joined economics to the realm of science and indus-
try. Mining and agriculture as well as property and exchange were included
within its ambit. Since the cameralists believed, along with most economic
writers, that only nature was really productive, the generation of wealth
through commerce had for them an alchemical aspect.” Their business was
to supply knowledge and advice about how to increase prosperity and how to
tax it. While they regularly published textbooks and tracts, they wrote more
for an audience of bureaucrats and rulers than for lay readers.”

Cameralism was characteristic in many ways of the practical, utilitarian
turn of Enlightenment universities in northern Europe. This administrative
impulse was no mere application of social science, but a powerful force in
shaping it. It provided rich opportunities for the growth of technical methods
and formalized expertise. Early modern quantitative studies of populations,
sometimes under the label “political arithmetic,” had grown highly mathe-
matical by the end of the eighteenth century. To be sure, the advice proffered
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by mathematicians about state-run lotteries and pension schemes was often
ignored. Studies of mortality, and of the potential advantages of inoculation
against smallpox, were more influential, perhaps in part because these results
were addressed to a wider public, not only to monarchs, and could be acted
on in a decentralized way. In the last decades before the French Revolution,
an alliance of mathematicians and administrators in France undertook to use
the most advanced tools of mathematical probability to estimate the popula-
tion of France. Of course functionaries and bureaucrats — then as now — were
less interested in theoretical ruminations than in numerical data. It suited
them, however, to work in a relatively closed social space with privileged
experts. Such probabilistic population estimates, developed in a context of
administrative secrecy, were largely abandoned in the nineteenth century,
when most official numbers had to be published.”

ENLIGHTENMENT SCIENCES OF MINDS,
BODIES, AND CULTURES

The “sciences of man” in the eighteenth century were associated above all
with questions that are now called psychological, questions about what was
then called “human nature.” Roger Smith, in his comprehensive history of
the “human sciences,” writes: “To quote references to human nature in the
eighteenth century is a bit like quoting references to God in the Bible: it is
the subject around which everything else revolves.”™ The subject was closely
linked to natural philosophy, especially because one of its central ambitions
was to understand the human ability to acquire and use empirical knowledge.
Voltaire, in his Letters on England (1733), read Newton’s achievement as the
vindication of Baconian method — of science founded on experience, not
on mathematical deduction. Voltaire also included in his Letters a chapter
on Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690). Locke, though
not a religious skeptic, sought a naturalistic account of human nature. So,
significantly, he spoke of mind rather than of soul, and he described the
mind as essentially plastic, forming its ideas from sensations and reflection.
At birth, it was like a blank slate. Hence men were made good or evil by their
education, and were not captive to original sin. The Essay thus supplied a
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weapon in Enlightenment struggles against the moral and institutional power
of the Church, as well as a rationale for systematic schooling.

As Jan Goldstein argues, Lockean psychology was widely accepted among
Enlightenment philosophes in France as well as Britain, and it formed the
basis for further inquiry. Among the most intriguing challenges was the
quest to gain access somehow to original human nature, before it was shaped
and corrupted by society. This project was allied to an influential form of
political theory, also deriving from Locke (and from Thomas Hobbes before
him), which posited a “state of nature” prior to the “social contract” that
had established society. The political philosophers disputed as to whether
this involved an enviable state of freedom (Rousseau) or a nasty struggle of
all against all (Hobbes). One could ask, too, about the development of the
faculty of perception. Denis Diderot (1713-1784) wondered in his Letter on
the Blind (1749) whether a blind man suddenly given sight would be able
to distinguish visually between a cube and a sphere. It would be yet more
interesting to know how people would act and think if raised wholly outside
of society. A number of so-called wild boys or wild men, discovered in forests
and wastelands during the eighteenth century, were examined to shed light
on this crucial question. The increasing, though still very limited, exposure
of Europeans to anthropoid apes provided occasion to ponder whether these
animals had the human capacity to learn language and to reason. Explorers
were fascinated by the customs, and especially what they took to be the
exotic sexual practices, of distant peoples. At the very end of the century, the
French Société des Observateurs de 'Homme (Society of Observers of Man)
undertook expeditions to study human nature, still thought of as uniform,
under the most primitive conditions.”

Doctrines of race had little standing in the moral sciences of the eigh-
teenth century. The French Enlightenment acquired a reputation among its
nineteenth-century critics as materialistic, a charge that was mostly false and
wholly imprecise. Beginning with some of Locke’s more radical followers,
materialistic psychologies were sometimes advanced as political or religious
critiques, but this was a fringe position. Medical explanations of drunken-
ness and sexual excess, and medical or penological treatments of crime and
madness, were displaced in the late eighteenth century from the body to the
mind or spirit — an antimaterialistic move." In France, Etienne Bonnot de
Condillac’s analysis of human sensory capacities was taken up at the end of

B Ibid., chaps. 7-8; George W. Stocking, Jr., Race, Culture and Evolution: Essays in the History of
Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1968), chap. 2; Sergio Moravia, La Scienza dell womo nel Settecento
(Bari: Guis Laterza & Figli, 1970).
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“Remaking the Science of Mind: Psychology as Natural Science,” pp. 184—231; Graham Richards,
Mental Machinery: The Origins and Consequences of Psychological Ideas, 1600—1850 (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1992), p. 135.
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the century by medical authors, who were particularly interested in the mate-
riality of mental faculties — that is, in the brain. This movement culminated
during the Napoleonic period, from about 1800 to 1815, in an alliance of
physiological and cultural investigations of mind and morals. But this was
more nearly vitalism than materialism, for living matter was not inert but
self-organizing, infused with life and spirit.”” Medicine was at the center of a
late Enlightenment revolt against mathematics and in support of the sciences
of life, initiated at mid century by the comte de Buffon and by Diderot. Still,
the union of medical and moral inquiry was perhaps the most aggressive
version of the science of man in 1789, when its questions were made much
more pressing by the outbreak of the French Revolution. That alliance was
prominently defended and significantly transformed within social science
during the ensuing decades.

SOCIAL SCIENCE IN AN AGE OF REVOLUTION, 17891830

Few of the leading French philosophes survived to 1789. The mathematician
Condorcet, permanent secretary of the Academy of Science, might be called
the voice of the Enlightenment during the Revolution. It was a precarious
role. Voltaire, Rousseau, Condillac, Turgot, d’Alembert, and Diderot all died
between 1778 and 1784. Historians have often regarded the Enlightenment
as waning or even as having finished some years before the outbreak of the
Revolution. In the politically polarized climate after 1789, a career like that
of Voltaire or Diderot, based on appeals to universal reason, was scarcely
possible. There were, however, younger intellectual figures working in the
1780s who might have been remembered as spokesmen for enlightenment
under other circumstances. Recently, some historians have emphasized the
intellectual continuities across the divide of 1789.° These are important
and real. For the history of the institutions and practices of social science,
the decade of the 1830s marks a still more decisive transition. The ideological
significance of the French Revolution for social science was, however, without
parallel. Unruly passions, threatening political stability, inspired a pervasive
sense of danger. Social science became more urgent, and often more ideolog-
ical, looking to the past, or to science, in order to comprehend what seemed
the precarious circumstances of modernity.

While Enlightenment philosophes disapproved of arbitrary acts of power,
many maintained a favorable opinion of absolute monarchy, since it held
out the prospect of immediate reform, if only the king could be brought
around. Condorcet viewed the Revolution in just these terms, indeed as an

'S Moravia, Scienza dell'womo; Martin S. Staum, Cabanis: Enlightenment and Medical Philosophy in the
French Revolution (Princeton, N.].: Princeton University Press, 1980).
16 Heilbron, Magnusson, and Wictrock, eds., Rise of the Social Sciences.
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unparalleled opportunity, and he engaged actively in revolutionary politics.
He opposed the radical Jacobins on such questions as whether to execute
Louis XV1, and he worried about democratic excesses. He sought a political
system based on relatively wide participation that would yet place men of
cultivation and of science, men like himself, in positions of responsibility. He
envisioned a state founded on natural and social science. Science would form
the core of a system of universal education, with the elite Academy of Science
at its summit. It would also form the basis of administration. He drew up
plans for a vast statistical apparatus, one suited to a countable society of free
and independent citizens. The state, henceforth acting on the basis of full in-
formation and rational methods, would naturally advance the public good."”

By 1800, such aspirations had come to seem wildly utopian to many.
Indeed, as early as 1790 Edmund Burke dismissed them in such terms in his
Reflections on the Revolution in France. Burke interpreted the Revolution as
a consequence of irresponsible men, shallow ideologues, provoking abrupt
changes in a social organism — the state — whose natural development is slow
and gradual. Half a century later, Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) attributed
the excesses of the Revolution to the influence of detached intellectuals, men
without actual experience of government. This was, in a way, an indictment
of social science, atleast in its utopian form. And Condorcet, for example, had
indulged in a good bit of utopianism, having written, while in hiding from
the Terror of Robespierre and the Committee on Public Safety, his famous
Sketch of a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Spirit. This was
a story of unilinear progress, driven by the advance of knowledge, through
ten stages, of which the last and most glorious was signaled by the very
Revolution that was hunting him down.

Condorcet’s historical account was, as Antoine Picon’s chapter shows, very
much an Enlightenment document, part of the intellectual shift that had
displaced utopia (“no place”) from somewhere in space (far away) into time,
the near or distant future. The influence of this genre, introduced around
1750 by Condorcet’s mentor, Turgot, testifies to a new sense of historical
dynamism, one that survived and flourished in the nineteenth century, but
often in a nonlinear form that we might call dialectical. The key figure here
was Claude Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), an aristocratic opportunist
who had fought with George Washington in America, and later supported
the French Revolution. (He in fact used the occasion of the Revolution to
enrich himself by dealing in Church lands.) In 1793 he took the peasant name
of Bonhomme, which however did not keep him from being imprisoned,
though he escaped with his life. Subsequently he set up house in Paris near the
new Ecole Polytechnique, established to educate an elite corps of technical
experts. There, his personality and his patronage attracted a circle of brilliant

17 Keith Baker, Condorcet: From Natural Philosophy to Social Mathematics (Chicago: University of
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young students of mathematics, lost souls seeking stable meanings in an age
of turmoil.

Saint-Simon did not endorse the Old Regime, or aspire to return to it. He
instead conceived of modern history in terms of what he called “organic” and
“critical” periods. The medieval Church, he held, with its communitarian
ethos and its union of spiritual and scientific knowledge, had supported a
social order that was admirable, but unsustainable. In the fifteenth century,
Europe had entered an age of fragmentation and individualism. The rise of
Protestantism and then of secular criticism marked the demise of the old or-
der. It was finally extinguished by the French Revolution, leaving a condition
of spiritual emptiness. A new organic order must arise, in which the primacy
of a social ethic over an individualistic one would be restored. Saint-Simon
announced the inevitability of this new order, and at the same time worked to
create it. He identified first science, then industrial organization, and finally
a “new Christianity” as its basis. The Saint-Simonians repudiated the terrible
anarchy of the critical period, which could be justified only as a necessary
destructive phase to clear the way for a better future.”

There were others, of course, who doubted that revolution could be a
harbinger of anything good. Those who envisioned the ideal future as a
return to the wholeness of the past rarely marched under the banner of
science, but others sought a science of society in order to understand and
control the unruly impulses of the modern age. This was, in some ways, the
Saint-Simonian ideal too, even if the expression was utopian. Auguste Comte
(1798-1857), another recruit from Polytechnique, and Saint-Simon’s most
famous and most rebellious disciple, was writing already in the 1820s of the
indispensable role of religion in the new scientific order. Man (and especially
woman) is not at bottom coldly rational, but rather spiritual and emotional.
Comte eventually gave him, and her, an object of reverence and a calendar
of festivals and commemorations in his “religion of humanity.” He explicitly
discarded personal freedom as a burden on the individual and a chaotic force
in society. As Peter Wagner has remarked, social science during this period
did not so much express the liberty and contingency of the modern period
as seek to rein it in.” Even in the United States, where 1776 was celebrated as
a triumph, political economists viewed the European experience anxiously,
hoping that the American republic could avoid the endemic social strife of
the Old World. Freedom, while a blessing, had to be held within bounds.

The French tradition of administration by engineers defined the locus
of a powerful tradition of social and economic science in the nineteenth
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century. Tocqueville interpreted the Revolution as an acceleration of central-
izing tendencies that already were pronounced under the Old Regime; and
the analytical style of savants and engineers, treating social questions as prob-
lems to be solved, exemplifies this continuity in one of its forms.>® Planning
and economic analysis after the Revolution fell increasingly to Polytechnique
engineers. Around midcentury, Frédéric Le Play of the highly elite Corps des
Mines initiated his method based on detailed monographs to comprehend
the domestic economies of miners, artisans, and laborers. Such information
could be used by employers and local notables as a guide to charity and
organization. This was social science as a set of pragmatic tools rather than
as utopian vision. Champions of rational administration under the rubric of
science had exploited what opportunities they could during the revolutionary
period, though in the end their successes were modest. In the latter years of
the Napoleonic wars, and especially after 1815, when the French monarchy
was restored and a new conservative order was imposed on Europe, the in-
fluence of this ideal was much diminished. It began slowly to revive in the
1820s, especially in France and Britain, in the more sober guise of statistics.
The transformation of grand ideals into prosaic bureaucracy is exempli-
fied in the career of radical utilitarianism. Jeremy Bentham’s most important
programmatic tract was published precisely in 1789. Drawing from a com-
monplace of Enlightenment psychology, that it is human nature to pursue
pleasure and avoid pain, and from a utilitarian ethic that pursued “the greatest
happiness for the greatest number,” Bentham proposed an uncompromising
program of rationalistic reform. It was his mission to abolish custom and
tradition and to cut through the obfuscation that surrounded them in favor
of whatever would advance the general welfare. Bentham’s grand schemes at-
tracted a band of followers, the philosophic radicals, whose designation gives
some idea of the extent of their ambitions. Among the most influential was
James Mill, who converted Bentham to democracy with the argument that
governing classes would never enact a program to benefit the whole popula-
tion until the masses had the vote. This was no otherworldly movement, buta
pragmatic campaign with an effective slogan, and sometimes self-consciously
anti-utopian. Many of the radicals, including Mill and his more famous son,
John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), subscribed to the arguments of Thomas Robert
Malthus, who taught the relentless, geometric increase of population, and
the need somehow to check its growth before the pressure of want and misery
became too severe. The overarching ambition of the philosophic radicals was
to enact laws backed up by inducements sufficient that each individual would
be led by self-interest to act in a manner that would advance the collective
happiness. Bentham’s program included an elaborate calculus of the punish-
ments necessary to outweigh the attraction of every particular crime, taking
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into account the probabilities of arrest and of conviction. As an effective
program of reform, driven by a new breed of bureaucratic experts such as
Edwin Chadwick, philosophic radicalism came into its own in the 1830s as
one important constituent in the growth of the British state.

THE MANAGEMENT OF SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC
CHANGE, 1830-1880

Between 1830 and 1848, the leading nations of Europe faced urgent new
social problems. While contemporary economic historians commonly trace
the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in England back to the eighteenth
century, usually to around 1760, that dating requires the wisdom of hind-
sight. If some of the more acute British economic observers during the era
of Adam Smith recognized their time as one of advancing prosperity, none
identified any startling changes, much less revolutionary ones. By early in
the nineteenth century, improvements in machinery had become sufficiently
manifest to draw the wrath of the Luddites, who saw industrial power as rob-
bing laborers of their work. Political economists in the era of Malthus and
of David Ricardo (1772-1823) remained pessimistic, but steam engines and
other mechanical substitutes for labor gave them some hope. The changes
that we call the industrialization of England began to appear remarkable only
after 1815. As the Napoleonic wars drew to a close, and as European trade
opened up once more, the power of English industry began to reshape and
disrupt Continental economies, especially in the textile trades. The onset
of industrialization in France, Germany, and the Low Countries is usually
attributed to the beginning of railroad construction, no earlier than 1830.
In Britain, the 1830s was the decade of “the social question.” By 1840,
it had become pressing also on the Continent. Economic change brought
economic dislocation. It involved a massive flow of people from farms to
cities, sometimes with a crucial ethnic dimension, as in the Irish migrations
to England. Changing patterns of work altered family arrangements, drawing
women and children into factories and mines. A cholera epidemic swept
through Europe in 1832. Urban squalor, crime, and disease seemed to threaten
good order, especially in this unsettled political situation. The British moved
away from repression in favor of reform during the 1830s. The Revolution
of 1830 in France replaced the descendants of the Old Regime ruling family,
the Bourbons, with a constitutional monarch, and the Belgian revolution of
the same year brought independence from the Netherlands. The post-1830
franchise in France was, however, very limited, and the “great reform” of 1832
expanded it only modestly in Britain. Strikes and mass movements expressed
the dissatisfaction of many working people with their new circumstances.
Britain faced the possibility of revolution through the late 1830s and early
1840s, while most Continental nations experienced real revolutions in 1848.
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The utilitarian spirit of social reform in Britain during the early nine-
teenth century, and especially from about 1830 to 1850, marked a turn away
from the historicizing perspectives that had been developed, especially in
Scotland, during the latter part of the eighteenth century.” That turn was
much less pronounced in France; and in Germany, as Kent Wright's chapter
shows, historicism survived through the revolutionary period and then flour-
ished as never before, particularly as a discipline of history grew up in the
new German research universities. The sciences of mind, however, offered
a largely ahistorical frame for the moral and political debates of the early
nineteenth century. As Jan Goldstein’s chapter underscores, they were partly
continuous with the Enlightenment. The associationist perspective of Locke
and Condillac defined the psychology of the English utilitarians, of Bentham
and the Mills and, in alliance with brain physiology, of the French current
of moral science called idéologie that extended the central commitments of
the late Enlightenment into the Napoleonic period.

Phrenology, which developed into a considerable movement during the
early nineteenth century, involved at first a more radical materializing move.
Goldstein discusses its changing political resonances, from a subversive sci-
ence of brain that cast doubt on the Christian doctrine of the soul in the
1820s, to a more popular but less threatening language of self-improvement in
the 1840s. In some ways, though its theoretical basis was entirely different, its
career paralleled that of mesmerism, which had become popular during the
1780s. The two were sometimes joined by midcentury, peddled by traveling
lecturers who gave demonstrations and told fortunes. Both phrenology and
mesmerism engaged with central questions of religion, politics, and profes-
sional authority. Both grew up on the margins of the authorized science of
British gentlemen, French academicians, and German professors, and both
lost credibility among elite “men of science” as their appeal moved down the
social hierarchy. Their popularity came to be seen as a defect in the public
understanding of science, and sometimes as a social danger, to be controlled
by means of better science.

Mental science, like other forms of social knowledge, could be deployed
as a tool of regulation and administration. This aspect of social science,
emphasized most tellingly by the French philosopher Michel Foucault, is
central for understanding its history during this period.”” As Elaine Yeo
argues in her chapter, social science was not automatically controlled by elite
scientists, reformers, and officials, but was contested, often very effectively.
Working-class alternatives to gentlemanly sciences, both social and natural,
flourished in the decades following 1830. Here was another dimension to
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the problem of managing populations — the struggle for social science was
also a struggle for social power. It was, on the whole, an unequal struggle,
with working people at a considerable disadvantage. But the threat to social
order that they seemed to present gave the intellectual problem of social
science an important ideological aspect: Working people should perhaps
be taught a catechism of political economy as well as of Christianity. Such
anxieties animated the drive for valid social knowledge among gentlemen
and professionals, who regarded the working classes less as credible makers
of social science than as its proper objects.

Social science, then, developed during the middle third of the nineteenth
century above all as a liberal, reformist answer to the upheavals of the
era. It was less autonomous vis-a-vis government and urban life than it
would become in twentieth-century universities. Some influential works of
political economy were, as Margaret Schabas argues, relatively detached and
analytic, and small but increasing numbers of political economists in Britain
and elsewhere were hired to teach in universities. “National economy” and
statistics were overlapping specialties in German universities, linked to
but rarely subsumed under the sciences of state, or Staatswissenschaften. In
Britain, statistics — and later political economy — was allocated a section at
the British Association for the Advancement of Science within two years
of its founding in 1831. But its meetings were too political and contentious
for the natural scientists, and “statistical and economic science” was always
regarded as peripheral to the mission of the larger body. Whether or not
at universities, in whatever country, those who claimed the mantle of
political economy, social science, statistics, or sciences of state and politics
were almost invariably engaged in the practical work of reform, admin-
istration, and political action. Social science was not itself a calling, but
a charitable activity or a manner of exercising some other profession or office.

Statistics was in many ways the characteristic social science of the mid nine-
teenth century. Its theoretical ambitions were less grand than those of political
economy or of Comte’s “sociology,” but this actually placed it in closer ac-
cord with the prevailing view of science, especially in Britain. Statistics was
resolutely empirical. Between about 1830 and 1850, it came to be defined
in terms of its use of numbers, as the quantitative science of society. Only
occasionally, as in the program of the Belgian astronomer and statistician
Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1874), was it linked to mathematical probability.
The decisive preference of statisticians for empirical data over theoretical or
mathematical formulations was ideally calculated for bureaucratic users and
for a politically engaged middle-class audience.

Much statistical number gathering was performed officially. Several
European nations introduced rudimentary censuses around 1800, following
Sweden (1749) and the United States (1790). During the 1830s, many of the
leading nations of Europe (but not the United States) created permanent
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census offices. Statistical bureaus concerned with trade, industry, health,
military recruitment, and crime were set up at about the same time. These
efforts are very much a part of the history of social science, not only because
they provided indispensable sources of data, but also because their leaders
often took an active role in interpreting the figures — which often meant pro-
pagandizing for public education, for example, or for improved sanitation.

There also were private statistical organizations, including a flurry of mu-
nicipal statistical societies in Britain during the 1830s. Most failed within
a few years, but those in London and Manchester survived and eventually
prospered, as did an American society, founded in Boston in 1839. Their en-
try on the world stage, as perhaps the first enduring associations devoted to
social science, was somewhat hesitant. In London, the statists were so worried
about becoming politicized that they passed a notorious self-denying ordi-
nance: Statistics must be a science of facts; “its first and most essential rule” is
“the exclusion of opinion.”” This was not the brave claim of incipient tech-
nocracy, but a gesture of humility before an unreachable ideal of objectivity.
Neither their sense of science, nor the demands of the official positions held
by some, kept the “statists” from issuing vigorous appeals for certain reforms.
The Manchester society was involved above all with municipal improvement
in that first industrial city, where it acted with considerable assurance.

Both of the British societies were relatively secure in relation to their objects
of study. They or their representatives traveled from door to door, inquiring
into the lives of working people, paupers, criminals, and immigrants. As
Eileen Yeo shows, the surveys were designed to observe such people from
above, to produce records of their behavior, and to find ways to make them
behave more responsibly. This was perhaps the most vital mission of social
science for the rest of the nineteenth century and beyond, not only in Britain
but also in much of Europe and North America.

