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BSO 5 : CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGICAL THINKERS
Sociology originated as an intellectual response to the crisis confronting the mid
nineteenth century European society. Its development over two centuries has been
influenced by a variety of socioeconomic and political conditions. It is now
established as a multi-paradigmatic academic discipline, with its body of theoretical
knowledge enriched and its methodological techniques and procedures systemized.
This course is intended to familiarize the students with the social, political, economic
and intellectual contexts in which sociology emerged as a distinctive discipline. It
deals with the contributions of the forerunners of the discipline and with the
contributions of the founders who gave a systematic shape to the subject. The course
comprises of four Blocks. Block 1 describes the contributions of Auguste Comte and
Herbert Spencer. Block 2 presents the theories of Karl Marx i.e. Dialectical
Materialism, Class struggle, Alienation, and Theory of Capitalism. Block 3 explains
Durkheim’s contribution to the methodology of sociology, Division of Labour in
society, theory of suicide and theory of religion. Block 4 elucidates the contributions
of Max Weber.

COURSE OBJECTIVES
After studying this course, you will be able to:



Gain an understanding of some of the classical contributions in Sociology,
and their contemporary relevance.
Learn about the methodological shift in the discipline over the years.

COURSE OUTCOMES
This course is expected to clarify and broaden the learner’s knowledge about the
theoretical and methodological contributions of the classical contributors to the
subject and the contemporary relevance of these theories.

BLOCK 1

AUGUSTE
SPENCER

COMTE

AND

HERBERT

This Block is devoted to two social thinkers— Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer.
The learners will learn about the contributions by Auguste Comte in developing the
science of society i.e. Sociology. The biographical sketch of Comte and his central
ideas will also be discussed. His major theories are -1) The law of three stagestheological, metaphysical and positive 2) The hierarchy of sciences 3) The theory of
positivism. Again Spencer defined sociology as the study of societal evolution and
believed that the ultimate goal of societal evolution is complete harmony and
happiness. Spencer's theory of evolutionary change is built upon three basic
principles: integration, differentiation, and definiteness. In Organic Analogy, he
compared society to a living organism with interdependent parts. Change in one part
of society causes change in the other parts, so that every part contributes to the
stability and survival of society as a whole. This Block is of four Units. Unit 1
presents Comte’s theory of The Law of Three Stages. The hierarchy of sciences and
theory of positivism are discussed in Unit 2. Unit 3 explains about Herbert Spencer
and his theory of Organic Analogy. Unit 4 is about the theory of social evolution of
Herbert Spencer.
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INTRODUCTION

As students of sociology we must know the central ideas of the founding fathers
since their work reflects the main social concern of sociology and provides the basic
foundation for discipline of sociology. As you know, human beings have always
been curious about the sources of their own behaviour. You must have pondered
some time or the other on the strange ways of society. Why, you may have asked,
must we behave in this way? Why is our society so traditional? Why is the society of
other people so different from our own? These questions strike us now, just as they
struck our forefathers before us.
In this unit we will discuss about one of the founding fathers of Sociology, August
Comte and his methodological approach. We will also discuss the social
environment to which Auguste Comte (1798-1857) belonged, his central ideas and
the significance of his sociology to the contemporary period.

1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying thus Unit, you will be able to:




outline the biographical details of Auguste Comte;
discuss the central ideas of Auguste Comte;
discuss Auguste Comte’s sociological thought.
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1.3

AUGUSTE COMTE (1798-1857)

Isidore Auguste Marie Francois Xavier Comte, the founding father of Sociology was
born at Montpellier, France in 1798 during the ferment of the French Revolution,
that vast complex of events which heralded the birth of the modern world. To
understand Auguste Comte’s ideas fully, one has to appreciate how passionately he
was concerned with the problems which people and society of his time were faced
with. In order to gain an insight into Auguste Comte as a person, let us discuss his
biographical sketch.

1.3.1 Biographical Sketch
Auguste Comte (1798-1857), a French sociologist, was born at Montpellier France
of Catholic royalist parents (see Figure 1.1: Auguste Comte, 1798-1857). In 1814, he
was admitted to one of the most prestigious educational institutions of France at that
time called the Ecole Polytechnique. Here most of the professors were scholars in
mathematics and physics. They had little interest in the study of society. But young
Auguste Comte, being sensitive to the kind of social disorder that France was
undergoing due to the Revolution, was keenly interested in human affairs and the
study of society. Comte was involved in a student protest at the Ecole Polytechnique
because of which he was expelled.
At the Ecole Polytechnique, he came under the influence of such traditionalist social
philosophers as L.G. Bonald and Joseph de Maistre. It was from them that he
borrowed the notion of an order governing the evolution of human society. From
Condorcet, another major philosopher of France, who was beheaded later, Comte got
the idea that this evolution occurs along with progress in human societies. In 1824,
he became a secretary to Saint-Simon, an aristocrat by birth but an utopian socialist
in ideas. He became a close friend and disciple of Saint-Simon, who stimulated his
interest in economics. It was at this period that Auguste Comte worked out the
general conception of a science of society, which he named sociology.
Auguste Comte’s ambition was the political reorganisation of human society.
According to him, such reorganisation will have to depend upon the spiritual and
moral unification of society. Thus, with Saint-Simon, he developed several major
ideas. However, their partnership was short lived and they ended up quarrelling with
each other. Later Auguste Comte published some of his lecture notes in, Cours de
Philosophie Positive (6 Vols. Paris 1830-42, 5th Ed.). In this work he wrote about
the law of three stages and developed his conception of a science of society. While
working on this book, he discovered the principle of cerebral hygiene. This meant
that in order to keep his mind uncontaminated he stopped reading other people’s
works.
Between 1851-1854, he wrote a treatise entitled, System of Positive Politics, (4
Vols.). In this book he applied the findings of theoretical sociology towards solving
2