The institutional forms, to be sure, varied enormously, with volunteerism
most prominent in Britain and the United States, and professorial activism
especially strong in Germany. Empirical study — featuring, but not limited
to, statistics — was central also to the (British) National Association for the
Promotion of Social Science (NAPSS), which attracted an august member-
ship including titled nobles and government ministers; it was active for about
three decades beginning in 1857. An interlocking cluster of French institu-
tions, most of them associated with high officials of illustrious corps such as
Mines and Ponts et Chaussées (the state civil engineering corps), flourished
during the later nineteenth century. The Statistical Society of Paris (founded
in 1860) was among the first. The leadership of these organizations was prob-
ably no less influential, and indeed more effective, than that of the NAPSS.
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The Ponts engineer and social reformer Emile Cheysson, a follower of Le Play,
had his hand in almost all of them. An American version of the NAPSS, the
American Social Science Association, was established in 1865, but it never
really succeeded. About two decades later, social science became a very im-
portant affair in the United States, with university professors and municipal
reform organizations assuming leading roles.**

Colonial social science, too, became an important endeavor during the
nineteenth century. Colonial administrators developed, through publications
as well as letters, a kind of anthropology, which they were able sometimes to
put into practice.” In India, for example, the British state tried out interven-
tions that would never have been tolerated at home; and colonial popula-
tions, like working-class ones, were in a poor position to resist the inquiries of
statisticians. Among the notable, if ironical, achievements of colonial social
science was the reduction of the variegated Indian caste system to a uniform,
official set of categories.*®

Intellectually, statistics was most closely affiliated with political economy. In a
broad sense, the statisticians of early-nineteenth-century Britain and France
took for granted the legitimacy of markets and of free enterprise in their
efforts to understand and remedy the ills of an industrializing society. Yet ab-
stract economics, in the tradition defined by Jean-Baptiste Say and, above all,
by Ricardo, had little use for empirical numbers. By no means did political
economists discard the moral and political dimensions of their subject. But
political economy came to be associated, in France as well as in England, with
liberalizing moves to discard state restrictions on production, labor, and trade
and to discredit institutions, such as poor relief, designed to soften the effects
of social inequality. Malthus argued that liberal poor relief was counterpro-
ductive, that it increased the level of misery by encouraging marriage and
reproduction where the means of support were lacking. Some Evangelicals,
while doubting this, yet preferred the severity of laissez-faire as a form of
divine penance.”” In any case, critics such as Thomas Carlyle denounced
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classical political economy as a “dismal science.” Its severity, exemplified by
the new poor law of 1834, was often attributed to its strict reliance on deduc-
tion, unmoderated by attention to empirical facts and human lives.
Beginning in the 1870s, when the theory of political economy began
to be rewritten in mathematical form, authors such as the statistician and
economist William Stanley Jevons (1835—1882) would argue that economics
should be mathematical, because its data were quantitative. But Jevons’s
mathematical economics provided no more opportunity for the insertion of
data than had Ricardo’s. Some critics of capitalism in the 1830s and 1840s
appreciated the Ricardian style for its uncompromising logic, which seemed
to reveal the fundamental injustice of the capitalist system. Karl Marx was,
in this sense, also a Ricardian, although he, like the popular economists who
wrote for a working-class audience, deployed Ricardian assumptions in order
to display the immorality of capitalism and to vindicate a radically different
economic system.?® Middle-class social reformers, by contrast, were critical
of classical political economy on methodological grounds. They were joined
by some natural scientists, for whom dedication to an ethic of empirical and
experimental precision counted for more than logical or mathematical rigor.
Often, scientific objections supported political ones. Among the founding
members of the London Statistical Society was William Whewell, an influ-
ential naturalist and philosopher of science, who energetically backed the
efforts of his friend Richard Jones to establish political economy on an em-
pirical basis. Ambivalence, or worse, about classical political economy was
one of the reasons for founding a statistical society in the first place.”
Economy and statistics came together in Germany, especially after its uni-
fication in 1870. This alliance presupposed a radical rejection of Ricardian
classical theory, what the Germans called Manchestertum, in favor of a more
historical approach that supported a statistical economics. The common locus
of this activity was the Verein fiir Sozialpolitik or Social Policy Association, led
by Gustav Schmoller. Some of its members held positions in official statistical
agencies, but the most prominent among them were professors. For them,
academic positions were perfectly compatible with passionate advocacy, at
least until the early twentieth century, when Max Weber criticized their
reformism in the name of objectivity. Their nineteenth-century opponents
called them Kathedersozialisten, professorial socialists. In some ways they per-
petuated the German Enlightenment ideal, discussed in Keith Tribe’s chapter,
of economic understanding as a practical tool of state. But these professors
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had more independence than their eighteenth-century predecessors, and their
writing was more frankly political. The great problem of their time was the
social dislocation brought about by German industrialism, which advanced
at an unprecedented pace in the later nineteenth century. With it came mass
working-class parties, made possible by Bismarck’s moves toward universal
male suffrage, but then officially prohibited for more than a decade.

German social democracy became, as Terrell Carver’s chapter shows, not
only a Marxist party, but also the nucleus of Marxism as a social science.
Marx himself had developed a range of approaches to the social changes of
his time — philosophical, historical, and economic. After the failed revolu-
tions of 1848, he turned increasingly to economics, and by the time the first
volume of Das Kapital appeared, in 1867, he had developed several related
arguments for the inevitable collapse of capitalism from within. At the same
time, he devoted immense labors to the analysis of official British statistical
reports, whose integrity he took almost for granted, and he was actively in-
volved in the organization of an international labor movement. Intellectuals
allied to labor parties, especially in Germany, developed Marxism into a social
science tradition in its own right. While most historical economists opposed
the radical solutions proffered by the representatives of social democracy,
they were not unaffected by its critiques. They were also impressed by the
socialist threat to political order, which they hoped to disarm through sen-
sible measures of social amelioration. Thus they favored state activity on
behalf of farmers and workers, including social insurance and the right to
organize. They were, in some ways, the intellectual founders of the welfare
state or “social state.” Against what seemed the mirrored ideological extrem-
isms of classical economics and radical socialism, they argued for statistical
and historical study, for letting experience decide which interventions were
effective.

The historical economists developed a language and a set of concepts in-
tended to contrast their form of science (Wissenschaft) with natural science
(Naturwissenschafi). This latter stood for determinism — an absence of per-
sonal or political agency — and for timeless uniformity rather than historical
change. They relentlessly denounced as misguided Quetelet’s ambition to
turn statistics into a “social physics,” with its inflexible “statistical laws.”*°
They thus understood social science to be in opposition to natural science,
following a tradition that, as Johan Heilbron discusses, goes back to the eigh-
teenth century. It was, however, mechanics that they rejected, not biology.
The sciences of life seemed less strictly deterministic, more compatible with
expert guidance and reform, than mathematical physics. The identification
of scientific models for social science was, here and in general, a political and
ideological as well as an intellectual decision.

39 Porter, Rise of Statistical Thinking, pp. 162—92, 240-55.
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NATURALISM AND ANTI-NATURALISM
IN SOCIAL SCIENCE

“Society” acquired a meaning in the nineteenth century that it had lacked in
the eighteenth. Social thinkers came to understand society as a dynamic, pro-
gressive, possibly unstable entity that was, in a way, more fundamental than
the state. Quetelet’s German critics argued that he had made a fundamental
mistake by seeking to understand society in terms of the characteristics of the
“average man,” as if the properties of individuals translated directly into the
characteristics of a nation. They rejected also his “mechanical” conception
of the natural laws of society, which left no room for effective social reform.
These objections were, in a way, misguided, since Quetelet unmistakably saw
his science as the instrument of rational improvement. But they were pro-
voked by his mechanical analogies. To confuse society with physics became,
in the course of the nineteenth century, increasingly unacceptable, especially
in Germany.

By contrast, the ascent of neoclassical economics, especially in Britain
and America, signified a rejection of historicism and an endorsement of
mechanics asa scientific model. Because of the simplicity of its basic doctrines,
classical political economy had always appeared amenable to a mathematical
formulation. When, in the early 1870s, Jevons in Manchester and Léon Walras
in Lausanne achieved this through their theories of marginal utility, they
relied on physical understandings and analogies. Walras, in particular, in
deriving the mathematics of general equilibrium in economics, followed
very closely the mechanics he had learned decades earlier as a student.!

Psychology emerged from a more complex field of natural and philosoph-
ical models. In the eighteenth century, David Hume and David Hartley
both discussed the mind in Newtonian terms. In the nineteenth century,
the “psychophysics” announced by Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801-1887)
formed the basis of a new laboratory discipline. His aims were metaphysical —
to break down the dualism of mind and matter by establishing the laws
linking human sensations to physical stimuli. The mechanical world was
to be reconfigured not as something external, but as an element of human
experience, inextricably joined to mind. As an experimental program, psy-
chophysics came to be supported by a new kind of laboratory, developed
primarily by Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920). His was full of electrical and
physiological instruments used to test reaction times and the duration of
elemental thought processes, as well as the ability of his subjects to distin-
guish different weights, colors, and degrees of brightness. Wundt has often
been called the founder of scientific psychology, and he defined the field

for a generation of American students. While many were won over to an

3" Philip Mirowski, More Heat than Light: Economics as Social Physics, Physics as Natures Economics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).
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ethic of measurement, few, if any, looked to physics to provide a basis for
psychological theories.?

Biology, not physics, was the crucial point of reference for the nascent
social sciences in the nineteenth century. Biology, to be sure, was not a single
thing, but many. It also remained somewhat inchoate during this period —
as with social science, the biological disciplines were institutionalized mainly
in late-nineteenth-century American universities. Moreover, the traffic in
methods and analogies went both ways. In no way can the shape of social
science be explained as a mere consequence of biological advances. It was
rather a case of mutual adaptation and differentiation, occurring in diverse
ways and at various levels.

Anthropology, as one of the premier “sciences of man” in the decades
around 1800, especially in France, readily combined the biological and the
moral. Studies of bodies, minds, and customs were thought to lead to com-
plementary conclusions. Medicine was the core of the project, and in the
early nineteenth century doctors advanced a variety of medical programs for
a science of society. One, drawing from an ancient trope that likened the
political order to the human body, involved a social physiology. Another,
allied with the public health efforts of the 1830s and 1840s, pursued what the
French called “public hygiene.” A successful journal was published under this
name, the Annales d’hygiéne publique, whose avowed mission was not only to
improve public health, narrowly conceived, but also to combat such social
maladies as crime and scarcity. This effort, unlike the physiological one, was
linked to the contemporaneous statistical movement.

Auguste Comte, who was perhaps uniquely well informed about the sci-
ences of his day, warmly applauded the new physiology of the early nine-
teenth century, and especially the work of Xavier Bichat (1771-1802). Johan
Heilbron’s chapter explores this connection. Bichat and his contemporary
Georges Cabanis claimed to demonstrate experimentally that the vital ca-
pacities of the living body must elude the calculations of mechanical science.
They argued aggressively that physiology was concerned with a distinctive
class of phenomena, and that it should be autonomous from the physical sci-
ences. At the same time, Bichat presented this medical understanding as the
proper basis for a science of society, a social physiology. The argument was
not simply reductive; his intention was to demonstrate that society, too, stood
above the mathemartical sciences of dead nature. Comte took the new physi-
ology as a model for his own project. The science for which he invented the
name “sociology” should also be independent of those less difficult sciences
that had gone before it. He argued for a hierarchy of autonomous sciences, or-
dered in time in a progression from lesser to greater complexity: mathematics,
astronomy, physics, chemistry, physiology, sociology. According to Comte,

3% Smith, Fontana History, chap. 14.
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Bichat’s mistake was his failure to extend to sociology the same consideration
that he had demanded for physiology.

Comte was, as Stephen Turner’s essay shows, an important and influential
philosopher of science, and especially of social science. His understanding of
society was a vitalistic one, at least in the sense of being antimechanical, and
thus preserved an analogy to the biological understanding of the organism.
One expression of this outlook was Comte’s skepticism about the value of
mathematics for social science, and his consequent criticism of Condorcet.
Mathematics, he argued, was appropriate for less complex sciences, such
as physics, but was unsuited to physiology and almost useless in sociology.
He opposed also the empirical use of numbers in statistics: Numbers might
conceivably be useful after sociological theory had clarified its fundamental
concepts, but could never provide the means for sociology to become scien-
tific in the first place. What his contemporary and rival Quetelet called “social
physics” he dismissed as “mere statistics.” For all that, he could not block the
assimilation of statistics into the science he claimed to have discovered, soci-
ology.» Most notably, in the 1890s Emile Durkheim used statistics as the basis
for his sociological study of suicide. Durkheim preserved, however, the vital-
istic temper of Comte’s view of society, and he insisted, as would Comte, on
a proper sociological classification before the numbers could be interpreted.
Durkheim also deployed Comte’s fundamental distinction, borrowed from
the medicine of the early nineteenth century, between the normal and the
pathological, as a basis for assessing the health of a whole society.3*

Comte’s dim view of psychology is analyzed in Jan Goldstein’s chapter. His
preference for phrenology, that is, for a physiological approach to the mind,
appears in a certain sense reductionistic, but behind it lay his devout anti-
individualism, reflecting his understanding that society is like an organism.
He also disliked political economy, for several reasons. Among them was
his belief, which might be called holistic, that social science should not be
broken into parts. Mill, his admirer in many respects, disagreed on this
point, endorsing political economy as a special science concerned with just
one important aspect of human behavior, the pursuit of personal gain. Comte
inspired a historical school of political economy in Britain that was more or
less contemporaneous with the German one. Its members demanded that
the economic domain be understood as part of a larger science of society, not
reduced to abstract propositions about production, consumption, and trade.

Theories of evolution defined another important field of interaction be-
tween biology and social science, one with rather different political reso-
nances. Throughout the nineteenth century, from Jean-Baptiste Lamarck
to Ernst Haeckel and beyond, theories of biological evolution were less

33 Tan Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).
34 Georges Canguilhem, On the Normal and the Pathological (1943), trans. C. R. Fawcett (Dordrecht:
Kluwer, 1978).
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mechanical than purposeful, involving a teleological progression of species
toward greater perfection. Among social evolutionists of the late nineteenth
century, this understanding remained more influential than Charles Darwin’s
theory of natural selection, even if Origin of Species (1859) had made evo-
lution scientifically respectable. The paradigmatic social evolutionist of the
late nineteenth century was Herbert Spencer, who regarded biological and
social progress as parallel instances of a more general law, a tendency for
homogeneous matter to become increasingly complex and differentiated.
Darwin himself put particular emphasis on his discovery of a mechanism of
natural selection, one that required neither design nor purpose in nature. A
classic body of historical scholarship links the discovery of natural selection
to the harshness of capitalistic society and of Malthusian social doctrine in
England during the period when Darwin came to maturity and formulated
his theory, the late 1820s and 1830s.> Darwin certainly did learn something
crucial from Malthus’s theory of population. But the doctrine of natural
selection had only a modest role in nineteenth-century social theories, and
indeed was not widely supported even in biology.

The larger significance of biological evolution for the social and human
sciences involved, rather, the credibility that it gave to biological interpreta-
tions of human culture. It was not the driving force in this story, but it did
provide a framework that many found satisfying for interpreting the diver-
sity of human peoples. Among the most crucial doctrines with which it was
linked was that of race. As Elazar Barkan argues in his chapter, the language
of race goes back to the Enlightenment, but it was then a comparatively soft
concept, not sharply distinguished from the effects of experience and cul-
ture. A variety of factors in the early nineteenth century conspired to sharpen
racial doctrines, not least the effort to defend slavery in the American South
against increasingly forceful moral objections. In opposition to the Bible,
which taught the common descent of all humans (monogenism), there grew
up polygenic theories of human origins. The statistical impulse to weigh and
measure was mobilized in anthropometric studies, often of human skulls, in
order to support the doctrine of racial distinctiveness — or sometimes, as with
Quetelet, in order to challenge it. In the 1830s Darwin, by family background
a monogenist, took an interest in the races of man as an example of biolog-
ical differentiation within a species over time. Later, he believed his theory
of evolution to have settled the issue in favor of common descent, without
however excluding the possibility of significant biological differences among
the races.

One of the principal sources of ethnography, as Harry Liebersohn’s chap-
ter shows, was travel descriptions of distant peoples. Its scientific claims
were enhanced by the establishment of “ethnological” societies in France,

3 Robert Young, Darwins Metaphor: Natures Place in Victorian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985).
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the United States, and England, all within a few years of 1840. There was
also a strong tradition of ethnographic writing in Germany. Ethnologists de-
veloped a hierarchical division of labor, which endured until about 1900, in
which mere reports from observers in the field were regarded as something
like raw material. Elite ethnologists were not prohibited from traveling, but
they earned their standing through the more bookish activity of gathering up
publications and correspondence and synthesizing them into accounts of the
modes of living, legends, religious beliefs, and marriage patterns of primitive
peoples. This contrasted with the premier sciences of nature, notably geology,
for which mere observing and collecting were also of low status, but which
required their elite members to go into the field regularly to work out the
stratigraphy of a significant site. The spirit of ethnographic writing was gen-
erally condescending but sympathetic. As with the isolated rural populations
of Europe, whose stories were collected by folklorists in order to preserve
some traces of this vanishing way of life, ethnography was associated with
an effort to preserve native peoples, or at least their traces, at a time when
European exploration, trade, conquest, and settlement threatened them with
biological or cultural extinction.

Early ethnologists were interested also in the physical characteristics of
the peoples they studied. But the move to assign primacy to the biolog-
ical came later. It was expressed most sharply in the almost simultaneous
formation of societies called “anthropological” in Paris and London around
1860. In these years the name “anthropology” came to signify a specifically
biological approach to “man.” The correspondence in time of the anthro-
pological societies with Origin of Species was mostly coincidental, for most
“anthropologists” opposed Darwin, and some of his prominent support-
ers, including T. H. Huxley, were active in the British ethnological society.
A broadly cultural ethnology and this stridently racialist anthropology re-
mained in competition for about two decades. When they came together in
Britain, it was largely on the terms of the ethnologists, though under the name
of anthropology.® Still, the late nineteenth century marked the rise of strict
doctrines of racial separateness and hierarchy. This racism is an important
part of what “social Darwinism” has come to mean; and while there was little
specifically Darwinian about it, it was expressed biologically, and sometimes
in the language of evolutionary progress through competitive struggle.

Methodological writings such as Durkheim’s on sociology have encour-
aged modern readers to suppose that the beginning of professional social
science meant the creation of an autonomous social domain, or indeed of
separate domains of society, economy, culture, and mind. Indeed, an orga-
nized revolt against biological reductionism was important in some cases.
But biology had immense prestige and influence in the social sciences of

36 George W. Stocking, Jr., Victorian Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1987); Laurent Mucchielli,
La Découverte du social: naissance de la sociologie en France (Paris: Editions la Découverte, 1998).
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the late nineteenth century. Its significance was not merely a matter of the
“influence” of evolutionary biology or physiology. More important, it man-
ifested itself in the form of hybrids of biological and social theories and
practices, such as Herbert Spencer’s evolutionary sociology, Francis Galton’s
eugenic campaign to improve mankind by selective breeding, the racialism
against which Franz Boas fought for anthropology, and the Lamarckian el-
ements of Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis. The new theories were caught
up in policy battles as well. In the late nineteenth century, biology was most
often deployed in support of conservative and elitist understandings, rather
than on the side of social mutability and reform.

DISCIPLINED INTERVENTIONS: PROFESSIONALS
AND REFORMERS

This introduction, like the chapters in Part I, emphasizes the interrelations
among the various social science traditions, the importance of their links
with the sciences of nature, and above all their practical role in reform,
administration, and ideology. A longer essay might have given more attention
to social science in relation to law, religion, and philosophy. Part of the
purpose is to subvert the anachronistic practice of writing this history as if
societies, minds, cultures, and economies had always been studied in distinct
traditions of thought and practice that developed into the familiar fields
of the present day. Dorothy Rosss introduction to Part II shows that the
formation of modern disciplines was gradual, and sometimes discontinuous,
even in the twentieth century. But the themes presented here cannot be
summed up as a battle against the disciplines, as if social knowledge were,
through the late nineteenth century, loose and unstructured. I do call for an
historicist approach, one that recognizes the changing structures, boundaries,
aims, and practices of social knowledge. But this historicism applies equally
to our study of more contemporary knowledge, which, however disciplined,
should also be understood as part of a larger cultural, intellectual, political,
and administrative history. The chapters in Part I, and throughout the book,
examine social science through a broad lens, in order to relate inside and
outside, knowledge and society, and in the end to blur the boundaries between
them. From this standpoint, there is a kind of unity to social science even
when its disciplinary divisions seem almost impermeable: The social sciences,
collectively, participate in something much broader.

Social science disciplines were not invented in fin-de-si¢cle America. One
may doubt whether any field was ever so worried about its independence as
was the German science of statistics. Even before C. G. A. Knies published,
in 1850, his programmatic volume on “statistics as an autonomous science
[selbstiindige Wissenschaft],” and still more afterward, a flood of publications
asked how this science could be defined and practiced so as to deserve a
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separate existence. To be sure, all of this reflective writing owed much to the
incompleteness and instability of this disciplinary formation, and to perva-
sive disagreement about its definition. Yet statistics had to be a specialized
science, with its own object and methods; the structure of German univer-
sity chairs in the nineteenth century almost required this.”” The formation
of a French school of geography under the Third Republic, and of British
political economy after 1870, also serve to reveal that what Dorothy Ross
calls here the “disciplinary project” was not unique to America, and was not
invented during the 1880s. Yet each of these sciences — however much their
practitioners aspired to create distinct fields of teaching and research — was
designed to play an important role in the life of the nation. Looking inward
was not inconsistent with looking outward. Disciplines helped to give cred-
ibility to social knowledge, and to nourish technical methods that could be
crucially important for economics and politics.

There was, in the end, something distinctive, perhaps even epochal, about
developments in the United States at the end of the nineteenth century.
The unprecedented scale of the new American research university, and the
relative weakness of its traditional elites, permitted social science to assume
there a unique structure and role. Yet the significance of social science was
also growing in Europe at this time, and for broadly similar reasons, even
if the Europeans did not follow, and sometimes actively disapproved of,
the American form of social science institutionalization. Effective sciences
of society seemed indispensable to deal with the immense economic, so-
cial, and political changes of the “second industrial revolution” of the late
nineteenth century, which were particularly decisive in Germany and the
United States. Social science, both within and outside the universities, was
very much involved with issues of migration, urban poverty, industrial labor,
popular radicalism, and economic fluctuations. As Alain Desrosieres argues,
the welfare state evolved in conjunction with new kinds of data and new
forms of social science. The connection between social science and Western
modernity was perhaps recognized most acutely outside the West — in Japan
and China, for example — but the point is a general one. Historians need
to recognize the evolving methods and intellectual content of social science,
and its changing institutional forms, not merely or mainly as a set of internal
intellectual developments, but in relation to a much larger set of changes that
have affected the entire world.

37 Theodore Porter, “Lawless Society: Social Science and the Reinterpretation of Statistics in Germany,”
in, The Probabilistic Revolution, vol. 1: Ideas in History, ed. Lorenz Kriiger, Lorraine Daston, and
Michael Heidelberger (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987), pp. 351-75.
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SOCIAL THOUGHT AND NATURAL
SCIENCE

Johan Heilbron

Among the intellectual traditions that have helped to form modern social
science, natural philosophy and natural science stand out. The emerging
social sciences have also drawn in important ways from humanist philoso-
phy, juridical scholarship, political tracts and treatises, Christian theology,
travel accounts, and literary and moral essays. But the natural sciences have
provided an enduring set of models for modern social science, models that go
well beyond suggestive analogies and illustrative metaphors. Their formative
influence was particularly salient during the period addressed here, from the
Enlightenment to the last third of the nineteenth century.’

NATURALISM AND MORAL PHILOSOPHY

In the eighteenth century, the new natural philosophy came to be seen
in Europe as the most reliable and authoritative system of knowledge.
Inescapably, it was considered relevant to political thought and moral
philosophy as well. In its most basic form, natural philosophy meant the
search for natural principles and laws, in place of supernatural agencies.
Applied to the domain of moral philosophy, the naturalistic outlook gener-
ally fulfilled a similar function: It allowed for a shift away from Christian
doctrines toward secular models, yet offered reliable knowledge by which
one could evade the relativistic consequences of the “skeptical crisis” of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”

' For general overviews, see Christopher Fox, Roy Porter, and Robert Wokler, eds., lnventing Human
Science (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995); Roger Smith, The Fontana History of the
Human Sciences (London: Fontana Press, 1997) (in the United States, 7he Norton History of the
Human Sciences); Johan Heilbron, Lars Magnusson, and Bjérn Wittrock, eds., The Rise of the Social
Sciences and the Formation of Modernity (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1998).

> Richard Popkin, The History of Scepticism From Erasmus to Descartes, rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of
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Among the traditions that grew out of this naturalistic quest for knowledge
of human nature and human society was modern natural law, initiated by
Hugo Grotius (1583-1645). It provided the predominant general framework
for questions of state and society during the seventeenth and much of the
eighteenth centuries. Natural law theorists like Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)
and Samuel Pufendorf (1632-1694) developed elaborate systems of moral
duty and political obligation based upon what they took to be permanent
features of human nature, such as the concern for self-preservation. Some-
times connected to natural jurisprudence were the various forms of state
science that emerged in the process of early modern state building: polit-
ical economy, political arithmetic, and the cameral sciences. Moral essays,
concerned predominantly with private issues such as morality and manners
rather than with government or legislation, represented yet another intel-
lectual genre. Theories of human nature typically provided a conceptual
foundation for elaborating moral and political norms. Until the Enlighten-
ment, however, this rarely entailed any extensive study of social and political
realities.

While references to natural philosophy were frequent, they were neither
uniform nor uncontested. Invoking natural science often involved the use of
mechanical metaphors and an image of the world as a well-ordered machine,
but it did not exclude organic analogies. Some proponents of natural phi-
losophy insisted on the primacy of observation and experience, but others
preferred rational deduction. Measurement and quantification were indis-
pensable to the scientific method for some, but were ignored by many
others. So, even when these early modern discourses remained within a
shared naturalistic framework, there was uniformity neither of method nor
of content.

If the Enlightenment was a formative period for the social sciences, this
was fundamentally because a secular intelligentsia now explicitly claimed,
and effectively exercised, the right to analyze any subject matter, however
controversial, independent of established authorities and official doctrines.
The flourishing discourses on political, moral, and economic issues displayed
their reliance on factual evidence and detail in a way that had been alien
to natural law systems. One symptom of renewal was the introduction of
new terms for what had previously been known as moral philosophy or
natural jurisprudence. The expression “moral and political sciences” first ap-
peared in France in the circle of the Physiocrats during the 1760s. “Social”
and “society” gained currency during the same period, both in France and
in Scotland. The expression “social science” was coined during the revo-
lutionary period in the writings of Sieyes, Condorcet, and other members
of the Société de 1789. It generally referred to a broadly conceived science
of government and legislation. Only after three decades was the expres-
sion properly translated into English as “social science” (in place of “moral
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science”). Its introduction into German-speaking countries came a bit later
still.?

NATURAL SCIENCE AND SOCIAL THOUGHT

The significance of natural science for the social sciences can be characterized
in terms of three distinct trends. Each was marked by a particular intellectual
strategy, drawing from a characteristic stance in regard to the natural sciences.

The first of these involved the attempt to construct a social science imme-
diately derived from, or directly based on, the natural sciences. The aim was
to apply natural science methods and its modes of conceptualization consis-
tently to the domain of the social sciences. Some of these efforts were derived
from mathematical and mechanical disciplines, others from the life sciences.
The distinction between the two became pertinent during the last decades of
the eighteenth century and generated a major intellectual dispute. John Stuart
Mill noted in the 1860s that all speculations concerning government and
society bear the impress of two conflicting theories. In the mechanical con-
ception, human institutions are seen in the same light as a steam plough or
a threshing machine. This mode of thinking is atomistic and by the anal-
ogy to mechanical contrivances is informed by schemes for rational design.
The rationalist-mechanical conception was opposed to theories expressed in
terms of organic growth. In the latter, institutions appear as spontaneous
products of growth, and social science is seen as a branch of natural history
rather than of social engineering.*

The second trend grew from the differentiation of natural science and its
epistemological consequences. The rise of vitalist currents in the life sciences
during the late Enlightenment had a critical impact on science as a whole by
contributing to the demise of a unitary conception of natural philosophy. In
its place arose a fundamental split between animate and inanimate bodies,
and later a more differentiated view, which reflected the emerging structure
of scientific disciplines. Once biology had been conceived as a general science
of life, distinct from physics, the underlying argument could be transferred
to the field of social science. Thus did Auguste Comte distinguish social
science from biology, as biology had been separated from chemistry and
physics. Social science, for Comte, was a relatively autonomous endeavor,
with a subject matter of its own and a specific method of study. Disciplinary

3 Keith Michael Baker, “Enlightenment and the Institution of Society: Notes for a Conceptual History,”
in Main Trends in Cultural History, ed. Willem Melching and Wyger Velema (Amsterdam: Rodopi,
1994), pp. 95-120; Brian W. Head, “The Origins of ‘La science sociale’ in France, 1770-1800,”
Australian Journal of French Studies, 19 (1982), 115-32; Johan Heilbron, The Rise of Social Theory
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995).
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differentiation in the natural sciences thus provided the social sciences with a
second option for scientization, one that rejected emulation of the established
sciences in favor of a search for specific principles proper to each particular
science. This strategy was explicitly antireductionist, though it remained
within a naturalistic framework.

The third trend is represented by opposition to the prevailing forms of
naturalism in the human sciences. The elaboration of these humanistic or
cultural alternatives made natural science, with its insistence on mechanical
laws and causal models, an object of criticism.

Although these three trends overlapped in time, they were, by and large,
successive phases. The scientific model of moral and political discourse pre-
ceded the trend toward disciplinary differentiation, which in turn came be-
fore the elaboration of a full-blown countermodel of cultural science or
Geisteswissenschaft. Newer trends, however, did not simply replace the older
ones, but rather served to broaden the scope of epistemological possibilities.

The scientific conception of moral philosophy was strongest in England,
Scotland, and France, although it was obviously not restricted to these coun-
tries. Its apogee was in France from about 1770 to 1830, when Paris was the
scientific capital of Europe. The most scientistic designations for the social sci-
ences were coined in French during these years: “social mathematics,” “social
mechanics,” “social physics,” and “social physiology.” The second trend of
differentiation was rooted specifically in vitalist currents in the life sciences,
manifested in various countries but elaborated most systematically in France,
where vitalism had a particular impact, both in biology and sociology. The
culturalist countermovement sprang up in several nations but was particularly
strong in Germany. Whereas English and French critics of natural science
models were often literary figures outside of the academic system, German
opponents of scientific naturalism developed an alternative within the walls
of academia. Against what they saw as the antihistorical reductionism of nat-
ural science, they advanced an interpretative or hermeneutic methodology
as the proper basis of a cultural science.

THE SCIENTIFIC MODEL OF MORAL
AND POLITICAL THEORY

Of these three trends, scientization was the oldest and indeed the primary
one.’ Early examples go back at least to the beginnings of the Scientific

5 Theodore M. Porter, “Natural Science and Social Theory,” in Companion to the History of Modern
Science, ed. Robert C. Olby, Geoffrey N. Cantor, John R. R. Christie, and M. J. S. Hodge (London:
Routledge, 1990), pp. 1024—43; Richard Olson, The Emergence of the Social Sciences, 1642—1792 (New
York: Twayne, 1993); I. Bernard Cohen ed., The Natural and the Social Sciences (Dordrecht: Kluwer,
1994); Sabine Maasen, Everett Mendelsohn, and Peter Weingart, eds., Biology as Society, Society as
Biology: Metaphors (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1995).
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Revolution. Grotius admired Galileo and tried to follow a mathematical
ideal of demonstration in his system of natural law. Thomas Hobbes applied
a geometrical style of reasoning to a mechanical definition of interacting indi-
viduals, all moved by the same concern for their own interest. Newtonianism
gave a new impetus to the drive for a natural science of the moral world.
Newton was a recurrent reference in eighteenth-century moral and political
discourse, the renewal of which was led by the Scottish moral philosophers
and French philosophes. For the Scots, moral philosophy was to be trans-
formed into an uncompromising empirical science. That, in any case, was
David Hume’s (1711-1776) message when he presented his Zreatise on Human
Nature (1739—40) as an “attempt to introduce the experimental method of
reasoning into moral subjects.” The ambition was not entirely novel, and
Hume was not the only candidate to be the Newton of the moral sciences,
but he played an exemplary role for many of his compatriots. In a country
depoliticized by the union with England of 1707, there was great appeal in
approaches that transcended the boundaries of classical political theory.

The Scottish philosophers analyzed politics and legislation as fundamen-
tally dependent on economic structures and corresponding forms of morality
and manners. They viewed the interconnections within a historical model of
four stages, progressing from hunting to shepherding to agriculture and then
to commerce. This developmental pattern, from rudeness to refinement,
forms the common background for Adam Smith’s theory of commercial
society, Adam Ferguson’s An Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767), and
John Millar’s The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks (1771).°

For Hume and Adam Smith (1723-1790), such a historical scheme of the
development of civil society was the very consequence of their scientific
stance. Both rejected arguments from an assumed “state of nature” that im-
plied contractual agreements as the basis of human institutions. Hume saw
no ground for belief in the existence of a state of nature prior to society. As
a merely hypothetical construct, it was incompatible with the precepts of
experimental science. Contracts and other legal rules, in his view, must be
conventional rather than natural.

If the science of man is to be truly experimental, Hume argued, we cannot
go beyond experience. “We must therefore glean up our experiments in this
science from a cautious observation of human life, and take them as they
appear in the common course of the world.” Where experiments of this kind
are “judiciously collected and compared, we may hope to establish on them a
science, which will not be inferior in certainty, and will be much superior in
utility to any other of human comprehension.”” For Hume, human history
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was to moral philosophy what experiments were to natural philosophy. The
argument led away from speculations about the state of nature and natural
principles toward a historical science of human society. One of its central
concerns was the possibility of progress and the explanation of the relative
advance or stagnation of nations. This was a central question for Adam
Smith in his Wealth of Nations (1776), and it stimulated Adam Ferguson
(1723-1816) and others to produce histories of civil society, understood as
natural histories of man in his social state. Their work helped to develop a
new understanding of history as a cumulative, progressive movement through
time.

From the Scottish point of view, many philosophes tell short of the proper
standards of social philosophy. The main exception was Charles de Secondat,
baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755). Montesquieu’s pioneering De [esprit des
lois (1748) was widely admired for having demonstrated, as Hume put i,
that “the laws have, or ought to have, a constant reference to the constitution
of governments, the climate, the religion, the commerce, the situation of
each society.”® In place of deductions from an original principle, he had
carefully uncovered the connections between government and the “general
spirit” of the nation, a spirit that was shown to have a variety of causes, both
physical and moral. Because Montesquieu’s investigations were so thorough,
John Millar (1735-1801) called him the Lord Bacon of the moral sciences —
considering that, after all, Adam Smith was its Newton. Montesquieu, Hume,
Smith, and a number of others had broken away from central features of the
natural law tradition in favor of what they defended as a more empirical
and scientific approach. By focusing on the interdependencies of climate,
commerce, morality, and government, Enlightenment theorists challenged
the conventional centrality of politics and religion. The notion of “society”
and the adjective “social” came into use precisely to designate the broadening
scope of moral and political discourse.

PHYSICAL AND PHYSIOLOGICAL MODELS

Other Enlightenment efforts drew on the natural sciences in a more spe-
cific way, conceptualizing the social world in a language derived from ei-
ther the physical or the life sciences. These strategies became particularly
salient in France during the latter decades of the Old Regime, and contin-
ued to prevail during the revolutionary period and its immediate aftermath.
A crucial impetus had come from the reform policies initiated by Anne-
Robert-Jacques Turgot (1727-81) when he served as minister from 1774 to
1775. The philosophe and mathematician M. J. A. Nicolas de Caritat, marquis

8 David Hume, Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals,
ed. Lewis A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902), p. 197.
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de Condorcet (1743-1794) was his chief scientific advisor, and many natu-
ral philosophers became involved in administrative reform and plans for
modernizing the French state. Condorcet stressed the urgency of adapting
scientific methods to the analysis of state matters. The moral sciences, he
announced, must “follow the same method” as the natural sciences; they
“ought to acquire a language as exact and precise, and should reach the same
level of certitude.”

For Condorecet, the probability calculus provided the means to achieve this
end, and he pioneered the use of mathematical techniques to analyze voting
procedures and judicial decisions. In one of his last programmatic essays on
the application of calculation to the moral and political sciences, in 1793,
he called for a new branch of science, “social mathematics.” Pierre-Simon
Laplace (1749-1827), Condorcet’s close colleague and rival in the Academy
of Science, resumed the work in his classic 77aité analytique des probabilités
(1812). Some members of the Laplace school continued the project, but their
way of working soon fell into disrepute. There was, however, one direct heir
to the project of a social mathematics who was quite successful: Adophe
Quetelet (1796-1874).

The Belgian astronomer and statistical entrepreneur met the Laplacians
during his Parisian stay in 1823. Back in Brussels, Quetelet set up an obser-
vatory similar to the one he had studied in Paris, and increasingly turned his
attention to statistics, drawing from the proliferating numbers collected by
state bureaus. No longer restricted to revenue and population, as they were
in the tradition of political arithmetic, the numbers came to include moral
and social matters as well. What has been called the statistical enthusiasm of
roughly 1820 to 1850 generated a new faith in the regularities of these num-
bers. Beneath the apparent diversity of specific events and individual acts, it
seemed, were to be found patterns with astounding stability."

Quetelet waxed eloquent on these points. From undeliverable letters in
the Paris post office to the most impulsive and unruly acts of individuals,
everywhere he found astounding regularities at the level of aggregate rates.
The statistics of homicide and suicide were paradigmatic, and their lawlike
collective behavior suggested that they were subject to immutable laws. For
Quetelet, statistics allowed a science of society in the form of a genuine “social
mechanics” or “social physics,” based on the stability of averages. Variation,
being trivial, was arrayed according to the astronomer’s law of errors. By
reducing the science of man to the science of the average man, /homme
moyen, he found statistical laws to compare with those of celestial mechanics.
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When the historian Henry Thomas Buckle (1821-1862), in his widely read
History of Civilization in England (1857), invoked “the undeviating regularity”
of the moral world, he had Quetelet’s statistical determinism in mind.

Independent of the social mathematicians, utilitarian philosophers rea-
soned in a style that was equally modeled on the physical sciences. They
started from a simple, unambiguous principle, a kind of axiomatic truth,
from which they deduced both theoretical and political consequences. For
Claude-Adrien Helvétius (1715-1771), whose De [esprit (1758) was a critical
response to the abundant complexities of Montesquieu’s work, self-interest
was the characteristic of all human conduct and the proper equivalent of
gravity in the moral world. Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and James Mill
(1773-1836) were similarly convinced of the need for such a plain starting
point to ground social and political theories. Mill regarded complexity in
matters of government as an “infallible sign” of imperfection.

The founding principle of the Utilitarians was interest or utility: Human
beings seek pleasure and avoid pain, and human conduct is therefore uni-
versally guided by ideas and feelings associated with these stimuli. Bentham
announced in his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789)
that nature had placed mankind under “the governance of two sovereign
masters: pain and pleasure.” The proposition was not merely descriptive. As
Elie Halévy put it, the morality of the Utilitarians was little more than their
economic psychology put into the imperative. Their behavioral model, fur-
thermore, was equally valid for individuals and for the polity as a whole. All
should promote the increase of happiness and the reduction of pain. Moral
arithmetic, based on the principle of the “greatest amount of happiness of the
greatest number,” thus provided the means for assessing public institutions.

Various writers of the eighteenth century had made suggestions as to how
this mode of thinking might be developed. In the early nineteenth century,
Bentham and Mill made Utilitarianism into an intellectual movement for
reform, a “philosophic radicalism.” They proposed various reform projects,
such as Bentham’s notorious model prison, the Panopticon. As proponents
of the calculus of pleasures and pains, the Utilitarians were critics of church
establishments and traditional authority, generally opposing the subjection
of the many to the few." While their work cut across various fields, including
ethics, associationist psychology, law, and philosophy, their preference for
deductive reasoning and physical analogies survived primarily in political
economy — the field described by William Stanley Jevons as “the mechanics
of utility and self-interest.”

The other way of emulating natural science was to draw on the life sci-
ences. This orientation gradually became more prominent, overshadowing

" Elie Halévy, The Growth of Philosophic Radicalism (London: Faber and Faber, 1928); Stefan Collini,
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the exemplary role of classical mechanics. The life sciences offered two sep-
arate traditions of thought: medicine and natural history. The medical pro-
gram for the science of man had been proclaimed in a most uncompromising
way by Julien Offray de La Mettrie (1709-1751). His notorious Lhomme-
machine (1747) was one of the first sustained attempts to overcome the dual-
ism of body and soul. Human consciousness and conduct had to be explained
by bodily arrangements and physical needs, and no longer in terms of imma-
terial substances. This line of thought was reformulated by various authors
during the last decades of the eighteenth century. Many were suspected of
medical materialism, since they seemed to deny the existence of a soul, but
their ideas received considerable attention from the reading public. The doc-
trine of phrenology, fashionable all over Europe during the first decades
of the nineteenth century, attests to the popularity of medical models of
the mind.

A particularly influential and long-lived medical tradition was initiated by
the Montpellier physician Paul-Joseph Barthez with his Nouveaux éléments de
la science de ['homme (1778). Barthez (1734-1806) broke from the mechanical
conceptions of Hermann Boerhaave and La Mettrie by advocating vitalism as
the basis of the science of man. His ambitions were taken up systematically by
Pierre-Jean-Georges Cabanis (1757-1808), a leading French physician of the
revolutionary period. Although physicians had traditionally been concerned
with health and illness, Cabanis saw medicine as providing a scientific basis
for the entire domain of the human sciences. Mathematics was of no use
here, since the variability of thoughts, feelings, and passions did not allow
quantification. Cabanis examined the biomedical basis of mental phenomena
in a series of well-known lectures, published as Rapports du physique et du
moval de ['homme (1802)."

Cabanis set out from the principle that humans are sensory beings, open to
internal and external impressions. External impressions were processed into
ideas, while internal ones formed instincts. Feelings generally resulted from
a combination of the two. None of this was mechanical. It depended on
the organization of the body, on how the organs operated and interacted
with each other. Cabanis differentiated his model according to age, sex,
temperament, habits, and climate. This emphasis on habits and climate,
including occupational peculiarities, supported a sustained attention in the
Montpellier tradition to the circumstances of human life. The possible ef-
fects of changes in these circumstances were of special interest during the
revolutionary years.

Cabanis’s psychophysiological research program was one of the corner-
stones of the work of the idéologues, a group of moderate revolutionary
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intellectuals.® The philosopher Antoine-Louis-Claude Destutt de Tracy
(1754-1836) proposed to transform philosophy into the science of
ideas — idéologie, as he called it. The old metaphysics was to be replaced
by a rigorously scientific program for which Cabanis’s biomedical theories
provided the basis. The idéologues also considered Cabanis’s work to be of vi-
tal significance for the effective reform of education and health care. Closely
afhliated with the idéologues was the Société des Observateurs de 'Homme
(1799-1805), a learned society whose aim was to “observe the physical, in-
tellectual and moral aspects of mankind.” Its members were predominantly
medical doctors, naturalists, and explorers (among them Lamarck, Cuvier,
Cabanis, Pinel, and Bougainville). Notions of human anatomy and physi-
ology were an integral part of their ethnographical work. The comprehen-
sive science de [’homme of Barthez and Cabanis was continued during the
Restoration by Broussais, and was defended against spiritualist philosophers
by Auguste Comte. Finally, it was eclipsed after the mid nineteenth century,
when a range of specialties, including psychiatry, public hygiene, physical
anthropology, and ethnography, took its place.

In a more metaphorical sense, the notion of “organization” had further
implications. Regarding organisms as organized bodies, as distinct from the
brute matter of mechanics, implied that studying their organization was the
essential method of analysis. This idea of naturalists and physicians was ap-
propriated by Claude-Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), who proclaimed
that human societies were also organized bodies. The science of society
should be transformed into a “social physiology,” defined as the “science
of social organization.” Within this physiological framework, Saint-Simon
distinguished critical from organic periods of history. Organization was char-
acteristic of organic periods and the desideratum of critical ones.

The basic feature of this stance was contained in the image of society as
a physiological process. This implied a natural and spontaneous order, with
a minimal role for government apart from a kind of medical supervision;
legislation was comparable to public hygiene. This apolitical tendency was
linked to the political isolation of the idéologues during the Napoleonic years,
when many were dismissed from their official functions. Their journal, the
Décade philosophique, finally ceased to exist in 1807. The physiological im-
agery undoubtedly had a special appeal to these men, now removed from
the political center, and no longer inclined to conceive of their work as the
science of the legislator.
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EVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT

Evolutionary social theories are often understood to be derived from bio-
logical evolution, but this is seriously misleading, particularly for the period
prior to Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859). From the late Enlightenment until
the last decades of the nineteenth century, biological and social theory largely
evolved in a common context." Evolutionary thinking in the life sciences
owed as much to the human sciences as it did to biology.

Understandings of progressive change over longer periods of time were
rooted specifically in what is usually called “philosophical” history.”” The
core concepts of this tradition were progress and perfectibility. The notion
of progress was defined by the late-seventeenth-century battle between what
were called the Ancients and the Moderns. The Moderns argued that the new
natural philosophy attested to the progress of the human mind. Whereas it
might not be possible to observe progress in literature or art, they suggested,
advances in science and technology were unmistakable. This was the view of
Francis Bacon and Bernard de Fontenelle. It was broadened during the En-
lightenment by Turgot and further elaborated by Condorcet in his posthu-
mous Esquisse d'un tableau historique des progrés de l'esprit humain (1795),
a tribute to human perfectibility through the advancement of knowledge.
Widely read as a heroic testament of the Enlightenment, Condorcet’s work
was the basic reference for Saint-Simon’s and Comte’s doctrines of social
progress. It also helped to provoke Thomas Robert Malthus’s (1766-1834)
strongly anti-utopian Essay on the Principles of Population (1798).

Attacking Condorcet’s optimistic vision of an indefinite perfectibility,
Malthus argued that the operation of natural laws could well produce misery
and starvation, not progress. Due to the sexual appetite of man, populations
tend to grow at a geometrical rate, while food supplies can increase only arith-
metically. The structural imbalance made poverty, and sometimes starvation,
natural aspects of the human condition. The Malthusian law of population
was a recurrent issue in many nineteenth-century debates; it provided Darwin
with the clue for his theory of natural selection.