the social problems of his society. It was during this period that he met Clotilde de
Vaux who became a close friend. Her death in 1846, a year after they met, affected
Auguste Comte to such a great degree that his ideas turned towards mysticism and
religion. His ideas, which he put down in Systems of Positive Politics, shifted partly
from positivism to construct a religion of humanity. Due to this change in ideas he
lost many of his disciples and intellectual friends such as, J.S. Mill of England. He
took his role as the prophet of social regeneration so seriously that he even sent a
plan to the Russian King suggesting ideas to reorganise society. However, till his end
Auguste Comte’s works were not recognised in France. Only after his death, in 1857
(a very important year in Indian history) he became popular first in England and then
in France and Germany. The direct imprint of his thinking can be seen in the French
scientific movement of the last half of the nineteenth century, represented by such
thinkers as, Taine, Renan, Berthelot and such outstanding English figures as J.S.
Mill.

1.3.2 His Social Environment
During the early nineteenth century the intellectual climate in France was favourable
to the development of new, critical and rational ideas. Achievements in natural
sciences and mathematics were a matter of pride and a new confidence had
developed in the use and application of methods. You already know about the
emphasis that the Enlightenment philosophers placed on the ideas of progress and
human reason. Auguste Comte, being a product of his time, was also affected by the
social destruction brought by the French Revolution. He lived in the aftermath of the
French Revolution. He was continually distressed and disturbed by the disorder of
his time, and by the material and cultural poverty of the people. His fundamental and
lifelong preoccupation was how to replace disorder by order; how to bring about a
total reconstruction of society.
He saw the French Revolution as a crucial turning-point in the history of human
affairs. The ancient regime was gone. Society was unable to cope with the new
developments in scientific knowledge and industrialisation. A new order of social
institutions in keeping with the changes taking place had not yet taken a firm hold.
Amidst this confused state people too were in a state of flux. Their thoughts were
disoriented. There were great differences between belief and knowledge. In other
words the traditional value system was disturbed during this period. And the cultural
values and goals of people lacked coherence, confidence and worthwhile objectives.
Erstwhile loyalties had broken. New ones were yet to take root. The people were,
therefore, in a state of confusion. A new policy or a new order of feeling, thought
and action was necessary for the new, complex, industrial society. But this
reconstruction needed a reliable basis of knowledge.
The question posed by Auguste Comte was – what would this body of knowledge be
built upon? And the answer given by Comte was that people themselves have to take
initiatives and found a science which would provide them with an alternative world
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view. It was no longer possible to fall back upon Gods, upon religion, upon
metaphysical forces, traditional modes of belief and action. People were now
responsible for their own destiny. They must make their own society.
You will ask, how? And it is towards answering this that Comte formulated his
central ideas about sociology. But before we move on to the study of the central
ideas formulated by Comte, let us tell you about the influence of Saint-Simon on
Auguste Comte. It is important to know about Saint Simon (1760-1825) because
many of the ideas developed by Comte had their roots in Saint-Simon’s works (see
Box 1.1). In fact, Auguste Comte worked as a secretary to Saint-Simon and together
they formulated the idea of a science of society.
Box 1.1: Saint Simon, a Utopian Socialist
Saint-Simon was a French aristrocat, but in his ideas he was one of the first
utopian socialists (i.e. one who believes in an ideal society where everyone gets an
equal share of opportunities and resources). He believed that the problems of his
society could be best solved by reorganising economic production. This will
deprive the class of property owners from their means of production and thus they
will lose their economic freedom which was an important value of his time
(Timasheff 1967:19). If you recall the main ideas about the French Revolution,
you will remember that the feudal French society was divided into three estates,
the first being the clergy, second the nobility and the third, the commoners. The
first two estates between themselves owned the major portion of the landed
property as well as wealth and status. It is this social and economic structure that
Saint-Simon wanted to reorganise. In a joint publication Plan of the Scientific
Operations Necessary for the Reorganising of Society, (1822) Saint-Simon and
Comte wrote about the law of three stages through which each branch of
knowledge must pass. They said that the object of social physics, the positive
science of society later renamed as ‘sociology’, is to discover the natural and
immutable laws of progress. These laws are as important to the science of society
as the laws of gravity, discovered by Newton, are to the natural sciences. The
intellectual alliance between Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte did not last long and
in fact ended in a bitter quarrel.
According to Auguste Comte, sociology is the abstract theoretical science of social
phenomena. He had initially called it social physics but later he reluctantly changed
this name. He changed it because he found that a Belgian scientist, Adolphe
Quetelet, had used this term to describe simple statistics. Thus, Auguste Comte was
compelled to use the word sociology, a combination of a Latin and a Greek word
which denotes “the study of society on a highly generalised or abstract level”
(Timasheff, 1967: 4).
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Now in the next few pages we will discuss the central ideas of Auguste Comte, such
as the law of three stages. The hierarchy of sciences and his division of static and
dynamic sociology will be discussed in the next Unit.