Social writings of the late Enlightenment also advanced the historicization
of natural history. In defiance of the Linnaean program of collecting and
classifying, Buffon wrote extensively on geology and cosmology, and had
a more historical understanding of life. In Les époques de la nature (1778),
he envisaged the historical development of the Earth and its inhabitants as
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the unifying principle of natural history. Natural historians, Buffon argued,
should in this respect follow “civil historians.” His work had an enormous
impact, particularly on Lamarck’s studies of the transformation of species.
Chronologies were introduced, and historical sequences became a guiding
principle for organizing data of the natural world.

The new conceptions of natural history further reinforced the historiciza-
tion of social science. Developmental or evolutionary theories in the broad
sense became the prevailing form of the science of society in the nineteenth
century. After the American and French Revolutions, and in response to
ongoing industrialization and urban growth, social theories came to be fun-
damentally concerned with the causes and consequences of these deap-seated
transformations. Alexis de Tocqueville and Auguste Comte, Karl Marx and
Herbert Spencer, Henry Thomas Buckle and Henry Sumner Maine, all grap-
pled with the historical characteristics of modern society — with its principles
of change, and with its future direction. In that sense all of them were
evolutionary thinkers, although few of them were evolutionists proper.

The best-known representative of evolutionism and one of the most widely
read intellectuals of the nineteenth century was Herbert Spencer (1820-
1903)." An evolutionist before Darwin’s Origin, he did much to popularize
the term “evolution” and to make progressive change the common denom-
inator of all natural processes. From the maturation of an embryo to the
development of human society and the evolution of the solar system, all
things evolve from the simple to the complex through successive differ-
entiation. Evolution, in other words, is the natural and necessary process of
change from incoherent homogeneity to coherent heterogeneity. Because dif-
ferentiation leads to higher levels of integration and coordination, evolution
is practically synonymous with progress. This optimistic vision of progress
as a “beneficent necessity” did not come from a single source. The idea
that development means progress through differentiation combined Adam
Smith’s harmonious view of the division of labor with the embryology of
Karl Ernst von Baer (who had used the terminology of homogeneity and
heterogeneity).

Spencer’s view of evolution was thus much broader than either Comte’s
sociological or Darwin’s biological theory. It had the status of a cosmic law
and formed the core of his all-embracing system of synthetic philosophy. The
outline of this universal philosophy of evolution was presented in the essay
“Progress: Its Law and Cause” (1857) and systematically developed in his First
Principles (1862). There followed a series of multivolume works in which he
applied the model successively to various domains — biology, psychology,
sociology, and ethics.
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Spencer’s social thought, as presented in his sociological studies, was en-
tirely cast in the organic idiom. The features of social organization result
neither from divine Providence nor from great law givers; they are the conse-
quences of the ever-growing social organism. Spencer and many organicists
after him took the analogy literally and worked out detailed correspondences
between human society and other organisms.

Social change, according to Spencer, was linked especially to the transition
from military to industrial society. In the first type of society, integration
derives from a controlling center; in the latter, it is the spontaneous effect
of individuals cooperating on the basis of a division of labor. For Spencer,
the market was the primary model of the advanced type of integration.
Since social evolution was natural and progressive, he strongly favored laissez-
faire politics. Although this liberal stance is identified with what has come to
be known — rather imprecisely — as “social Darwinism,” it was not based on
the mechanism of natural selection and its assumed beneficial effects. Spencer
placed his political faith in natural growth and evolutionary progress, not so
much in selection or the elimination of the unfit.

A DIFFERENTIAL EPISTEMOLOGY

The development of the life sciences and the fundamental criticism of me-
chanical models eventually gave rise to another mode of scientization of
the social sciences. The unitary view of nature, expressed in mechanical
metaphors and in the idea of a great chain of being, tended to give way to
a dichotomy between inanimate and animate bodies, between matter and
life. The common properties of living organisms were subsequently defined
as the object of “biology,” a term coined in the 1790s. As the general sci-
ence of life, biology served to unify previously distinct domains, such as
botany, zoology, and medicine. These were now more clearly separated from
“physics,” a term that also received a new, narrower meaning.

This process of differentiation contributed to the decline of a unitary con-
ception of natural philosophy. The vitalists, in particular, had fought for their
independence against mechanical and reductionist programs, of which the
Laplace school was the prime example in physics and chemistry. Around the
1800s, then, a shift was perceivable from a relatively unified natural phi-
losophy with various branches toward a division into scientific disciplines:
mathematics, physics, chemistry, and biology. Encompassing terms such as
“nature” and “reason” lost some of their appeal. Philosophy itself tended to
become a discipline — a superior one to be sure, but a discipline nonetheless.
Having previously stood for a general notion of systematic knowledge, phi-
losophy was now redefined as a specialty for the purpose of transcendental
analysis (Kant), or for analyzing ideas (as in Destutt de Tracy’s idéologie), or
simply as the “specialty of generalities,” in Auguste Comte’s phrase.
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This process of differentiation and disciplinary division transformed the
Enlightenment legacy and raised the problem of unity and difference in sci-
ence in an entirely new manner. This was the central question of Comte’s
Cours de philosophie positive (1830—42). Auguste Comte (1798-1857) is best
known for his idea that human knowledge develops through three states or
stages: the theological, the metaphysical, and the scientific. In the positive or
scientific stage, knowledge is concerned merely with laws or lawlike regular-
ities. Since these laws are “relations of similarity and succession,” there can
be no positive knowledge, either of the intimate nature of things (essences,
substances) or of first and final causes. The search for laws is the common
characteristic of positive science, and Comte is commonly remembered for
his obsession with invariable regularities and for his unfailing belief in having
discovered the law of human society.

This reputation, however, is too restrictive and in an important sense
misleading. What Comte’s Cours actually contains is less a unified than a dif-
ferential theory of science.”” This differential theory was a favorable response
to newly emerging scientific fields such as biology and social science, as well
as to the recent developments in the physical sciences of heat, light, and
electricity, which had diverged from the Laplacian program. Himself trained
in the mathematical sciences at the Ecole Polytechnique, Comte obtained a
thorough knowledge of the life sciences as well. He cherished the ambition
of developing an encompassing theory of science in an age of differentiation.
This theory would provide a proper foundation for social science and, as
such, a sound basis for political and moral reform.

The message of the Cours, in brief, was that the sciences shared the am-
bition of uncovering laws, but that they did so in various ways, following
different methods. Considering the positive sciences in their actual diver-
sity, there was no way they could be reduced to one basic type — neither
to mechanics, as the Laplacians had claimed, nor to some form of general
physiology, as some biologists had supposed. Rather than following a uni-
form model and a single method, each fundamental science had its own
methods and research procedures — and necessarily so, for the complex-
ity of their subject matters varied greatly. Astronomy was concerned with
the geometry and mechanics of celestial bodies. Physics was already a more
complex and less unified science: It could not be reduced to mechanics, al-
though physical phenomena (light, heat, electricity, magnetism) were simple
enough for mathematical description. Chemistry studied matter at the level
of molecular composition and decomposition; in addition to the laws of
mechanics and physics, these processes were subject to “chemical affinities.”
Biologists studied organisms whose conduct could not be explained by physi-
cal forces or chemical affinities, since it depended primarily on their complex
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structural organization. Human societies, finally, were the most complex
of all.

The sciences, then, composed a series of increasing complexity and de-
creasing generality. The main question of the entire Cours de philosophie
positive was how recent developments in the sciences could be interpreted
in view of this scheme. Contrary to current views, the central issue of the
Cours was neither how science could be demarcated from metaphysics, nor
how a logical or methodological foundation might be constructed for the
unity of science. Comte’s analysis had a different purpose. It explained in
great detail how and why different methods prevailed in the various sciences:
the experimental method in physics, the comparative method in biology, the
historical method in sociology.

As a consequence, Comte forcefully rejected the use of mathematics in
biology and sociology. Whereas in chemistry, mathematics was still of limited
use, in biology the “enormous numerical variations” of the phenomena and
the “irregular variability of effects” made mathematical techniques useless.
This argument, borrowed mainly from vitalists such as Xavier Bichat (1771
1802), applied even more decisively to the social sciences. Comte accordingly
rejected Condorcet’s social mathematics, and he ridiculed Quetelet’s social
physics as “mere statistics.”

Emphasizing what we would now call the relative autonomy of the sciences,
Comte elaborated an ingenious and indeed pioneering differential theory of
science. He did so mainly in opposition to reductionism. The consequences
of this view for the social sciences were already formulated in his early notes.
Instead of founding the social sciences on one of the natural sciences, it
was more fruitful to follow indirectly the example of biology. Biology was
a distinct science of life; its distinctiveness suggested both a differentiated
comprehension of natural science and a program for reconceptualizing the
aims and claims of social science. As vitalists had done for biology, Comte
founded his sociology on the specific and irreducible properties of its subject
matter. Because human beings have the capacity to learn, the progress of
knowledge is the basis for the development of human society, and the law
of the three stages is the core of sociology. Every historical stage has its own
problems and possibilities; political and educational reform must be based
on the requirements of each particular stage.

Independent of Comte’s other contributions, whether philosophical or
political, his differential theory of science had a formative impact on biology
and sociology in France.” The program of the Société de Biologie (1848) was
drawn up by a pupil of Comte, Charles Robin, and was directly inspired
by his interpretation of the life sciences. The sociology of Emile Durkheim
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(1858-1917) likewise followed Comtean principles. Durkheim’s formula that
social facts must be explained by other social facts (and not by biological or
psychological facts) was a more empirically minded translation of Comte’s
differential epistemology.

CULTURALISM AND SOCIAL SCIENCE

The promise and prestige of the natural sciences did not remain uncon-
tested. Countermovements to the naturalistic understanding of human soci-
ety became an intellectual force in the course of the nineteenth century.
In retrospect, Vico and Herder can be seen as the pioneers of this ap-
proach.” In his La scienza nuova (1725), Giambattista Vico (1668-1744)
proposed a science of human history that diverged in a fundamental sense
from the predominant models. Drawing on Renaissance scholarship and
natural jurisprudence, Vico set out to create an historical science of the
“world of nations” in which cultural forms have a primary significance. For
Vico, these cultural forms — poetry, myth, language, law — are not sim-
ply given, but are created by men. Precisely because they are man-made,
our knowledge of them is, in a sense, deeper and more truthful than our
knowledge of nature. Along these lines, Vico proposed an understanding
of the main epochs in human history and advocated a new science to ac-
count for it. By implication, he suggested a genuine reversal of the intellec-
tual hierarchy: The human sciences would henceforth crown the edifice of
knowledge.

Whereas Vico’s work was long neglected, Johann Gottfried Herder (1744~
1803) became an influential figure in the historical and philological sciences in
Germany. His four-volume Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit
(1784—91) was read as the leading contribution to a new understanding of
human societies. Each society, each people, is marked by a peculiar cultural
spirit, a Volksgeist, expressed in its customs, myths, and folkrales. The task of
the human sciences is to uncover the peculiarities of this spirit, especially in
its linguistic expressions.

Although Herder himself did not conceive it in this way, his work con-
tributed to an emerging culturalist understanding of human societies, a ten-
dency that was strongly reinforced by the Romantic reaction. Chateaubriand’s
glorification of poetic and religious sensibility was a violent revolt against the
newly won authority of science and against what he saw as the tyrannical rule
of scientists. Similar suspicions were voiced by Coleridge and Wordsworth,
and in the satirical mode by Thomas Carlyle in Sartor Resartus (1831). Con-
servative theorists like Bonald, who mocked the redefinition of moral science

19 Isaiah Berlin, Vico and Herder (London: Hogarth Press, 1976) and The Crooked Timber of Humanity
(London: John Murray, 1990).
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as a “branch” of anatomy and physiology, considered that a “war” had broken
out between literature and science.*

But the criticism of naturalistic models was not always directed against
the sciences. Herder’s work, and more generally the German movement of
Naturphilosophie, vividly opposed mechanistic and empiricist positions, but
not naturalism per se. It was only in the mid nineteenth century, when
Naturphilosophie as a rival version of naturalism had disintegrated, that a con-
sistent alternative to the naturalistic program emerged. One of the founding
fathers was the historian Johann Gustav Droysen (1808-1884), who synthe-
sized the tradition of historical scholarship and the hermeneutic methods
of text interpretation. This synthesis, in explicit opposition to Anglo-French
views that the science of history required lawlike regularities, became the start-
ing point for a new conception of the human sciences.”” Wilhelm Dilthey
(1833-1911) provided the classic formulation in his Einleiting in die Geisteswis-
senschaften (1883), which was further developed by Wilhelm Windelband
(1848-1915) and Heinrich Rickert (1863-1936). Their work constructed the
encompassing dichotomy of Geistes- and Naturwissenschaften, opposing in-
terpretation and explanation as the fundamentally different methods of, re-
spectively, the idiographic and the nomothetic sciences. By challenging a
natural-science ideal that itself remained powerful, representatives of the
cultural or hermeneutic sciences produced a series of new questions for the
social sciences. As Max Weber (1864-1920) and Georg Simmel (1858-1918)
recognized, these were questions not of naturalism but of culturalism.

*° Wolf Lepenies, Between Literature and Science, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988).
* Manfred Riedel, Erkliren oder Verstehen? (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1978).
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4
CAUSE, TELEOLOGY, AND METHOD

Stephen Turner

The model of social science established in methodological writings of
the 1830s and 1840s formed an ideal that has endured to the beginning of the
twenty-first century. Subsequent authors have been obliged to excuse the
social sciences for their failure to achieve this ideal model of science, to rein-
terpret the successes of social science in terms of it, or to construct alternative
conceptions of social science in contrast to it. The ideal was worked out in
two closely related texts, Auguste Comte’s (1798-1857) Cours de Philosophie
Positive’ and John Stuart Mill’s (1806-1873) A System of Logic.* The positive
achievement of these texts was to clarify the application of the notion of
“law” to the subject matter of social science. Their negative achievement was
to eliminate, as much as possible, the role of teleological thinking (expla-
nation appealing to purposes or “final causes”) from the study of the social
realm.

The subject of this chapter will be the reformulation of the ideas of cause
and teleology before and during the period of Mill and Comte, and its after-
math up to the early twentieth century in the thinking of several founding
figures of disciplinary social science. The discussion to be examined here
focused on the problem of the sufficiency of causal explanations, and par-
ticularly on the question of whether some particular fact could be explained
without appeal to purpose. In response to such questions, the defenders of the
new conception attempted to replace older terms with new ones, replacing
“purpose” with “function,” for example. While they did not always achieve
the clarity for which they aimed, they did establish the terms of the modern
discussion of method in the social sciences.

' Auguste Comte, Philosophie Premiére: Cours de philosophie positive, ed. Michel Serres, Frangois
Dagonet, and Allal Sinaceur (Paris: Hermann, 1975); The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comse, trans.
Harriet Martineau (New York: Calvin Blanchard, 18s5).

> John Stuart Mill, A System of Logic Ratiocinative and Inductive (1843), in Collected Works,
ed. J. M. Robson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974).
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TWO MODELS OF LAW

Methodological writings on social science set out from the traditional tenets
of natural law theory, a teleological or purposive mode of theorizing about the
social world. The key idea of the older conception is captured in the writings
of the Ecclesiastical political thinker Richard Hooker (1553-1600): By “the
law of nature. .. we sometimes mean that manner of working which God
has set for each created thing to keep.” Every person and thing was supposed
to have an essence reflecting divine or natural purposes. The term “destiny”
was used for the process by which the end was contained in the nature of the
person or thing. “Every thing both in small or in great fulfilleth the task which
destiny hath set down,” as Hooker quoted Hippocrates. “Natural agents” do
this “unwittingly”; for voluntary agents, the law is “a solemn injunction” to
fulfill the tasks for which they have been created.’ This distinction marked
the divide between the human and the physical.

The metaphysics of natural law theory held that the world consisted of
a variety of beings and objects whose essence disposed them toward the
fulfillment of higher purposes. The larger hierarchy of purpose answered the
question, “Why does thing x exist?” The manifest “natures” of things were
evidence that creation is purposeful. The model could be applied to both
the physical and the human worlds, taking account of the difference in the
essential characters of humans and things, and the difference in how they are
governed by natural law.

This style of explanation was eventually undermined by two logical dif-
ficulties. The first was its circularity. The explanations operated by treating
a particular state — health, harmony, rest, stability, perfection, full develop-
ment or growth — as an inherent goal, that is, as a part of the nature of the
person or thing whose behavior was to be explained. The task or purpose
was inherent in the essential nature; the essential nature explained what the
person or thing did to fulfill this purpose or task. But matters were not quite so
simple. All acorns do not grow into oaks; they do so only if a great many
conditions are met. The “true end” is thus a potential effect or a tendency,
which is distinguished from other potential effects by the fact that it requires
no external cause.

One can often appeal to many possible explanations for the failure of
a cause to produce an effect. In practice, the “nature” of something, and
hence also its true purpose, could be established only theoretically, that is
to say, only by using unobservable facts. Much of the discussion of “final
causes” in the period following the Scientific Revolution, accordingly, fo-
cused on the question of whether one could identify essential natures or

3 Richard Hooker, Laws, in The Works of Mr. Richard Hooker with an Account of His Life and Death
by Isaac Walton, vol. 1, 7th ed., arranged by Rev. John Keble, revised by Rev. R. W. Church and
Rev. E Paget (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1888), Book I, chap. 3, sect. 2, pp. 206-8.
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purposes. Typically, a distinction was made between manifest purposes or
natures, which were visible, and hidden purposes, which could be known only
theoretically.* Revealing hidden purposes amounted to revealing the purpo-
sive order imposed by God on the universe. René Descartes (1596-1650)
commented that “there is considerable rashness in thinking myself capable
of investigating the impenetrable purposes of God.” The sentiment was
echoed by theological Augustinians.® But if the larger purposive order of
the universe were knowable, even hidden purposes could be understood and
identified.

The second difficulty involved the relation between final causes and other
kinds of causes, and especially the relation between final causes and what
Aristotle called “efficient causes.” “Final causes,” purposes, or tasks, in this
model, were not competitors of “efficient causes” but operated through
efficient causes, as Aristotle himself had pointed out.” One of David Hume’s
(1711-1776) examples of causal knowledge — that I know, on the basis of ex-
perience, that bread is nourishing — exemplifies the point.® If bread did not
nourish, that is, if it did not have the “efficient” causal effect, it could not
serve the purpose of nourishing. The dependence of final on efficient causes
was not quite reciprocal, since there was no problem of circularity for efficient
causes. Final causes were commonly regarded as necessary to complete
our understanding of the processes advanced by efficient causes, but this
“completion” could also be seen as superfluous. That is, the asymmetry be-
tween the two forms of causation allowed for the elimination of final causes,
but not of efficient causes.

Final causes were only gradually removed from the standard scientific pic-
ture of the physical world in the period following the Scientific Revolution.
The first step was to argue that final causes serve no explanatory purpose,
because they add nothing to efficient causes or laws. Newton’s maxim that
no more causes are to be admitted than those that are both true and suf-
ficient to explain the appearances, which was enthusiastically propounded
by such eighteenth-century figures as Thomas Reid (1710-1796),” makes the
burden clear.” But physicists were circumspect about arguing directly for
the complete elimination of final causes from the natural universe. One

4 Cf. Pierre Gassendi, in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Vol. II, trans. John Cottingham,
Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Musdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 21s.

5 Ibid., p. 39.

6 Leszek Kolakowski, God Owes Us Nothing: A Brief Remark on Pascal’s Religion and on the Spirit of
Jansenism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998).

7 Aristotle, The Works of Aristotle, trans. and ed. David Ross (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930), Physica,
Vol. II, 195a, and De Partibus Animalium, Vol. V, 642a.

8 David Hume, Enquiries Concerning the Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of
Morals, 2nd ed., ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902), sect. IV, pt. I, p. 37.

9 Larry Laudan, “British Methodological Thought,” in his Science and Hypothesis: Historical Essays on
Scientific Methodology (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1981), p. 92.

10 Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, in Works of Thomas Reid, D. D., 6th ed., ed. William

Hamilton (Edinburgh: Maclachan and Stewart, 1785), vol. 1, p. 235.
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exception was Descartes, who described final causes as “totally useless in
physics.”™

TELEOLOGY DURING THE ENLIGHTENMENT

Teleological explanation and the teleological worldview came increasingly un-
der pressure during the eighteenth century, a development that owed much to
the proliferation and “abuse” of final causes. In Germany, especially, as theol-
ogy became possible outside the control of the Church, teleological thinking
was carried to conclusions that were logical, but ludicrous. The philosopher
Christian Wolff (1679-1754), for example, argued at some length that the sun
shone so that people could more easily go about their work in the streets and
fields.” Voltaire (1694-1778) mocked an unnamed contemporary work that
held that “the tides are given to the ocean so that vessels may enter port more
easily.”

Enlightenment thinkers were drawn in several directions in the face of
these problematic arguments. They generally agreed that teleology had been
abused in the past. But they were impressed with the idea that organisms are
understandable on/y teleologically, only in terms of some internal principle
or nature that cannot be reduced to mechanism; and they relied freely on the
idea of human nature, characterized by inherent purposes, in their political
reasoning. Even the most naturalistic philosophes wrote routinely and unself-
consciously in teleological ways about the natural course of history. They
spoke of “forces” that assured its inevitability, and insisted on a fundamental
similarity between the laws of social science and the laws of physics and
biology."*

The philosopher who finally grasped the nettle was Immanuel Kant (1724—
1804), who began his career as an enthusiastic proponent of a teleological
physical universe, but who eventually rejected it. His position on “universal
history” was more cautious; he refused to commit to the reality of teleological
forces, but urged nevertheless that history had to be understood as a teleolog-
ical process. How could Kant have it both ways? He articulated in his mature
writings an argument that teleological explanations are always circular and,
in consequence, cognitively different from mechanical laws. In his Critique
of Judgement, he posed the question of whether an organism as a whole can
be explained in an entirely causal way, like a mechanical system. He argued
that it cannot. This “insufficiency” argument was then, and continued to be,

11

Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Vol. II, p. 39, cf. also p. 258.

> Christian Wolff, “Deutsche Theology” (1725), in Gesammelte Werke (New York: Hildesheim, 1962),
vol. 1, pp. 74-s.

3 Voltaire, Philosophical Dictionary (1764), trans. H. 1. Woolf (New York: Knopf, 1924), pp. 133-s.

4 Frank E. Manuel and Fritzie P Manuel, Utopian Thought in the Western World (Cambridge, Mass.:

Harvard University Press, 1979).
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the basic argument in favor of teleological accounts. But Kant then argued
that the notion of purpose can, properly speaking, be applied only to the free
actions of intelligent beings: When we apply it to organisms, we do so only
in a metaphorical or analogical sense, that is to say, as if they had purposes.
He introduced the notion that “an organized natural product is one in which
every part is reciprocally both means and ends.”” But “means” and “ends”
serve only as analogical terms here. So Kant’s solution to the conflict between
cause (in the sense of mechanical causality) and teleology is to assign them to
different categories of thought. To identify purposes in nature requires us to
go beyond the sensible world, the world that we can subject to observation
or experiment. Purposes are matters of our concern, as intelligent beings,
rather than something in the physical world itself.® Comte radicalized this
insight by historicizing it: He relegated teleological thinking to a stage in
the historical development of thought, rendering it unnecessary and even
retrograde.

THE REPLACEMENT OF TELEOLOGY

Comte was a self-conscious revolutionary. He saw himself as completing the
project of expelling final causes from science by extending it to social science.
“The Positive philosophy is distinguished from the ancient. .. by nothing
so much as its rejection of all inquiring into causes, first and final; and its
confining research to the invariable relations which constitute natural laws.”"”
For Comte, this meant the thoroughgoing elimination from all of science
of theologico-metaphysical notions — notably, the notion of a purposive
universe — in all of their forms, manifest and hidden. He distinguished himself
as a thinker by ferreting out hidden teleological usages and systematically
replacing them with positive laws. His project was unprecedented in scope,
and relentlessly pursued.

Comte’s core sociological idea, his law of the three stages, itself contained
the idea of the elimination of final causes. Like much else in Comte’s work,
the thought behind the law was not original. The basic idea had been present
in Anne Robert Jacques Turgot’s (1727-1781) account of the development of
physics:

Before knowing the connection of physical facts with one another, noth-
ing was more natural than to suppose that they were produced by beings
intelligent, invisible, and like to ourselves. .. when philosophers perceived
the absurdity of these fables, . . . they fancifully accounted for phenomena

5 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgement, trans. James Creed Meredith (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1928), div. I, sect. 66, pp. 24-6.

16 Kant, Critique of Judgement, div. 1, sect. 68, pp. 26-7.

17 Harriet Martineau, The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte (New York: Calvin Blanchard, 1858),
p- 799.
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by abstract expressions, by essences and faculties, which indeed explained
nothing, but were reasoned from as if they were real existences. It was only
very late that, from observing the mechanical action of bodies on one an-
other, other hypotheses were inferred, which mathematics could develop
and experience verify."®

Comte refined and greatly extended this reasoning by classifying the sciences
and arguing that each scientific area progressed successively through three
stages. The first was one of superstition and animism, a stage that he called
theological, marked by the appeal to “fictitious entities.” There followed
an intermediate stage, which he called metaphysical, in which explanations
appealed to abstract entities or forces, such as “momentum” (and “cause”
itself, in any sense other than the strict sense of invariable relations). Finally,
in the positive stage, these ideas were eliminated, and purely predictive laws
constituted the whole of what was taken to be scientific in that domain.

Physics had, for the most part, arrived at the positive stage: One no longer
asked what “caused” gravitation, for example, precisely because one recog-
nized that the answer to such a question was inevitably either theological
or metaphysical. Biology had not quite reached this stage. Final causes and
other pseudo-explanations abounded, often in concealed forms. Social sci-
ence was even further from liberation from pseudo-explanation. Comte took
this liberation as his task.

The notion of the positive stage was a powerful critical tool. It led to
questions about scientific concepts in the sciences that had not yet reached
this stage. Were “life” and “organism” metaphysical notions? Could such
notions be replaced, or rather, could they be freed of their metaphysical
connotations? These were problems that concerned Comte greatly in his
accounts of the development of these fields, accounts that occupy much of
the Cours. Hypotheses and fictions especially interested him, in part because
of the contemporaneous controversy over the wave theory of light, in which
he was an active disputant. He argued that the use of hypotheses, and even
of fictions, is often necessary in science at certain stages of inquiry, but he
insisted that in the end hypotheses had to be supported by sensory evidence.

Comte thus envisioned science as consisting of complex theoretical argu-
ments that could be verified. In sociology, he believed, theoretical arguments
and ancillary hypotheses had a large role to play. There were no readily ac-
cessible and unproblematic laws in social science. But Comte proposed a
new way of establishing them. One first constructed generalizations from
selected cases and examples. The generalizations based on these few cases
were then combined with more general ideas to produce a more complex
analysis than could be produced by simple induction or deduction alone.
This was a strategy that could deal with exceptions: The general idea formed

¥ Quoted in Manuel and Manuel, Utopian Thought, pp. 848—9, n. 23.
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the basic law; then a secondary law could be constructed that explained the
exceptions or conditions under which the primary law applied. He contrasted
this approach with that of his Enlightenment predecessors, who argued for
the inevitability of progress on the ground that the forces favoring progress
outweighed the forces opposing it, and would thus prevail in the long run.
Comte, instead, theorized about the conditions for progress.

Mill grasped immediately the significance of Comte’s general strategy,
which he christened “the inverse deductive method.” Mill described the
method as being

chiefly applicable to the complicated subjects of history and statistics: a
process differing from the more common form of the Deductive Method in
this — that instead of arriving at its conclusions by general reasoning, and
verifying them by specific experience (as is the natural order in the deductive
branches of physical science), it obtains its generalizations by a collation of
specific experience, and verifies them by ascertaining whether they are such
as would follow from known general principles.”

The phrase “history and statistics” is critical in the quoted passage, for the
terms represent, for Mill, the almost intractably complex factual material
of the social sciences. The basic strategy of the “inverse deductive method”
in the face of complexity is one of simplification and selection, and Mill saw
that both were characteristic of social science.

Mill’s approach to these issues strained to avoid a conclusion that seems to
follow naturally from one of his own arguments. The reasons for the relative
wealth of nations, he argued, could not be determined causally — not because
the differences were not governed by causal laws, but because of their com-
plexity. One major source of complexity was this: In the case of differences
of this sort, many causes have small effects, which contribute to the whole
but which cannot in any practical way be aggregated:

[TThe effects of the separate causes. . . are intermingled with, and disguised
by, the homogenous and closely allied effects of other causes. . .some of
which cancel one another, while others do not appear distinguishably, but
merge in one sum . . . [so that] there is often an insurmountable difficulty in
tracing by observation any fixed relation whatever.*

There is no guarantee that the inverse deductive method will produce results
in such cases; and if the causes always appear in complex intermixtures, there
is no way to identify the laws that govern the causal relationships in the
first place. Mill also recognized that causal relationships might themselves be
irreducibly probabilistic in character.

9 John Stuart Mill, Aurobiography and Literary Essays, Vol. I, in Collected Works, ed. J. M. Robson
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974), p. 219.
2% Mill, System of Logic, Book 111, chap. 10, p. 443.
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Mill nevertheless believed that in some cases we can isolate the causes and
determine the form of the relations and the mode of combination of the
effects. There was thus hope for the problem of complexity produced by
statistics: the hope that in many cases we might be able to identify major
causal relationships, produce “approximate generalizations” governing them,
and then explain exceptions in terms of interfering causes. Social science, for
Mill, thus resembled the science of the tides, which can never be reduced to
a general theory. Although the main effects are understood, and predictions
from these main effects are both possible and valuable, they are nevertheless
subject to local causes of diverse kinds.

Economics, though deductive in form, could be seen as empirical because
its laws, despite their failure to predict satifactorily, were firmly based on
introspective psychology and supported by such natural experiments as the
economic policies of governments provide. But economic phenomena are
influenced by many noneconomic causes, so economics and the rest of the
social sciences could be only inexact sciences.

TELEOLOGY IN ITS MANY FORMS

Resistance to the causal picture of the social world was intense but divided,
and was associated with a variety of philosophical currents, including the
movement of German Idealism, which opposed the determinism implied by
a causal conception. Methodological writing more narrowly construed was
frequently linked to broader cultural issues and, especially in Germany, to
nationalism. German writers regularly denounced French positivism and,
in economics, English “Manchestertum.” Yet antinaturalism, antiempiricism,
and antipositivism did not mean opposition to social inquiry in any sys-
tematic or rigorous sense. Even overt forms of teleological thinking were
not always opposed to social science. Empirical social inquiry could be, and
sometimes was, understood as pointing to the hidden teleological order of
God’s Creation. Christian Wolff, whom we have already encountered as one
of the more extreme “abusers” of teleology, wrote a Preface to Johann Peter
Siissmilch’s important compilation of statistics, which promised to reveal the
divine order through statistics of birth and death.” A century later, the eco-
nomics of the German historical school was equally teleological and, in the
case of Wilhelm Roscher, even theistic, yet also determinedly “scientific” and
engaged with the problem of the nature of historical and economic knowl-
edge. Why did teleological thinking, contrary to the expectations of Comte
and Mill, not only survive but continue as a vital part of the social sciences?

> Die gottliche Ordnung in den Veranderungen des menschlischen Geschlechts aus der Geburt, dem Tode
und der Fortpflanzung desselben erwiesen (Berlin, 1741). Cf. Jacob Viner, The Role of Providence in the
Social Order (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1972).
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Teleology survived the Enlightenment in three main forms: the retention
of purposive language as applied to the actions of individuals, the organic
analogy, and historical teleology. This latter referred sometimes to the belief
that particular nations had particular developmental paths, sometimes to the
idea that history had a discernable direction and end. Historical relativism
arose from the idea that these differences included the realm of intellect,
so that there was no single path of intellectual progress. Instead, people
of different historical periods and national traditions had fundamentally
different world outlooks.

The idea that each nation or culture had its own intrinsic nature, and
that consequently each had a distinctive intellectual destiny or path of
development, had emerged already in the contemporary response to the
Enlightenment in the writings of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) and
Johann Georg Hamann (1730-1788). The case for fundamental cultural dif-
ferences could be separated from the teleological idea of destiny. The powerful
movement of neo-Kantianism, which dominated philosophy in the German-
speaking world from 1860 to 1920, understood such distinctions as differences
in fundamental presuppositions. Because such presuppositions are unprov-
able, this made a case for relativism. Relativism was in turn brought to bear
on methodological issues, especially in the writings of Max Weber.

THE ORGANIC ANALOGY

The organic analogy produced the greatest confusion, because the language it
employed could be interpreted either causally or teleologically. The asymme-
try between cause and teleology discussed earlier, together with the general
methodological consideration that nothing unnecessary should be included
in an explanation, meant that a successful causal interpretation made teleo-
logical explanation superfluous. Comte’s struggle against teleology included
many attempts to absorb and explain, in nonteleological terms, the phe-
nomena that the defenders of teleology held to be proof positive of the
ineliminability of purposes. He and Mill attempted to show how such no-
tions as “consensus” could be understood causally, and to substitute notions
such as “harmony,” a physical term, for teleological conceptions.*” One effect
of these efforts was to turn organic analogies and talk of “function” into the
common property of both sides. Some important thinkers of the next period,
such as Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) and Durkheim, are in the end difficult
to classify. Both vigorously rejected teleology, but both employed many terms
used by teleologists and suggested that they could be understood causally.
It was thus possible for them to use the organic analogy in order to evade

> Stephen Turner, The Search for a Methodology of Social Science: Durkheim, Weber, and the Nineteenth-
Century Problem of Cause, Probability, and Action (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1986), pp. 227, s3.
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the question of whether organic explanations were neccessarily teleological.
Whether they slipped into teleological reasoning unwittingly is a matter of
legitimate dispute. Spencer, however, almost certainly did. He remarked that
in his own Social Statics “there is everywhere manifested a dominant belief
in the evolution of man and society. There is also manifested the belief that
this evolution is. . . determined by the incidence of conditions, the actions
of circumstances. And there is further. . . a recognition of the fact that or-
ganic and social evolutions, conform to the same law.”? But his discussions
of the law have little to do with the incidence of conditions, and much to
do with “general laws of force.”** These undergird the general principle that
progress is “the evolution of the simple into the complex, through successive
differentiations.”™

“Evolution” is a highly ambiguous term in this context: Is it teleologi-
cal or causal? There is good reason to be confused. As his expositors have
said of Spencer’s Social Statics, he “almost seems to see the social state
as a fulfillment of a preexisting disposition, and he continually asserts an
identity between processes in which the outcome is predetermined (like
an embryo’s maturation) and those in which it is not (like socialization or
social evolution).”¢ Spencer freely employed the language of “essences” and
“natures” (though apparently without regarding such usages as anything
more than commonsensical). He appears even to fall into the teleologists’
problem of circularity, as when he treats empirical exceptions to his general-
izations as “incidental” facts, which do not relate to the “nature” of society.””
His confusion was not resolved by other writers who employed the analogy.

French discussion of science in the mid nineteenth century was dominated
by the issue of “vitalism,” the doctrine that life was purposive and could not be
reduced to mechanical explanation. Even the influential physiologist Claude
Bernard wrote in his notebooks that “one must be a materialist in form and
a vitalist at heart.”®® In France, the issue of organicism could not easily be
evaded. The founding figure of French sociology, Emile Durkheim, was a
careful reader of Comte and Spencer, as well as of German psychological and
legal theorists who were concerned with issues of cause and teleology. He was
philosophically tutored by a thinker, Emile Boutroux, who had sought to pre-
serve a teleological understanding of the physical universe.* Not surprisingly,
Durkheim was sensitive to the implications of teleological usages, and
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especially to the issue of the reducibility of apparently purposive holistic
phenomena to mechanistic explanation. His commitment to the idea of cause
was clear. But he also attempted to account causally for collective phenomena,
and intermittently employed an analogy between society and organisms.

Durkheim’s meaning should be clear from a comment he made in ac-
counting for the “maintenance” of social institutions. Employing a notion
that we may recognize from Kant, who spoke of the reciprocity of means and
ends, he suggested that “if more profoundly analyzed, [the] reciprocity of
cause and effect might furnish a means of reconciliation which the existence,
and especially the persistence, of life implies.”® Thus Durkheim promoted
a causal interpretation of the social organism. He also made a considerable
effort to redefine such concepts as “normal” and “pathological” in nonteleo-
logical ways, as well as to use words such as “function” rather than “purpose”
and to construe these words causally.

Durkheim’s novel contribution to the methodological discussion arose
from his twist on the issue of irreducibility, which had a long history in the
French context, stemming from Comte’s emphasis on the irreducibility of
one discipline to others. He conceded that “social facts” were both irreducible
to individual facts — sui generis — and also irreducibly mental. Typically such
arguments, in the hands of such influential contemporaries as the German
Ferdinand Ténnies (1855-1936), had led directly to the claim that society was
a purposive being. Durkheim concluded, rather, that both the “collective
consciousness” and the individual consciousnesses were governed by laws
that were reducible neither one to the other nor to the laws of some other
science, such as biology.

DECISION AND INTENTIONALITY: WEBER AND
THE MARGINALISTS

The idea of human purpose had a different course, one that turned the de-
fenders of intentional language and of the irreducibility of intentions to causes
toward an alternative methodological tradition. Historically, the problem of
determinism and free will is at its root. The most prominent methodology
grounded in human freedom is hermeneutics, the idea that the understand-
ing of action is methodologically analogous to the interpretation of texts,
as intention is to meaning. The intellectual background of these ideas is
exceptionally rich, including Kantian ideas of the freedom of the will, the
“science” of Biblical interpretation, the irrationalism of Hamann, legal no-
tions of action rooted in Roman law, and even a tension in Mill’s own account
of social science.

Mill supposed that reasons were causes, and that reasons were accessible to
introspection. It is one of the oddities of the history discussed here that this

3° Durkheim, Rules of Sociological Method, p. 144.
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now little-regarded idea was the basis of his model of the relations of the social
sciences, which, in contrast to Comte, made psychology a basic science.?" Yet
the fuller development of the notion of psychological causation led away from
the notion of reasons as causes. The problem arose directly, in a special form,
within economics itself, but the issue became apparent only with the marginal
revolution in economics. Classical economics was largely unconcerned with
choice and decision, or for that matter with “rationality.” The focus was on
“factors” of production and commodities, and on the constraints imposed by
Malthusian forces governing demand for food and the physical difficulties of
production.’” These are readily construed as causes. The effect of the marginal
revolution was to shift attention to individual choices. Contemporary critics,
such as Thorstein Veblen, who had written his dissertation on Kant's Critique
of Judgement, recognized that this amounted to a reversion to teleological
thinking, ignoring the general tide against teleology in science.?

There were, however, two very different methodological directions in
which such an emphasis on choice, free will, and intentionality could lead.
One was toward the construction of abstract models of the economic agent.
The marginalists posited individual rational agents, pursuing self-selected
purposes, whose separate decisions led to aggregate patterns of equilibrium.
Thus they assumed a particular abstracted teleology at the individual level to
explain the teleological properties of the market. The strategy raised the ques-
tion of the application of the model to the reality it purported to explain, as
well as the question of circularity that was characteristic of teleological theo-
rizing. Perhaps economic choices depended on culture. In that case, historical
understanding would require intuitive insight into the mental worlds of the
persons who were the subject of historical inquiry, an idea associated with
hostility to abstraction, but that also came to be associated with historical
relativism.

Max Weber, whose significance in German thought was comparable to
Durkheim’s in France, provided a comprehensive critique and synthesis of
these ideas in his methodological writings. Even if one could have “a sort
of ‘chemistry’ if not mechanics of the psychic foundations of social life,” he
wondered, would it have consequences “for our knowledge of the historically
given culture or any phase thereof, such as capitalism, in its development and
cultural significance?”3* His answer was that it would not, because terms like
“capitalism” are cultural in character.

Weber understood “culture” as “a finite segment of the infinity of the world
process, a segment on which human beings confer meaning and significance.”
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Different cultures or epochs confer different “meaning and significance” on
different finite segments. The questions of social science are themselves ques-
tions that begin with what is meaningful and significant for us, and from
our point of view. So the “knowledge of cultural reality” that the social sci-
ences seek “is always knowledge from particular points of view.”* But Weber
also argued that the social sciences were causal and necessarily employed ab-
straction, and this led him to a complex position. He rejected teleological
thinking and spared no effort in rooting it out, violently attacking the tele-
ological formulations of the German historical school in economics as well
as the teleology implied by collective concepts of the state and law. But at
the same time he defended explanation of what he called meaningful social
action in terms of human intentions.

Trained as a lawyer, Weber pointed out that legal reasoning about responsi-
bility was causal, and argued that this kind of reasoning, properly understood,
was relevant to and sufficient for the kinds of factual historical questions that
arise within cultural points of view. The causal character of these questions
should be understood in this way: Determinations of causality or responsi-
bility do not require scientific laws; they require only a judgment that in a
class of similar cases, subtracting a given condition would have lowered the
probability of the outcome. This kind of reasoning could be applied to such
historical questions as the question of the contribution of Protestantism to
the rise of capitalism, in which case of course it would necessarily be hy-
pothetical. But the model also allows explanations of ordinary intentional
action as simultaneously intentional and causal. Intentions are attributed by
showing that the sequence of events of which the act is a part is intelligible or
meaningful as an action of a particular kind. Causal responsibility is shown by
establishing that it would have some probability of producing the outcome.?®

Causal and “meaningful” or intentional considerations are coequal in
Weber’s model of social science explanation, at least in principle, with
interpretation being tested by probability. In practice, interpretation, and
especially the task of testing interpretations against the course of events, pre-
dominated. Most meaningful interpretations of action correspond to some
degree of predictive probability. But, in historical analysis as in a courtroom,
many hypotheses about motives do not fit the facts. So Weber’s accommo-
dation of intentional explanation to causal analysis had the effect of raising
the status of interpretation.

THE PERSISTENCE OF TELEOLOGY

The struggle against teleological explanation had profound consequences
for social science, but they were not the consequences that Comte had

3 Ibid., p. 81
36 Tbid., pp. 167—7s.
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anticipated. The project of stripping science of its teleological elements was
difficult, perhaps impossible to carry through consistently. So it is not surpris-
ing that the problem of cause and teleology persisted in the social sciences.
But it did so in many forms, such as the continuing critique of “positivism”
and scientism in the methodological literature of the social sciences, and the
conflicts between interpretive and quantitative approaches, each rooted in
earlier reactions to a causal law model. At least one major current in one of
the social sciences, Straussianism, has involved the self-conscious restatement
and updating of arguments made in Descartes’ time on behalf of teleology.

Even if such disputes no longer employ the language of the earlier struggle
against teleology, they are often not far removed from it. The most technical
domain of social science methodology today, the application of artificial
intelligence to the problem of determining when statistical relationships are
“structural,” is the site of a dispute over whether wholly mathematical criteria
can ever distinguish cause from correlation — an argument that Comte would
eagerly have joined. Even the complexities that arise in Spencer’s thought
have present-day analogues. Rational choice theory in the social sciences,
for example, is explicitly teleological, but seeks a nonteleological grounding
in evolutionary biology, which is perhaps itself teleological. The question
of whether one’s teleology is legitimate or merely circular is now commonly
stated in terms of the existence of “feedback mechanisms.” Ironically, Voltaire
would have recognized this argument, and might well have rejected it for
begging the question of the origins of such mechanisms.
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UTOPIAN SOCIALISM AND
SOCIAL SCIENCE

Antoine Picon

During the nineteenth century, utopian socialism was most often interpreted
as an essentially political phenomenon. Few commentators took seriously its
ambition to create a new science of man and society. Yet the invention of
such a science was one of the fundamental claims of Saint-Simon, Fourier,
Owen, and their disciples who saw a scientific understanding of society as a
prerequisite for its reconstruction.

At the turn of the century, Emile Durkheim was among the first to stress
the role of utopian socialism in the emergence of the social sciences." He con-
sidered Saint-Simon, the mentor of Auguste Comte, to be the true founder
of sociology. Since the time of Durkheim, the importance of utopian so-
cialism in the birth of the social sciences has been widely recognized.> This
role is, however, difficult to assess accurately. Utopian socialism was, after
all, the inheritor of eighteenth-century reflections regarding man and soci-
ety. These reflections were in turn indebted to a long tradition of utopian
writings dealing with social organization, beginning with Thomas More’s
Utopia, published in 1516 To what extent did Saint-Simon, Fourier, and
Owen break with the Enlightenment and its utopian component to mark a
new era in social thought?

Another justification for a more thorough inquiry lies in the definition of
the social sciences given by the utopian socialists. Although meant to be a de-
parture from the philosophical tradition, their idea of science was still imbued
with philosophical and even metaphysical conceptions. Extending far be-
yond the limits of our contemporary social sciences, Saint-Simon’s, Fourier’s,
and Owen’s doctrines appear in retrospect as a disconcerting combination of

I Emile Durkheim, Le Socialisme; sa définition, ses débuts; la doctrine saint-simonienne (Paris: F. Alcan,
1928).

* Barbara Goodwin, Social Science and Utopia: Nineteenth-Century Models of Social Harmony (Sussex:
Harvester, 1978).

3 Frank E. Manuel and Fritzie P. Manuel, Utopian Thought in the Western World (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1979).
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brilliant intuition and oversimplification, of original thought and prejudice.
Given the ambiguities of these doctrines, as well as the wide range of issues
addressed by them, it would be simplistic to reduce their contribution to
the emergence of disciplines such as sociology and anthropology or to their
influence on such figures as Auguste Comte and John Stuart Mill. Neither
can Saint-Simon, Fourier, and Owen appear as mere forerunners of “scien-
tific socialism,” as Marx and Engels used the term in their Manifesto of the
Communist Party. The relation between utopian socialism and social science
must, rather, be placed within the broad framework of nineteenth-century
cultural history.

THE ENLIGHTENMENT LEGACY

Whereas Owen readily acknowledged the influence of eighteenth-century
philosophy on his thought, Saint-Simon and Fourier often presented their
doctrines as reactions against the shortcomings of the Enlightenment. How-
ever, Saint-Simon’s preoccupation with a new encyclopedia and Fourier’s
fascination with the Newtonian law of mutual attraction revealed their debts
to the eighteenth century, as did Owen’s faith in individual perfectibility,
a belief inspired by his reading of Helvétius. Above all, the utopian social-
ists inherited the ambition of constructing a science of man and society.
Expressed by philosophers like Turgot and Condorcet, and later continued
by the main upholders of their thought, the Idéologues, this ambition was
one of the chief legacies of the Enlightenment.

The notion of progress, the collective advancement of humanity, was an-
other key piece of the heritage. It implied the redefinition of history as
an itinerary leading from the primitive origins of civilization to its present
complexity. The present appeared, in turn, as the anteroom to a still more
brilliant future. Turgot had already conceptualized history as progress in his
Tableau philosophique des progrés successifs de l'esprit humain of 1750 and in
his Discours sur Uhistoire universelle et sur les progrés de l'esprit humain of 1751.
During the French Revolution, Condorcet extended and systematized it in
his Esquisse d’un tableau des progrés de esprit humain.* Published shortly af-
ter Condorcet’s death in 1794, the Esquisse, with its evocation of the future
wisdom and happiness of mankind, created an agenda for Saint-Simon, who
at the beginning of his intellectual career intended to complete Condorcet’s
broad historical picture.

More complex was the filiation between the eighteenth-century vision
of society as the result of a voluntary contract between men, and the
utopian socialists’ organic conception of the social bond. Although seemingly

4 Keith M. Baker, Condorcet: From Natural Philosophy to Social Mathematics (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1975).
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contradictory, the two visions assumed that social organization was highly
malleable. The arbitrariness of legal agreements and the adaptability of life
both reflected this flexibility. The conviction of Saint-Simon, Fourier, and
Owen that society could be shaped according to different patterns was
also a tribute to the Enlightenment. Such social experiments as Fourier’s
Phalansteries and Owen’s Harmonies presupposed the extreme diversity of
human institutions, laws, and customs, a recognition sustained by travelers’
accounts and theorized by philosophers like Diderot in his Supplément au
voyage de Bougainville of 1772. That book, however ironic its tone, has a
marked utopian dimension, especially in its preoccupation with the sexual
freedom of the Polynesians.

The utopian form flourished in the later eighteenth century, and dur-
ing that period it displayed some novel features. One of these was a deep
commitment to universality. Most previous utopian writings had stressed
the singularity of the ideal society rather than its generic character. Thomas
More, the creator of the genre, had named his utopia from the Greek o
and r9pos, meaning “negation” and “place,” respectively. Utopia was literally
to be found nowhere. More’s utopia was intended not as a positive exam-
ple, but as a critique of the existing social order. Only such a purpose could
explain why a fervent Catholic such as More would assign so many pagan
habits to the citizens of his Utopia. Through their search for universality,
eighteenth-century utopias began to acquire a new meaning. They came to
represent models to be imitated all over the world. The broadly egalitarian
perspective of Enlightenment anthropology regarding physical and moral
dispositions played a role in this shift. Utopia could be truly universal, since
the fundamental needs and capacities of men were the same everywhere.’

An important consequence of this shift from singularity to universality,
from nowhere to everywhere, was a gradual displacement of utopia into
history.® Whereas utopias had previously been described as contemporary
kingdoms, they were now often relocated into the future, as the final stage of
human progress. Published in 1770, Sébastien Mercier’s LAn 2440 displays
this tendency in its evocation of a futuristic Paris. Two decades later, Restif de
la Bretonne followed Mercier’s example with LAz 2000. The trend toward the
future culminated with Condorcet’s Atlantide. Named to recall Bacon’s New
Atlantis, the Atlantide utopia represented the final stage reached by humanity
in the philosopher’s broad historical trajectory.

From the desire to build a science of man and society to the redefinition
of utopia as universal model, the influence of the Enlightenment on the
utopian socialists should not be underestimated. Were Saint-Simon, Owen,

5 Michele Duchet, Anthropologie et histoire au siécle des Lumiéres: Buffon, Voltaire, Rousseau, Helvétius,
Diderot (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1971).
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and Fourier original? Their originality was a matter not only of ideas and
opinions, but also of moral sensibilities. The fathers of utopian socialism
showed a common tendency to adopt a prophetic tone.

THE PROPHETS OF A NEW GOLDEN AGE

The three founding figures of utopian socialism, Claude Henri Saint-Simon
(1760-1825), Robert Owen (1771-1858), and Charles Fourier (1772-1837),
were very different one from another.” The first came from an aristo-
cratic background, whereas the two others belonged to the common people.
Saint-Simon had begun as an army officer in the American Revolution before
turning to real estate speculation. Ruined by the end of the French Revolu-
tion, he survived by working as a clerk. The only Englishman of the trio,
Owen had been a successful manufacturer at the head of the New Lanark
factory before entering the ranks of social reform in England and America.
For most of his life, Fourier remained an obscure shop assistant.

Above all, the conceptions of the ultimate social organization developed by
the three men diverged. Saint-Simon’s concern with a large single industrial
society ruled as a peaceful army of workers was incompatible with Owen’s
and Fourier’s proposals for strictly limited agrarian communities. Inhabitants
of Owen’s Harmonies were supposed to lead a rather austere life, whereas
Fourier’s Phalansteries would allow all sorts of pleasures.

Saint-Simon, Owen, and Fourier nevertheless adopted a common pro-
phetic tone when contrasting the present forlorn state of humanity with its
future happiness, with the new and definitive Golden Age to be ushered
in by their principles. Like the Romantic philosophers and writers, their
contemporaries, the founding fathers of utopian socialism were able to dis-
cern a gleaming future through the mists and shadows of the present.® But
their prophetic inspiration was also the consequence of their tragic vision
of early-nineteenth-century European society. Contrary to the Enlighten-
ment philosophers, whose speculations remained generally somewhat ab-
stract, Saint-Simon, Owen, and Fourier were acutely aware of the distress
of their time. The political and social changes brought about by the French
Revolution and the English Industrial Revolution figured prominently in
this pessimistic assessment of the present. In the utopian socialists’ eyes, the
science of man and society was not just an intellectual challenge, but an
urgent effort to ward off social chaos.
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CLASSES, HISTORY, AND SOCIAL SCIENCE

The very different pictures of the Golden Age given by Saint-Simon, Owen,
and Fourier were rooted in contrasting visions of man. With the exception
of Fourier’s extravagant and precise study of human passions, these visions
remained somewhat unformed. Although he had written a Memoire sur la
science de I’homme at the beginning of his intellectual career, indicating that
such a science should be based on the contemporaneous medical studies of
Vicq d’Azyr, Cabanis, and Bichat, Saint-Simon never proposed a specific
conception of man. To judge from the various hints provided in his writ-
ings, he seemed to interpret man as an essentially active creature, the nature
and degree of this activity varying strongly from one individual to another.
Saint-Simon’s anthropology was anything but egalitarian. Theoretical equal-
ity between individuals was, by contrast, a fundamental principle for Owen,
even if his Harmonies were to be severely hierarchical. This led him to em-
phasize man’s capacity to improve himself through proper education, though
that proposal was never worked out in detail.

Improving man was not on Fourier’s agenda. He boasted of taking man
as he was instead of trying to change him. For Fourier, this meant studying
the various passions that drove humanity. With its fascination for numbers,
its sophisticated catalogue of human inclinations, and its often provocative
character, Fourier’s “mechanics of passions” was an ambitious attempt to deal
with man from an entirely new scientific perspective.

Despite their contradictory visions of man, the utopian socialists agreed on
the organic character of the social bond. This implied a vision of society other
than the eighteenth-century definition of a mere association of individuals.
In France, the political instability created by the Revolution seemed indeed
to demonstrate that a permanent social order could not be founded on indi-
vidualism. The growing social tensions experienced in Britain because of the
Industrial Revolution suggested the same conclusion. Thus, the restoration
of an organic social order was among the priorities of Saint-Simon, Owen,
and Fourier.

The utopian socialists were not alone in this critical assessment of the short-
comings of individualism. Conservative thinkers such as Joseph de Maistre
and Louis de Bonald shared this perspective. But while the latter turned to
transcendent religious and anthropological principles, to Providence and the
family, Saint-Simon, Owen, and Fourier focused on social classes. The notion
of class was not entirely new. In his Esquisse, Condorcet had applied it to the
priests, for example. But the notion, formerly marginal in the philosopher’s
perspective, now acquired a fundamental importance.

Although Saint-Simon’s characterization of the various social classes re-
mained imprecise, it is in his work that they played the most decisive role.
The consideration of social classes — such as the industrialists, a class which
he defined as the “mass and union of men devoted to useful works” — freed
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him from the eighteenth-century belief in the constant interaction between
psychological and social considerations. A new social science based solely on
the study of collective functions and behavior was thus made possible, a sci-
ence that his former disciple Auguste Comte would later call sociology. The
accent placed on social function and class was accompanied by a renewed
interest in history. In contrast to the faculties of the individual, on which
eighteenth-century authors such as Condorcet had focused, the features of
social class were historically determined. The new social science was to be
founded on historical knowledge. Its ambition was to decipher the laws of
evolution at work in the history of mankind, laws that implied the advent of
a new Golden Age.

Whereas Condorcet was mainly concerned with the continuous progress
of science and technology, the utopian socialists’ vision of history was based
on the identification of a series of organic stages, such as pre-Christian
antiquity and the Middle Ages. According to Saint-Simon, those stages
were separated by periods of cultural and social uncertainty and unrest. The
Reformation was, for him, such a period, one that had led to eighteenth-
century critical philosophy, to the ruin of Christianity, and eventually to
the French Revolution. The Golden Age that he announced was to bring
cultural and social unrest to a definitive end, replacing it with a new or-
ganic order. In many respects, Comte’s Positive Age was to play a similar
role.

The utopian socialists’ emphasis on social class was of course among the rea-
sons that Marx could see them as forerunners of “scientific socialism.” Marx
shared their dynamic vision of society based on class struggle. Saint-Simon,
Owen, and Fourier were acutely aware of the conflicts developing in the early
industrialized societies. They saw class struggle not as a temporary charac-
teristic of a period of incertitude and unrest, but as a dynamic principle of
historical evolution. The prophetic tone they chose to adopt was partly a
consequence of this conviction. Marx followed them also in stressing the in-
timate relation between economic and social organization. Like the triumph
of the Marxist proletariat, the utopian socialists’ Golden Age was to be based
on the radical reform of production. Contrary to the Marxist doctrine, how-
ever, this reform was not to be initiated by the proletariat. The first truly
communist nineteenth-century utopia was to be developed later by Etienne
Cabet (1788-1856).° By contrast, Saint-Simon, Owen, and Fourier remained
deeply committed to a conception of social change based on the leading role
of an elite. Severely criticized by Marx and Engels in their Manifesto, this
elitist attitude was later denounced by twentieth-century liberals because of
its technocratic implications.

9 Jules Prudhommeaux, Icarie et son fondateur Etienne Caber: Contributtion a l'étude du socialisme
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TOWARD A RELIGION OF HUMANITY

The part played by the utopian socialists in the emergence of notions and
themes that were to become fundamental for the social sciences must not
lead us to disregard the more extravagant features of their doctrines, such as
their intention to replace Christianity with a new religion. Though religion
was not prominent in Saint-Simon’s early writings, it emerged as essential
in his Nouveau Christianisme, published in the year of his death.”® As for
Owen, he turned to spiritualism rather late in life. The religious dimension
was nevertheless an important aspect of early-nineteenth-century utopian
socialism. Saint-Simon’s, Owen’s, and Fourier’s disciples, with their various
attempts at the creation of new cults, were in that respect even more radical
than their masters. Although often inspired by the Catholic hierarchical order
and by its appealing ritual, the new religions differed from Christianity in
avoiding worship of a remote God. Humanity and its achievements — o, in
the Saint-Simonian case, a pantheistic association between humanity and the
rest of the universe — were to replace the former Christian deity.

The project to create a religion of humanity was to a large extent a con-
sequence of the ambition to establish a new organic order, to restore a true
community transcending individual differences and interests. Such a goal
could not be achieved merely by appealing to the intellect, since most men
are ruled not by their minds but by their hearts. This view had already been
articulated at the very beginning of the nineteenth century by Chateaubriand
in his Génie du Christianisme. In the utopian socialists’ perspective, only re-
ligion could fill the gap between the general and abstract understanding of
the elite and the more intuitive and emotional capacities of the people. Effi-
ciently spreading a new social credo as a means to insure its observance was
not, however, the only issue at stake. At a more profound level, it was also
a matter of reconciling man’s intellectual and emotional natures. Neglected
at first by Auguste Comte, such an objective was to play a greater role after
Comte’s encounter with Clotilde de Vaux around 1842. Like Saint-Simon,
Owen, Fourier, and their disciples, the creator of positivism would then start
the transformation of his philosophy into a religion.”

The unity of culture was also at stake, a unity that was jeopardized by the
growing gap between the exact sciences and other types of cultural produc-
tion. In his Esquisse, Condorcet had insisted on the link between religious
beliefs, the state of scientific knowledge, and the various cultural achieve-
ments of a given society. By the end of the Revolution, the same line of
thought could be found in Charles Dupuis’s De ['Origine de tous les cultes.
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The utopian socialists’ religious preoccupation was an expression of their
ambition to restore the fundamental unity of culture that had characterized
organic periods such as the Middle Ages. In this respect, Comte would prove
more realistic than his utopian forerunners. Positivism would never attempt
to merge the various types of knowledge into a single body of scientific
knowledge.”

Although the attempt to found new religions was abandoned by the social
sciences of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the utopian
socialists had again anticipated some of the most fundamental concerns of
social scientists. From Ferdinand Tonnies to Emile Durkheim, the replace-
ment of tightly bound communities by looser systems of social relations
during the passage from traditional to industrial societies became a major
concern of sociology. Like Saint-Simon’s, Owen’s, and Fourier’s writings, the
rapidly developing sociological literature was permeated by a dull nostalgia
for what had been lost in this passage.” Moreover, the relationship between
religion, culture, and social organization was becoming a major sociologi-
cal subject. If Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism was
fundamentally indebted to the tradition of German historical economics,'*
Emile Durkheim’s Les Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse had more to do
with the utopian socialist heritage, through the mediation of Auguste Comte.

In an industrialized world in which the exact sciences and their techno-
logical applications were gradually replacing religion as the ultimate source
of spiritual legitimacy, though lacking its emotional appeal, one may even
wonder whether the social sciences were not attempting to occupy an inter-
mediary position between pure scientific reason and emotion. The utopian
socialists had tried to fill precisely that position at the beginning of the
nineteenth century. The desire to combine scientific rigor and emotional
fulfillment remained a concern of the social sciences.”

RESHAPING EDUCATION, FAMILY, AND SEXUALITY

For the utopian socialists, science and action were intimately linked. This link
was especially strong with regard to such subjects as education, the family,
and sexuality. Regarding education and the family, Owen and Fourier were
more radical than Saint-Simon, as they proposed a collective upbringing
of children that would weaken the traditional family structure. In Fourier’s

Annie Petit, “Heurs et malheurs du positivisme: Philosophie des sciences et politique scientifique
chez Auguste Comte et ses premiers disciples (1820-1900)” (PhD dissertation, Université de Paris
I-Sorbonne, 1993).

Robert A. Nisbet, 7he Sociological Tradition (New York: Basic Books, 1966).

Wilhelm Hennis, La Problématique de Max Weber (Tiibingen, 1987; French translation Paris: PUE
1996).

5 Wolf Lepenies, Between Literature and Science: The Rise of Sociology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999).
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doctrine, that structure was further threatened by a sexual life allowing for
the expression of all types of human passion. Curiously enough, the views
expressed in Fourier’s Nouveau monde amoureux were generally rejected by
his disciples, but exerted a profound influence on the Saint-Simonians in the
early 1830s.

The emancipation of women was a major concern for the second gener-
ation of utopian thinkers that claimed to follow Saint-Simon, Owen, and
Fourier. Most of the women attracted to utopian socialism were soon disap-
pointed, however, by the superficiality of their male comrades’ commitment
to their cause. Former Saint-Simonian, Owenite, and Fourierist women nev-
ertheless played a fundamental role in the emergence of feminism as a political
and social movement.’

Collective education and women’s emancipation were part of a larger
agenda aiming at a drastic reshaping of social relations. Consistent with
the utopian socialists’ condemnation of individualism, such a reshaping was
meant to suppress or at least to weaken attachments that could impede the
formation of a true collective spirit, from social prejudices instilled by par-
ents to exclusive love. Was this agenda totalitarian? That has been argued by
many authors, including Friedrich von Hayek and Hannah Arendt, who of-
ten liken the utopian socialists’ ideas with the program of twentieth-century
communism." It is difficult to draw conclusions, to compare doctrines that
were never applied on a large scale to actual regimes that lasted for decades
in many countries. One cannot but be struck, however, by the contrast be-
tween the libertarian tone used by Saint-Simon, Owen, Fourier, and their
disciples, and the severe discipline of mature Eastern European and Asiatic
communism.

This libertarian tone is all the more surprising because liberty was not in-
voked as a fundamental value by the founding fathers of utopian socialism or
by their direct descendants. They held thata proper social organization would
make individual initiative unnecessary. Determinist in essence, their social
science would supplant politics and its half-measures, as well as economic
liberalism, its egoistic inspiration and its trail of miseries. In this respect, their
science was far from Condorcet’s conception, which allowed for human free

6 Maria Teresa Bulciolu, LEcole saint-simonienne et la Jfemme: Notes et documents pour une histoire
du réle de la femme dans la société saint-simonienne 1828-1833 (Pise: Goliardica, 1980); Carol
A. Kolmerten, Women in Uropia: The Ideology of Gender in the American Owenite Communi-
ties (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990); Bernadette Louis, ed., Une Correspondance
saint-simonienne: Angélique Arnaud et Caroline Simon (1833-1838) (Paris: Coté-femmes éditions,
1990); Benoite Groult, Pauline Roland ou comment la liberté vint aux femmes (Paris: Robert Laffont,
1991); Michele Riot-Sarcey, De la Liberté des femmes: Lettres de dames au Globe (1831-1832) (Paris:
Coté-femmes, 1992); Michele Riot-Sarcey, La Démocratie & Iépreuve des femmes: Trois figures critiques
du pouvoir 18301848 (Paris: Albin Michel, 1994).

"7 Hannah Arendt, Le Systéme totalitaire (1951) (French translation Paris: Le Seuil, 1972), p. 72; Friedrich
A.Von Hayek, The Counter-Revolution of Science (1952) (new edition New York: Free Press of Glencoe;
London: Collier-Macmillan, 1955); George Iggers, The Cult of Authority: The Political Philosophy of
the Saint-Simonians (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1958; reprinted, 1970).
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will and action. Both in Europe, where it had first appeared, and in America,
where Owen and Fourier found numerous disciples, the history of utopian
socialism was marked by a recurring tension between a determinist vision of
history and a more positive assessment of human agency.

SOCIAL EXPERIMENTS AND FAILURES

The wide influence of Saint-Simon’s, Owen’s, and Fourier’s doctrines seems
quite comprehensible in retrospect, given the tensions of early-nineteenth-
century European and American society. Nevertheless, the extent of this suc-
cess surprised many of their contemporaries. On his deathbed, Saint-Simon
was surrounded by a few friends only. By the early 1830s, under the guid-
ance of Saint-Amand Bazard and Prosper Enfantin, Saint-Simonianism had
attracted hundreds of engineers, lawyers, and physicians, not to speak of the
thousands of workers who followed the Saint-Simonian preaching in Paris,
Lyon, Metz, and Toulouse.” Luckier than his older counterpart, Owen was
able to observe the diffusion of his ideas in England and America. The rise
of Fourierism was even more spectacular. By the 1840s, it had become influ-
ential in France, and the history of American Fourierism was about to begin
with the conversion of the Brook Farm community to Phalansterian ideals.
Dozens of Phalansteries would be founded in the following years throughout
the United States.”

Following their initiators’ preoccupation with social experiments, Saint-
Simonians, Owenites, and Fourierists tried to create new conditions of life
and work. Most of these attempts were, however, short-lived. Beyond the
mere impracticability of general schemes such as organizing the working
class as a peaceful army ruled by a new type of theocracy, as with the Saint-
Simonians, or building harmonious and self-sufficient agrarian communities,
as with the Owenites and Fourierists, other factors accounted for this series of
failures. In the Saint-Simonian case, the fundamental ambiguity of the move-
ment played a role. Because of their proposals regarding the modernization
of the French banking system and the construction of railways, the disci-
ples of Saint-Simon had attracted not only utopians dreaming of a new and
better world, but also practical minds such as the bankers Emile and Isaac

18 Sébastien Charléty, Histoire du saint-simonisme (1825—1864) (Paris: . Hartmann, 1931); Henri René
D’Allemagne, Les Saint-simoniens 18271837 (Paris: Griind, 1930); see also the five issues of the
journal Economies et sociétés published under the title “Saint-simonisme et pari pour I'industrie,”
vol. 4, nos. 4, 6, 10; vol. 5, no. 7; vol. 7, no. 1 (1970-3); Jean Walch, Bibliographie du saint-simonisme
(Paris: Vrin, 1967); Philippe Régnier, “De I'Etat présent des études saint-simoniennes,” in Regards
sur le saint-simonisme et les saint-simoniens, ed. Jean René Derré (Lyon: Presses universitaires de Lyon,
1986), pp. 161—206.

Y Carl ] Guarneri, The Utopian Alternative: Fourierism in Nineteenth-Century America (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 1991).
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Pereire and the engineer and entrepreneur Paulin Talabot.** Thus, Saint-
Simonianism adumbrated socialism and the type of authoritarian capitalism
that would develop during the Second Empire. The tension generated by the
movements dual nature was not easy to overcome.

On a more general level, utopian socialism was appealing insofar as its
promises were in profound accordance with the aspirations of its time, par-
ticularly with the desire to make the new economic and social competition
compatible with the restoration of collective and altruistic values. But once it
became clear that these aspirations could as well be pursued using more tradi-
tional means, such as political action, the decline of the utopian movements
was rapid. In France, for instance, the Republican party was able to attract
many former utopians during the late 1840s. A similar process occurred in
the United States, where Fourierism gradually lost its relevance as a viable
alternative to political activism.

At their apex, utopian socialist movements emphasized practical issues,
thus neglecting the scientific ambitions of their founding fathers. This ne-
glect was especially pronounced in America, where the creation of commu-
nities absorbed the greater part of the available energies. The construction of
a new science of man and society nevertheless remained an official goal. After
the collapse of the utopian socialist movements, some of their old members
became involved in scientific societies created for the same purpose. In France,
for example, a former Saint-Simonian, Gustave d’Eichtal, became an active
member of the Société Ethnologique, which was created in 1839.* Former
American Fourierists played a similar role in the American Social Science
Association, which was founded in 1865 by the Massachusetts humanitar-
ian reformer Frank Sanborn.” Generally speaking, their contributions to
this type of enterprise remained modest. Utopian socialism perhaps played
a greater role as a counterexample than as a direct source of inspiration. Its
failures seemed to demonstrate in particular the need to separate reflection
and action. After Durkheim and Weber, the split between academic disci-
plines such as sociology and reformist activism was to serve as a guide for the
further development of the social sciences.

Were the utopian socialists the true founding fathers of nineteenth-
century social science? The answer remains ambiguous. On the one hand,
Saint-Simon, Owen, and their followers paved the way for Auguste Comte
and his positive sociology by focusing on such problems as the collective

2% Bertrand Gille, Lz Banque en France au XIX' siécle (Geneve: Droz, 1970); R. B. Carlisle, “Les
Saint-simoniens, les Rothschild, et les chemins de fer,” Economies et sociétés, 5 (1971), 1185-1214;
Jean Walch,“Les Saint-Simoniens et les voies de communication,” Culture technique, no. 19 (1989),
285-94.

* W. H. Chaloner and B. M. Ratcliffe, A French Sociologist Looks at Britain: Gustave d’Eichtal and
British Society in 1828 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1977), p. 148.

> Guarneri, Utopian Alternative, p. 400.

3 Antoine Savoye and Bernard Kalaora, Les Inventeurs oubliés: Le Play et ses continuateurs aux origines
des sciences sociales (Seyssel: Champ Vallon, 1989).
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history of humanity and the study of society as a system of functions and
of classes fulfilling those functions. Their focus on class struggle served to
inspire Marx. On the other hand, their practical contribution to the emerg-
ing social sciences remained limited. Their characterization of society was
based on general assumptions rather than on more specific material, such
as case studies and surveys. As a whole, one might be tempted to interpret
utopian socialism as a kind of prehistory of our contemporary social sciences
rather than as an early stage of their history in the strict sense. In raising
issues such as the weakening of the social bond and the social importance of
religion, Saint-Simon, Owen, and Fourier were probably creating an agenda
for sociology rather than answering its questions.

As a more positive way to assess the role played by utopian socialism,
one can observe that many of the issues it raised exceeded the scope of the
emerging social sciences. The disciples of Saint-Simon, for instance, paid
attention to the emerging notion of networks. Extending their reflections far
beyond the transportation networks that were developing at the time, they
tended to interpret society itself as a series of interconnected networks.** The
Saint-Simonians were interested in global issues, such as relations between
the Occidentand the Orient, and they did not take for granted the superiority
of Europe over the rest of the world.” Fourier’s interest in sexual liberation
would become a major theme for later social scientists. The rediscovery
of Saint-Simon’s and Fourier’s works in the 1960s was to a large extent a
consequence of this evolution.

Finally, the most unruly features of the utopian socialists’ doctrines, such as
Saint-Simon’s and Fourier’s cosmologies,?® may also be integrated into this
positive assessment. Saint-Simonians and Fourierists were included in the
notes left by Walter Benjamin for a book he never completed on nineteenth-
century Paris.”” The book was intended as a demonstration that capitalism
and the rationalization process it implied had a mythical, almost dreamlike
dimension. On the eve of the industrial revolution, utopian socialism was
perhaps one of the best expressions of this mythical dimension, which was
also to permeate the emerging social sciences. If not the transmigration of
souls, then the cult of progress and the belief in absolutely positive social
facts, as well as in permanent historical laws that could illuminate the future
of mankind, were perhaps among those founding myths.

>+ Cf. Pierre Musso, Télécommunications et philosophie des réseaux: La Postérité paradoxale de Saint-Simon
(Paris: PUFE 1997).

Magali Morsy, ed., Les Saint-simoniens et 'Orient: Vers la Modernité (Aix-en-Provence: Edisud,
1989); Philippe Régnier, Les Saint-simoniens en Egypte (1833—1851) (Cairo: Amin E. Abdelnour,
1989); Ghislaine Alleaume, “L’Ecole polytechnique du Caire et ses éleves: La Formation d’une
élite technique dans 'Egypte du XIXsiecle” (PhD dissertation, Université de Lyon II, 1993).
Michel Nathan, Le Ciel des fouriéristes: Habitants des étoiles et réincarnations de ‘4me (Lyon: Presses
Universitaires de Lyon, 1981).
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SOCIAL SURVEYS IN THE
EIGHTEENTH AND NINETEENTH
CENTURIES

Eileen Janes Yeo

Jesus Christ was born while Mary and Joseph were on their way to be counted
in an imperial census, in order to be taxed." From antiquity onward, the
state has played an active part in social survey work. By the sixteenth cen-
tury, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “survey” meant a
state-conducted inventory of property, provisions, or people in order to raise
revenue or a military force. However, starting in the seventeenth century, and
well entrenched by the nineteenth, a different set of purposes for studying
populations had also evolved, and the process of taking surveys began to
pass into the hands of other social groups as well. Now voluntary enthusiasts
as well as state bureaucrats were becoming concerned with statistics, in the
sense not only of facts useful to the state but also of tabulated facts that
would depict “the present state of a country,” often “with a view to its future
improvement.”?

This chapter will explore some key developments and discontinuities in
the history of large-scale quantitative social surveys, mainly in Britain and
France. Others have told this story in terms of conceptual and methodological
discoveries leading toward truly scientific modern surveys. I will instead
examine the historical practices of social inquiry considered scientific in
their own times, and argue that these investigations were also shaped by
social imperatives, even in ostensibly neutral areas like statistical method.?
The chapter begins with the introduction of the census around the time of the

' John Rickman, “Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of Ascertaining the Population of England”
(1796) in David V. Glass, Numbering the People: The Eighteenth-Century Population Controversy
and the Development of Census and Vital Statistics in Britain (Farnborough: Saxon House, 1973),
p. 1L

Sir John Sinclair’s popular definition in A Code of Political Economy, Founded on the Basis of Statistical
Inquiries (Edinburgh, 1821), p. xii; Alain Desrosieres, La Politique des Grands Nombres: Histoire de la
Raison Statistique (Paris: Editions La Découverte, 1993), pp- 28-9, 35—6.

For contested historiography, see Martin Bulmer, Kevin Bales, and Kathryn Kish Sklar, eds., 7he
Social Survey in Historical Perspective, 1880—1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
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French Revolution, and ends with the move to professionalization around the
time of the First World War. It considers the investigative focus on groups such
as the working classes and the poor, who were seen as important indicators
of national well-being and who can sometimes be glimpsed responding from
their own point of view.

Vision is integral to the “survey.” An early synonym for survey was
“surview” (surveu), which involved a location in a visual field and in a power
relationship. The observers were positioned at a height and at a distance,
where they would obtain an overview of the whole, indeed a commanding
view, which became a qualification for the exercise of command. But surveys
are not like original sin, forever tainted by their historical origin. Indeed,
one of the important aspects of the social survey story is the active contesta-
tion that surrounded inquiries of all kinds. Social surveys were an important
part of social science in its nineteenth-century meaning as an empirical,
action-oriented science of happiness or improvement. As such, surveys were
contestable activity.*

POPULATION SURVEYS, ANCIENT AND MODERN

The need to conduct the earliest type of survey, the population census, be-
came increasingly urgent from the eighteenth century onward, ultimately
for opposite reasons in Britain and France. As Michel Foucault has ob-
served, modern states rest their legitimacy on their power to guarantee
life rather than to inflict death by means of execution or war.’ This con-
cern with the vitality of populations developed in two phases. Before the
French Revolution, a convergence of assumptions from religion and polit-
ical economy highlighted population size. Theology, whether Catholic or
Protestant, took literally the injunction in Genesis to “be fruitful and mul-
tiply,” a view exemplified in Rev. Johann Peter Stissmilch’s Divine Order
(Die Gottliche Ordung, 1741). Both mercantilists, stressing the importance
of trade, and Physiocrats, emphasizing wealth in land, thought of a large
population as crucial. The need to count the population and assess the pat-
tern of its growth became urgent, but the task was beset with considerable
difficulty.

Old Regime surveys often met resistance from people opposed to higher
taxes and, sometimes, to “impious enumerations” that “outraged the Cre-
ator.”® Also, the findings of such inquiries were considered state secrets and

4 See Eileen Yeo, The Contest for Social Science: Relations and Representations of Gender and Class
(London: Rivers Oram, 1996), pp. x—xi.

5 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1: An Introduction (1976), trans. R. Hurley
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), p. 136.

¢ Fernand Faure, “France,” in The History of Statistics: Their Development and Progress in Many Countries,
ed. John Koren (New York: Macmillan, 1918), pp. 258-9.
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rarely divulged. A survey conducted in 1697 by the Duc de Beauvillier was
leaked, then summarized by Sébastian de Vauban in 1709, and used virtually
unaltered for more than fifty years to argue that the size of the French pop-
ulation was static or declining. The myth of stagnation or underpopulation
took deep hold in the French psyche at that time and has remained there ever
since.” In Britain, there was controversy over whether the population had in-
creased or decreased after the great fire in London (1666) and the Glorious
Revolution (1688). This prompted thinkers like Sir William Petty (1623—
1687) to calculate population growth (sometimes starting with Noah and the
Flood) in a new inquiry that Petty called political arithmetic, a forerunner
of demography.®

Enthusiasts and officials eager to number the population had to rely on
their own ingenuity in place of comprehensive information. During this
period there was no reluctance to utilize samples and multipliers of various
kinds to reach conclusions about the national picture. In France, parish
curates reported vital statistics to local officials, who conducted head counts
in selected parishes and calculated a ratio between the mean number of births
over the preceding six years and the total population in those parishes. They
then determined the national population by multiplying the total number
of births in France by the ratio.” In Britain, calculations were based on
lists of taxpayers or bills of mortality. The defects of British records were
so well recognized that parliamentary bills were introduced, in 1753 and
1758, to authorize an annual population census and the national collation
of vital statistics. Both met defeat. The opposition attacked these attempts
to “molest and perplex every single family in the Kingdom”; Sir William
Thornton lambasted the bill as “totally subversive of the last remains of
English liberty” and warned that he would subject any inquisitive enumerator
to “the discipline of the horse pond.”°

Nevertheless, in both countries, the force of events was moving to overcome
such resistance by the end of the eighteenth century. In France, Enlighten-
ment philosophes — and their opponents — insisted that the government under
which, in Rousseau’s words, “the citizens do most increase and multiply, is
infallibly the best.” But they argued that the population had fallen dramati-
cally because of the degeneracy of the ancien régime. Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778) lambasted modern morals, targeting women who “turn to the
prejudice of the species the attraction given for the sake of multiplying it. This
practice, added to the other causes of depopulation, presages the impending

7 Albert Soboul, La Civilisation et la Revolution Frangaise (Paris: Arthaud, 1970), vol. 1, chap. 6; Faure,
“France,” pp. 250—s; Jacques Dupaquier, Histoire de la Population Fran¢aise (Paris: PUF, 1988), vol. 2,
pp. 30-43.

8 William Petty, Several Essays in Political Arithmetick (1755) (London: Routledge, 1992).

9 Eric Brian, La Mesure de I'Etat: Aministrateurs et Géométres aux XVIIle Siécle (Paris: Albin Michel,
1994).

° Quoted in Glass, Numbering the People, p. 20.
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fate of Europe.” He urged “experts in calculation” to count down the Old
Regime.”

After the French Revolution, most states abandoned statisical secrecy. This
was a critical turning point; nations resting their authority on a “rational”
rather than “traditional” basis began to depend on what has recently been
called a “knowledge base.” They collected empirical information in order
to formulate policy and monitor performance, and invited wide publicity
and public discussion of surveys as evidence of their open style of govern-
ment, their commitment to the public good, and, in democratic states, their
representativeness and accountability to the people. The United States Con-
stitution required a decennial census from 1790 onward precisely in order to
ensure the equal apportionment of congressional seats. In Italy, statistics even
gave some reality to a theoretical entity that was still to be created by a pro-
cess of unification. Prussia’s already elaborate machinery, created by Dr. Ernst
Engel, was further replicated in the cities and states that were unified as the
Kaiserreich in 1871."

A torrent of statistics poured out in France, regardless of the pendulum
swings between republic and monarchy, as each government tried to secure
itself and expose the deficiencies of the previous regime. In 1801, a Service de la
Statistique Générale was created, and Minister of the Interior J. A. Chaptal
initiated a general enumeration of population and resources to be carried
out by the new departmental préfess, who would be trained in statistical
investigation while they familiarized themselves with the people they were
to govern. The need of the Napoleonic state to gain credibility affected
the choice of metholodogy. Suggestions for a more mathematically driven
practice that reasoned from sampling were rejected as involving only a small
knot of professional Paris calculateurs, which might smack of ongoing secret
and abusive central power. Moreover, it was considered important not only to
monitor the impact of reforms throughout the nation but also to enlist local
élites into the nation-building project. However, local capitalists, landowners,
and professional men were unwilling to have their own “private” spheres
interrogated. In the end, the common people (“ce gu'on appelle ici le peuple”)
became the acceptable object of scrutiny.”

™ Jean Jacques Rousseau, Emile; or, On Education (1762), trans. A. Bloom (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1991), p. 14, and “The Social Contract,” in Social Contract, ed. Ernest Barker (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1947), p. 280.
Gianfranco Poggi, “The Modern State and the Idea of Progress,” in Progress and Its Discontents, ed.
Gabriel A. Almond, Martin Chodorow, and Roy Harvey Pearce (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1982), pp. 346—7; Michael Lacey and Mary Furner, “Social Investigation, Social Knowledge and
the State,” in their The State and Social Investigation in Britain and the United States (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 5-7; Silvana Patriarca, Numbers and Nationhood: Writing
Statistics in Nineteenth-Century Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 6—7; Ian
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In Britain, the impact of the French Revolution also focused the investiga-
tory gaze on the laboring poor, but with dire foreboding about their fertility.
During the decade of the Napoleonic wars, ruling-class alarm escalated, trig-
gered by widespread food riots, intense radical activity, rebellion in Ireland,
and mutiny in the fleet. The gentry and middle class, who had sometimes
been at political loggerheads, now closed ranks to stabilize the nation. Ur-
gent attempts were made to get an analytical as well as a political grip on
the situation. An Essay on the Principles of Population was published in 1798
by the pioneer political economist and demographer Rev. Thomas Malthus
(1766-1834), who challenged prevailing theological wisdom about popula-
tion numbers as well as optimistic Enlightenment beliefs, such as Condorcet’s
belief in progress. Malthus argued that the laws of nature, that is, the general
laws through which God acted, caused population to increase faster than the
food supply in order to stimulate man, who is innately sluggish, to activity.
For Malthus, unimpeded population growth would lead to national disaster.
The remedy for the imbalance between population and subsistence lay in
the capacity of the poor to exert moral restraint on their fertility. In 1803,
Malthus brutally declared that if a man “cannot support his children, they
must starve.”™* These shocking ideas were not readily accepted, but anxiety
about the laboring poor in a context of political disorder prompted renewed
demands for a national population census, which was actually carried out
in 1801.

SOCIAL STATISTICS AND THOROUGHGOING
ENTHUSIASM, 1830-1850

A proliferation of government and voluntary survey work on an unprece-
dented scale characterized the age of statistical enthusiasm. In 1833, the
Statistique Générale de la France was revived, and from 1836 conducted
quinquennial censuses that focused on families and households, no longer
using samples or multipliers. The Académie des Sciences Morales et
Politiques, with a section of Economie Politique et Statistique, was also re-
vived. In Britain, new state agencies came into being, including the statistical
section at the Board of Trade (1833) and the registrar general’s office (1837),
and learned bodies such as the London (later Royal) Statistical Society (1834),
were founded. Londoners exulted at the “tendency to confront the figures
of speech with the figures of arithmetic.”™ This was far more often a matter
of comprehensive investigation than of probabilistic estimates. The most
influential champion of a mathematical statistics, the Belgian savant and

4 Thomas Robert Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population (1797), Second Essay (1803), ed.
Patricia James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), vol. 1, p. 205, vol. 2, p. 10s.

S Journal of the Statistical Society of London, 1 (1839), 8; Bertrand Gille, Les Sources Statistiques de
['Histoire de France des Enquétes du XVIle siécle 4 1870 (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1964).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



88 Eileen Janes Yeo

government statistician Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1874), did not ultimately
practice what he preached. He assumed the lawfulness of the social world
and urged the creation of a social physics (physique sociale) that would utilize
quantitative methods to discover and express those laws. Deeply fearful of so-
cial disturbance, which he had directly experienced when troops had invaded
his observatory during the upheavals of 1830, he sought regularities, constant
forces of nature, that could withstand the perturbational forces unleashed by
revolution.’

The consistency of the French crime statistics (published from 1827 on-
ward) convinced him that large-scale regularity prevailed in every social do-
main, and that statistical laws were true when applied to groups even if false
in relation to a specific individual: “The greater the number of individuals,
the more the individual will is submerged beneath the series of general facts
which depend on the general causes according to which society exists and
is conserved.”” He gave body to the mean in the form of his most famous
construct, “/’homme moyen,” the average man. This abstract being was the
average of all human attributes in a given country, an epitome of the na-
tional character analogous to the center of gravity in physics. As deviations
from the average necessarily cancelled themselves out whenever a great num-
ber of instances was considered, the mean was the significant type and had
physical characteristics (easily measurable) and moral characteristics (more
problematic) that developed over a lifetime. Lhomme moyen morale could be
calculated most easily, Quetelet suggested, from the crime statistics, divided
by population numbers. Yet, despite his manifestoes, Quetelet almost never
used mathematics in his statistical work but instead translated his quest for
social order into the more mundane business of collecting, classifying and
correlating facts.”®

The dedication to thoroughness also characterized the upsurge of volun-
tary survey work, which focused not so much on the search for national
character as on the pressing agenda of social pathology and class conflict. In
France, Britain, and the United States, a striking feature of the nongovern-
mental investigations of the period was the focus on disorder in large cities.
Particularly between 1830 and 1848, French survey work spotlighted what is
now called the underclass and was then named Les Classes Dangereuses de la
Population dans les Grandes Villes, the title of Dr. H. A. Frégier’s classic study
(1840). Doctors grouped around the Annales d’Hygiene Publique (1829—53),
like their statistician counterparts in Britain, were mobilized by the cholera
epidemic of 1832. Envisaging society as an organism and utilizing a medical
language of health and disease, they considered cholera to be yet another

16 Theodore M. Porter, The Rise of Statistical Thinking (Princeton, N.].: Princeton University Press,
1986).

7 Quetelet (1832) quoted ibid., p. s2.

8 Desrositres, Politique, p. 206 and chap. 3.
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symptom, along with political disruption and moral decay, of disorder in
the social body. Surveys to diagnose the manifold symptoms of social illness
extended also to Alexandre Parent-Duchatelet’s fifteen-year-long inquiry into
prostitution in Paris (1836) and his crusade to rid the social body of blockages,
such as dead flesh in sewers, and contaminants, including putrid discharges
from the bodies of prostitutes. Dr. Louis Villermé produced a two-volume
Tableau de l'Etat Physique et Moral des Ouvriers Employé dans les Manufactures
de Coton, de Laine et de Soie (1840), which depicted the poorest factory work-
ers living in the cellars of Lille as subhuman and indiscriminately “stacked”
into “impure beds.” His outlook resembled that of cholera doctor James Kay-
Shuttleworth, whose 1832 study of Manchester cotton workers, along with
his activity in the local statistical society, helped shift the focus away from
the industrial scene.”

In Britain, the urban statistical societies, which appeared from 1833 onward
(and which had American cousins in Boston and New York), were largely
composed of the rising local bourgeoisie; only the London society had a
predominantly professional membership on the French or American pattern.
The British statisticians laid claim to local political authority on the grounds
of their science and their service among the local working population, evinced
not least by their social surveys. With part of their time, the local societies
acted as embryonic town councils collecting civic statistics. But they spent
most of their time making large-scale residential surveys of the local working
classes, with a view toward improving their condition.*® The Manchester
society even apologized for not visiting #// members of the working class,
although the 4,102 families “below the rank of shopkeepers” included every
such household in Dukenfield, Staleybridge, and Ashton-under-Lyne. There
was no question of sampling. Completeness was mandatory, not only to
ensure reliability, but also as a measure of social service and evidence that an
overview (for governance) had been achieved.

The surveys focused upon “moral and intellectual statistics,” not poverty.
They emphasized facts about housing that they believed had implications for
moral order, like the number of rooms, number of beds, and number of peo-
ple in them. British investigators, like the French, thought that overcrowding
and confusion, particularly in sleeping arrangements, which “indiscrimi-
nately” mixed sex, age, and family groups, were a potent index of disorder.
Despite claiming that they asked no questions about wages or working condi-
tions, because they had detected a “disposition to mislead or to resent inquiry”
on these subjects, they persisted with questions about the ratio of people to

9 James Kay-Shuttleworth, The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes Employed in the
Cotton Manufacture in Manchester (1832) (London: Cass, 1970); Villermé, Tableau, vol. 1, p. 83;
Alexandre Parent-Duchatelet, La Prostitution a Paris au XIXe Siécle (1836), ed. Alain Corbin (Paris:
Le Seuil, 1981), pp. 12-14; for the inquiry movement, see Gérard LeClerc, L'Observation de ' Homme:
un Histoire des Enquétes Sociales (Paris: Le Seuil, 1979); Yeo, Contest, p. 63.

*° See Yeo, Contest, pp. 64—76, for their surveys.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



90 Eileen Janes Yeo

beds, which provoked equal resistance.” Their selective questions reflected
their commitment to laissez-faire economics, which prohibited interference
in the industrial system, and their hostility to working-class combinations,
especially trade unions, that broke economic laws. However, they were deeply
concerned with social discipline, which they undertook to influence by pro-
viding churches and schools and pressing for state aid to education.

They also supported scientific philanthropy. From the period of the French
Revolution onward, more systematic monitoring of working-class house-
holds became common, both in villages and towns, on the model pioneered
by Evangelicals like Hannah More (1745-1833). This trend was reinforced
by the Malthusian Rev. Thomas Chalmers (1780-1847), a Christian political
economist influential in British and American philanthropy for over a cen-
tury. In 1820, Chalmers began a famous experiment in his Glasgow parish,
relying on deacons who regularly visited the homes of the poor and exercised
“the privilege of a strict search and entry upon the question of every man’s
state, who should claim relief.””* His work was patterned on the German El-
berfeld system, where men had been the visitors. Women took an important
role in the Anglo-American “science of the poor,” not least in the Char-
ity Organisation Society, founded in 1869, which perfected the investigative
method of casework and later helped to establish professional training in
social work. Surveillance as well as survey, the close-up picture as well as the
panorama, was the continuing outcome of impulses from many quarters to
restructure the lives of the poor.

SOME EPISODES OF CONTESTATION

Not surprisingly, some of the objects of scrutiny openly contested such survey
practices. The early socialist movement refused to prioritize urban residential
conditions and sexual behavior as the pressing issues and instead pushed for
the collection of “really useful knowledge.” Their “social science” involved
a critical analysis of the capitalist system and a blueprint for an alternative
“New Moral World,” which would restructure social as well as economic
institutions in order to promote happiness for the majority. Socialists attacked
the statisticians for wasting time on “laborious exhibitions of truths, tabulated
and figured, which in the gross, are generally known and felt.” The socialists,
trade unions, friendly societies (insurance collectives), and Chartists (who
agitated for universal suffrage) all collected statistics for their own purposes.

* Manchester Statistical Society, Report. ..on the Condition of the Working Classes in an Extensive
Manufacturing District in 1834, 1835, and 1836 (London: James Ridgway, 1838), p. 14; James Kay to
Thomas Chalmers, Manchester Statistical Society Appendix, Manchester Central Library, item 4;
Bristol Statistical Society, Proceedings of the Second Annual Meeting (Bristol, 1838), p. 10.

*> Thomas Chalmers, On the Sufficiency of the Parochial System, without a Poor Rate, for a Right
Management of the Poor (Glasgow: William Collins, 1824), p. 110; Yeo, Contest, pp. 8-9, 66—7,
discusses scientific philanthropy.
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The Chartist census of the regions in 1839 asked questions about the family’s
combined wages and the cost of living, topics that they considered vital to
well-being, but which were being ignored by the statisticians.”

Because of such new working-class perspectives, correlations of a new
kind became possible and for a short time were carried into the middle-class
statistical world, not least by Henry Mayhew (1812-1887). He conducted
perhaps the first poverty survey in 1849 and 1850, suggesting a causal relation
between the industrial system and poverty. Starting with a hypothesis that
low wages were a key cause of poverty, he devised a method of interviewing
a representative cross-section of workers in a trade and developed a complex
way of calculating wages that took factors like unemployment into account.
He took seriously the point of view of his respondents, while recognizing
that workers and employers had different biases: “Workpeople are naturally
disposed to imagine that they get less than they really do, even as the employer
is inclined to fancy his workmen make more than their real gains.”**

The “true” working class briefly attracted the attention of French inves-
tigators. There were increasing complaints during the 1840s that neither
voluntary investigators nor the state were seeking really useful facts about
labor conditions. For example, the Engiiete Industrielle, conducted fitfully by
the minister of commerce between 1830 and 1847, tried to track economic
prosperity by soliciting information only from industrialists. In the charged
political atmosphere of 1848, socialists pressured the Constituent Assembly
to order an Enguéte focused on the working and living conditions of Parisian
laborers. In response, the Paris Chamber of Commerce undertook a rival in-
quiry, published as Statistique de 'Industrie a Paris, 1847—8. This elite group
of businessmen, manufacturers, and economists were intent on providing
an alternative analysis of the impact of industrial capitalism. Rather than
depicting workers as oppressed by capitalists, the Statistique saw small family
enterprises both as the units of production and as matrices of moral devel-
opment, where women functioned not only as a disciplining force but also
as a symbol of class order (when they stayed at home). This polemical “reply
to the socialists, in the guise of a scientific report” was the only survey to be
published under the rigid censorship of the Second Empire.”

State survey work in Britain increasingly presented itself as comprehen-
sive and objective. Professionalizing civil servants such as Edwin Chadwick

» David Rowe, “The Chartist Convention and the Regions,” Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 22
(1969), 58—9, 71—2; Statistical Committee of the Town Council, “Report upon the Condition of the
Town of Leeds and of Its Inhabitants,” Journal of the Statistical Society of London, 2 (1839); Northern
Star, 6 (13 Feb. 1841).

See Eileen Yeo, “Mayhew as a Social Investigator,” in 7he Unknown Mayhew, ed. E. P. Thompson
and Eileen Yeo (London: Merlin, 1971), pp. 153, 54—64.

Joan Scott, “Statistical Representations of Work: The Politics of the Chamber of Commerce’s Statis-
tique de Ulndustrie & Paris, 1847-8,” in Work in France: Representations, Meaning, Organization
and Practice, ed. Steven Kaplan and Cynthia Koepp (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1986),
pp. 354—63; Hilde Rigaudias-Weiss, Les Enquétes Ouvriéres en France entre 1830 et 1848 (Paris: PUE,
1936).
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(1800-1890) argued that only disinterested state officials could harmonize pri-
vate and public interests. Chadwick wanted impartial investigatory bodies
to collect authoritative facts as the basis for legislation. Then state inspectors
would enforce the law while collecting yet more facts.>* Under Chadwick’s
watchful eye, between 1832 and 1846 over 100 royal commissions inquired
into such key issues as the condition of women and children in various indus-
tries and the health of towns. Inspectors “spread like contagion.” In Britain
and France, domestic census taking became routinized, especially after 1857,
while metropolitan countries also took stock of their growing empires abroad.
The most ambitious inquiries were the decennial censuses of India, starting
in 1871 and undertaken in the name of efficiency and welfare reform.>” All
this state apparatus gave authority and the appearance of neutrality to what
was often contestable knowledge. For example, the British census regarded
home-based women as productive workers at midcentury, but by 1881 had
started to move them into an “unoccupied class” of unproductive depen-
dents, a designation that feminists all over the Western world were disputing
at the turn of the twentieth century.?

Perhaps the most dramatic responses were directed at the imperial surveys.
The early Indian censuses aroused not only the familiar fears of higher taxes
and military conscription, but also suspicions that their real aim was to find
wives for British soldiers.*> As a result, in some places a spurt of marriages
took place before census night; in others, young girls were returned as older
women, or else not declared at all. Equally vexed was the issue of caste.
The census authorities asked for caste affiliation, despite the difficulties of
standardizing a classification across the country, and ranked the castes in order
of “social precedence.” Nationalists complained that this actually intensified
the rivalry of castes and constituted a clear attempt to divide and rule. The
British relished the princely power to decide this ranking of castes but found
in time that others could play the game for their own advantage, as Indian
groups began to lobby for better positions that would deliver immediate
benefits in terms of jobs.*® Another significant reaction in India and also
in the Philippines was the use of indigenous dramatic forms to respond to
the census. In Lahore, a comedy entitled Census played to packed houses.
It caricatured the enumerator for taking the job without pay, made fun of
rumors that the sexes were to be equalized by killing spare men, and mocked
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behavior like that of the zealous man who numbered the flies among the
living things in his household. In the Philippines, the census was directly
challenged not only by guerillas, but also by a genre of nationalist melodrama
that pictured the woman-nation and her patriot protector being threatened
by an outside interloper male, the United States of America.?!

MIDCENTURY EXPERTISE AND THE WORKING CLASSES

During the mid nineteenth century, the state monopolized large-scale social
inquiry. Voluntary effort was dominated by experts, now including women,
who defined the branches of meliorist social science. In Britain, public health
physicians, reforming lawyers, slum clergy, and women philanthropists pre-
sented themseves as indispensable diagnosticians of social ills in the areas
of sanitary, reformatory, and moral science, including education. Together
with social economy, which addressed industrial and labor questions, these
fields structured the departmental divisions in the National Association
for the Promotion of Social Science in Britain (1857), the Brussels-based
Association International pour le Progres des Sciences Sociales (1862), and
the American Social Science Association (1865), and helped to shape the
concerns of the eight International Statistical Congresses held between 1855
and 1881. Such initiatives led to more internationally collaborative and
standardized activity. These associations usually did not undertake surveys
themselves; they received information about social problems and remedial
“experiments” from experts, that is, from people in positions of adminis-
trative responsibility in state and voluntary organizations, including labor
movements.

Within these bodies, a divided view of the working class usually prevailed.
On the one hand, there were the “perishing and dangerous” classes, who
were also denigrated as “immoral sewerage” or the “residuum,” using public
health or biological imagery. Usually urban and sometimes homeless, these
poor people were the particular focus of the new remedial sciences. On the
other hand, there were the “true” working classes, who were characterized in
part by their membership in labor organizations, which were now regarded
with tolerance. A vision of a well-functioning social system in which trade
unions and capitalists could achieve negotiated agreements, with the help of
arbitration services when necessary, prompted demands for information that
could facilitate the process. The British Social Science Association carried out
only one survey, into trades societies and strikes (1860), and strongly lobbied
for an industrial inquiry as part of the 1871 census. Under Carroll D. Wright
(1840-1909), who was prominent in the American Statistical Society and the

' Vincent Raphael, “White Love: Surveillance and Nationalist Resistance in the U.S. Colonization
of the Philippines,” in Cultures of United States Imperialism, ed. Amy Kaplan and Donald Pease
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1993), pp. 204—14; Natarajan, Indian Census, p. 294.
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Social Science Association, the Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics of Labor
(1869) began collecting information about wages and budgets.

Despite a new era of class cooperation in some social science bodies, the
intensifying demands for working-class citizenship and increasing labor mil-
itancy provoked deep anxiety elsewhere. Both in France and in Britain there
were accompanying developments in the focus of survey work. In opposition
to Quetelet’s preoccupation with averages, there arose a new interest not
only in variation and variety of types, but also in minorities of excellence.
Intellectual currents in biology helped shape this agenda, especially follow-
ing the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species in 1859. But the
Anglo-French political context also helped to shift the focus.

In Britain, the anxious debate surrounding the 1867 Reform Bill, which
gave the vote to a minority of working men, awakened real fears about “leaps
into the dark” and about preserving social elites from extinction. Sir Francis
Galton’s major eugenic work, Hereditary Genius, appeared in 1869, the same
year as Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy. Galton (1822—1911) identified
the educated professional classes as biologically superior stock, the key to
national greatness. Utilizing the bell-shaped “normal” curve, as it would
soon be called, he put the spotlight on the nature and effects of variation,
and especially on the extremes of genius and worthlessness. The bulging
hump of the curve, however, earned Galton’s disdain: “Some thorough-going
democrats may look with complacency on a mob of mediocrities, but to most
other persons they are the reverse of attractive.”?*

In France, after the short-lived workers’ commune of 1871, which was to
haunt the imagination even of progressives like Emile Durkheim, those with
political and cultural power felt the overriding need to put society again under
the control of responsible élites. In 1876, Adolphe Bertillon launched a sharp
attack on Quetelet in an influential essay on “La Théorie des Moyennes en
Statistiques.” He chipped away at the usefulness of /homme moyen in social
analysis, arguing that the mathematically derived traits of the average man
were rarely to be found in actual individuals. He also made Galton-like noises
against the belief that the average man could represent any ideal of moral or
intellectual perfection; rather, such a man would be “/e type de la vulgarizé.”?
This article put the final nail in the coffin of Quetelet’s reputation.

Yet the French wanted more working-class babies, however vulgar or
mediocre. The chronic lament over depopulation became noisier after
military defeat in 1871 and the loss of Alsace to Germany; it reached a
crescendo in 1896, when census figures revealed that deaths had outstripped

3* Francis Galton, “President’s Address,” Journal of the Anthropological Institute, 18 (1889), 407; see also
his “The Possible Improvement of the Human Breed” (1901 Huxley Lecture), in his Essays in Eugenics
(London: Eugenics Education Society, 1909), pp. 8-11, 19—20; and his Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry
into Its Laws and Consequences (1869), 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1892).

3 Bernard-Pierre Lécuyer, “Probability in Vital and Social Statistics: Quetelet, Farr, and the Bertillons,”
in Probabilistic Revolution, ed. Kriiger, Daston, and Heidelberger, vol. 1, pp. 330-1.
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births. Bertillon’s son Jacques, a physician and statistician, helped to found
the National Alliance for French Population Growth in 1896 and developed
a new science called demography.?* In Britain, the more selective breeding
strategies urged by eugenists proved to be too extreme for most social analysts.
They supported instead a new science of social hygiene, which emphasized
the importance of environment as well as heredity in developing the vigor of
a nation.

INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION / INTERNATIONAL
COMPARISON, 1880-1915

The physical efficiency of working people, both inside and outside the coun-
try, became an obsession in the late nineteenth century as economic and
imperialist rivalry between Western nations reached a climax. To the more
familiar fears, about labor militancy and the “residuum” of slum dwellers
or immigrants, were added social guilt about poverty and eugenic panic
over the possible degeneration of the national race. Since the vitality of the
population was judged crucial for national competitiveness, there was now
real impetus to compare the condition of the working classes in the various
competing countries. This driving concern led eventually to methodological
breakthroughs in social survey technique.

When Charles Booth started his massive survey of the Life and Labour of the
People of London in 1886, he refused “the representative method,” as sampling
was then called, and chose comprehensiveness. The owner of a Liverpool
shipping company, Booth had an intellectual and an actual cousinship to
some of the businessmen who had originated statistical societies and created
the door-to-door survey.® By the time chocolate manufacturer Seebohm
Rowntree tested Booth’s findings in provincial York in 1899, the country
was becoming obsessed with physical efficiency, following revelations about
the unfitness of many army recruits during the Boer War. Using the new
science of nutrition, Rowntree set his “poverty line” at the budget necessary
to keep a family in “a state of merely physical efficiency.” Rowntree wanted
to use York as a pointer to the national picture, but his assertion that “25 to
30 percent of the town populations of the United Kingdom are living in
poverty” failed to convince the influential Interdepartmental Committee on
Physical Deterioration (reporting in 1904).3

Instead, the baton was seized by professionals — government and university
statisticians — who developed sampling methods to sharpen national pictures

34 Karen Offen, “Depopulation, Nationalism, and Feminism in Fin-de-Si¢cle France,” American
Historical Review, 89 (1984), 658—9.

35 Bulmer, Social Survey, chapters by Kevin Bales and E. P. Hennock.

36 E. P Hennock, “The Measurement of Urban Poverty: From the Metropolis to the Nation, 1880~
1920,” Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 40 (1987), 215-16; Seebohm Rowntree, Poverty: A Study of
Town Life (London: Macmillan, 1900); Yeo, “Mayhew,” pp. 88—9s.
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and to facilitate international comparisons. Issues about the representative
method were thrashed out from 1895 onward in the International Statistical
Institute (founded in 1883) by well-known figures like A. N. Kiaer, the head
of the Norwegian Statistical Service.’” Statistical innovation was most rapid
in relation to the labor and poverty “problems,” with the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics (founded in 1885) setting the international pattern. Under the
direction of Carroll Wright, the Bureau produced a continuous, if misleading,
series of average wages and retail prices covering the period 1860—91.3* The
French Office du Travail, created in 1891 within the Ministry of Commerce,
undertook a range of inquiries into wages, unemployment, strikes, living
conditions, and, in the tradition of Frédéric Le Play, family budgets. In
Britain, the Labour Department gained a new sophistication with the arrival
of Hubert Llewellyn Smith (1864-1945), who had studied mathematics at
Oxford before moving to the Toynbee Hall social settlement and joining
Charles Booth’s survey team. Smith hired trained statisticians to devise an
index of some 100 British towns, which made possible comparisons between
British real wages and their European and American counterparts. They
developed index numbers to express the range of variation among cities and
to represent changes over time.

The key British figure to apply the representative method to social statistics
was the mathematician A. L. Bowley (1869-1957). He developed techniques
of random sampling and used the mathematics of probability and standard
deviation tests to calculate the margin of error. This permitted quick and rel-
atively cheap comparative local studies, which could then be matched against
government indices to find their place in a national picture. His survey of five
percent of working-class households in Reading, Northampton, Warrington,
and Stanley produced a pathbreaking national analysis in Livelihood and
Poverty (1915).> Bowley broke new ground in yet another way. His academic
status, as a teacher of statistics at the London School of Economics and at
Reading University, enabled him to create courses of training in the discipline
and to promote the professionalization of social statistics.

WOMEN AND SOCIAL SURVEYS

The focus on poverty, the concern over the quality of the race, and the
trend toward professionalization all proved helpful to women investigators,

37 Alain Desrosieres, “The Part in Relation to the Whole: How to Generalise? The Prehistory of
Representative Sampling,” in Social Survey, ed. Bulmer, Bales, and Sklar, p. 232; Roger Davidson,
Whitehall and the Labour Problem in Late-Victorian and Edwardian Britain: A Study in Official
Statistics and Social Control (London: Croom Helm, 1985), chap. 4.

3% Mary Furner, “Knowing Capitalism: Public Investigation and the Labor Question in the Long
Progressive Era,” in The State and Economic Knowledge: The American and British Experiences,
ed. Mary Furner and Barry Supple (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 253—4.

3 Arthur L. Bowley, Livelihood and Poverty (London: Bell, 1915); Hennock, “Measurement,” pp. 220-3.
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especially in Britain and America. During midcentury they had argued that
woman’s special qualities — her intuitive understanding, her affinity with the
moral aspects of life, her caring commitment to individuals and practical ac-
tion — ought to be added, on the communion of labor principle, to men’s ab-
stract intelligence and capacity to plan and command large-scale institutions
and reforms.*® Bringing the law of love into science, they insisted, would cre-
ate a “stereoscopic view” and generate true social progress. They sometimes
constructed themselves as social mothers, making family issues their special
concern and providing reparenting where necessary through their active social
work. As mothers and children moved higher on the national agenda at the
turn of the twentieth century, women investigators could engage in survey
work that was now deemed to be of national importance. They could also
argue in favor of training that would make such social inquiry and social work
more effective; thus they opened new professionalized career paths for
women.

The investigative spotlight fell both on women workers and on mothers.
The Women’s Industrial Council in Britain, arising out of the women’s trade
union movement, conducted a series of surveys of industrial conditions.
The most famous, Married Womens Work (1915), came to the unorthodox
conclusion that working women could offer more to their children than
dependent married mothers in very poor homes.* The Fabian Women’s
Group conducted a five-year-long investigation of the weekly budgets of
some forty Bermondsey housewives with an income of Round About a Pound
a Week (1912-13), concluding that it was impossible to “maintain a working
man in physical efficiency and rear healthy children on the amount of money
which is all these same mothers have to deal with.”#* In the United States,
social settlements in urban neighborhoods were investigative powerhouses.
In Chicago, the Hull House Maps and Papers (1895) contained the results of
surveys that mapped the ethnic, racial, social, and economic dimensions of
the local ward (see Chapter 35). By contrast, British women social workers
resisted survey activity in favor of the close-up picture available through
casework, which seemed a more direct expression of personal service.*

University-educated American women such as Edith Abbott, a pioneer
figure in social work training, mobilized historical and economic analysis to
illuminate working women’s oppression. In a comparable way, the British
Fabian Women’s Group was convinced that women had not studied pressing

4° Yeo, Contest, chaps. s, 9; William Leach, True Love and Perfect Union: The Feminist Reform of Sex and
Society (London: Routledge, 1981); Kathryn Kish Sklar, Florence Kelley and the Nation’s Work: The Rise
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issues “scientifically in their own interests. The available material is repre-
sented by the male investigator with his own unavoidable sex bias.” Finding
a home in the borderline discipline of economic history, Fabian academics
such as Mabel Atkinson committed themselves to breaking new intellectual
ground: “The economic history of this country from the point of view of the
workers, to say nothing of the women workers, has yet to be written.”#

While most women investigators, like their male counterparts, did little
to enlist the perspectives of their subjects into the work, there were excep-
tions. Jane Addams (1860-1935) of Hull House believed that women’s true
contribution to social investigation would be to function as participant in-
terpreters. They could explain the culture of social groups to one another,
especially the views of parties involved in the familiar dyads of power re-
lations: workers and capitalists, for example, or city authorities and ethnic
communities.¥ In Britain, the Women’s Co-operative Guild’s general sec-
retary, Margaret Llewelyn Davies (1861-1944), developed an investigative
practice of self-representation. Continually asked to give the views of her
organization, she tried to elicit the ideas of the members instead, using ex-
tensive questionnaire work that also asked informants to provide their own
explanations and points of view. Her book Maternity: Letters from Working
Women (1915) is perhaps the best-known example of this practice.*

PROFESSIONALIZATION VERSUS COMMUNITY
SELF-STUDY

Thus, while the pendulum was swinging toward professionalization, populist
ambition was also strong during the pre-war period. The civic survey move-
ment in Britain, which had a more expert-led analogue in the American social
survey movement, aimed to engage local citizens in the study and planning of
their own cities. Patrick Geddes (1854-1932), the key ideologue of the British
movement, established his headquarters in the aptly named Outlook Tower,
positioned high above Edinburgh with commanding views. Geddes rejected
the idea that any power was attached to such “supervision”; he said he was
simply adopting Aristotle’s ideal of a city that could be seen in its entirety all
at once. Local people were to study their communities in terms of history
and ecology, and to participate in a “Social Survey proper” of the people,
“their occupation and real wages, their family budget and culture-level.” The
research would culminate in local exhibitions, using visual aids including

44 Fabian Women’s Group, Three Years Work, 1908—1911 (London: Fabian Society, [1911]), p. 12.
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pictures and maps, to display the findings and the options for appropriate
future development.

Not only was Geddes keen on a “synoptic vision,” he wanted to recruit
everyone to this way of seeing. He felt that those previously excluded from
public life, (e.g., workers, women, schoolchildren) had a special contribu-
tion to make. “The essential matter for all of us,” wrote Geddes, “is to
become more and more of surveyors ourselves.”#” However, this vision was
undermined by the very professionalization that it ostensibly challenged. In
Britain, Geddes’s most responsive “community” consisted of local authori-
ties, teachers, and professional town planners. In the United States, where
the survey relied more on expert direction, the voluntary helpers also tended
to be other professionals rather than “average citizens.”#® The slow and by
no means one-way process whereby both social statistics and social surveys
became professionalized activities, undertaken by trained experts working in
government, market research, and university posts, belongs to the twentieth
century. The nineteenth century, as we have seen, was characterized by the in-
volvement of a wider range of social groups and institutional settings, which
made social surveys a more visible part of a contested politics of knowledge.

47 Patrick Geddes, “A Suggested Plan for a Civic Museum (or Civic Exhibition) and Its Associated
Studies,” Sociological Papers (1906), 203; see also his Cities in Evolution (1915), new and rev. ed.
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1949), pp. 157, 86, 122; Martin Bulmer, “The Decline of the Social
Survey Movement and the Rise of American Empirical Sociology,” in Social Survey, ed. Bulmer,
Bales, and Sklar, pp. 295—7.

4 Stephen Turner, “The Pittsburgh Survey and the Survey Movement: An Episode in the History of
Expertise,” in Pittsburgh Surveyed: Social Science and Social Reform in the Early Twentieth Century,
ed. Maurine Greenwald and Margo Anderson (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1996),
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SCIENTIFIC ETHNOGRAPHY AND
TRAVEL, 1750-1850

Harry Liebersohn

The period from the late eighteenth to the mid nineteenth century forms
a distinctive era in the history of scientific ethnographic writing. A double
framework of technological and political change demarcates its beginnings.
On the technological side, advances in mathematics and scientific instrument
making facilitated accurate navigation over the thousands of miles of a world
sea voyage.! On the political side, the era opens with the British victory over
the French in the Seven Years’ War (in its North American theater, the French
and Indian War), which was ratified by the Treaty of Paris, signed in 1763.
This conclusion to one contest set off a new round of competition between
the two great powers, who now played out their rivalry in the vast, hitherto
imperfectly charted expanse of the Pacific.

State-sponsored French and British voyages soon set out to scour the far
side of the globe for layover stations on the journey to Asia. Louis Antoine de
Bougainville (1729-1811), a mathematical prodigy who had served Montcalm’s
expedition during the disastrous concluding phase of the struggle for North
American hegemony, led a world voyage from 1766 to 1769. On the British
side, James Cook (1728-1779), who had distinguished himself as a surveyor-
hydographer in Newfoundland, led three scientific voyages around the world
from 1768 to 1771, from 1772 to 1775, and from 1776 until his death in Hawaii.
These and other “scientific voyages” of the late eighteenth century served im-
perial aims by providing accurate charting of island locations and coastlines,
one of the most remarkable achievements of the officers and scientists who
risked their lives on wind-driven odysseys to the ends of the earth.” During

' Marie-Noélle Bourguet and Christian Licoppe, “Voyages, mesures et instruments: une nouvelle
expérience du monde au si¢cle des lumieres,” Annales, 52 (1997), 11s—st.

* Bernard Smith, European Vision and the South Pacific, 2nd ed. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University
Press, 1985); Lynn Withey, Voyages of Discovery: Captain Cook and the Exploration of the Pacific
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); more generally, David P. Miller and Peter H. Reill,
eds., V