1.3.3 The Central Ideas
You have noticed that Auguste Comte wanted to reorganise society on new lines. He
felt that the momentous changes taking place in European society, especially French,
will have to be accompanied by new principles. These new principles will have to
integrate and balance the different aspects of human life. Thus, for him, the
discovery of social laws, which explain these principles of change in society, were
very important.
Auguste Comte was not only talking about sociology as a science of society but also
believed that it must be used for reorganizing society. He wanted to develop a
naturalistic science of society. This science would be able to both, explain the past
development of mankind as well as, predict its future course. According to him the
society of human beings must be studied in the same scientific manner as the world
of nature. The progress in natural sciences in establishing the laws of nature, such as
Newton’s laws of gravity, Copernicus’s discovery that it is the sun which is fixed
and the Earth and other planets which revolve around it, and so on; led him to
believe that even in society we can discover social laws.
Auguste Comte maintained that the new science of society must rely on reasoning
and observation instead of depending on the authority of tradition. Only then can it
be considered scientific. But every scientific theory must also be based on observed
facts and vice versa.
Thus, Comte’s science of society, that is sociology, was to be patterned after the
natural sciences. It was to apply the methods of inquiry used by the natural sciences,
such as observation, experimentation, and comparison. However, along with the
natural science methods given above, he also introduced the historical method. This
historical method (different form the one used by historians) was a healthy advance
in sociology. Historical method compares societies throughout the time in which
they have evolved. This method is at the core of sociological inquiry since historical
evolution is the very crux of sociology.
Through these methods Comte wanted to discover social laws because only when we
know the laws in society can we restructure it. Thus, in his view social action
beneficial to human beings became possible once the laws of motion of human
evolution are established. It is these laws which, according to Auguste Comte, define
the basis for social order.
According to Comte, nothing is absolute. Every knowledge is true in a relative sense
and does not enjoy everlasting validity. Thus, science has a self-corrective character
and whatever does not hold true is rejected. In this sense this new science, which was
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also called positive science, replaced the authority of tradition that could not be
refuted (Coser 1971: 5).

1.4

THE LAW OF THE THREE STAGES

In, as early as 1822 when Auguste Comte was still working as Saint-Simon’s
secretary, he attempted to discover the successive stages through which human race
had evolved. In his study he began from the state of human race, not much superior
to the great apes, to the state at which he found the civilised society of Europe. In
this study he applied scientific methods of comparison and arrived at The Law of
Human Progress or The Law of Three Stages (See Figure 1.1: Auguste Comte, 17981857).

Figure 1.1: Auguste Comte (1798-1857)
Auguste Comte believed that the evolution of the human mind had taken place along
with the evolution of the individual mind. In other words, he holds that just as each
individual develops from the stage of a devout believer in childhood, to a critical
metaphysician (one who questions the abstract notions of existence) in adolescence,
to a natural philosopher in adulthood, so also the human beings and their system of
thought have evolved in three major stages. These three stages of the evolution of
human thought are
i) Theological stage;
ii) Metaphysical stage; and
iii) Positive or Scientific stage.
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i)

Theological Stage:

Theological stage is characterized by the world prior to 1300 A.D. In the theological
stage, the mind explains phenomena by ascribing them to beings or forces
comparable to human beings. In this stage, human being attempts to discover the
first and the final causes (the origin and purpose) of all effects. Thus, human mind at
this level supposes that all phenomena are produced by the immediate action of
supernatural beings. For example, some tribes believed that diseases like small pox,
cholera were the expressions of God’s anger. This period can be cited with examples
of military men and priestly dominations. According to Comte, the theological stage
goes through three phases, namely, fetishism (or animism), polytheism, and
monotheism.






ii)

Fetishism: In the beginning, man used to believe that there was a spirit living
inside each and every object. Comte calls this phase fetishism since at this
phase each object is considered a fetish, that is, a thing having a spirit living
inside.
Polytheism: With the gradual development in human thinking there occurred
a change in the form of thinking. This developed form is known as
polytheism. At this stage man had classified gods as well as natural and
human forces. Each natural or human force had a presiding deity.
Monotheism: Monotheism represented a high level of cognition with a
relatively low dose of imagination. It paved the way for a critical evaluation
of the earlier stages. The most developed form of theological thinking is the
monotheism. In monotheism it is believed that one God is supreme and he is
considered to be the master of the whole universe.
Metaphysical Stage:

The Second stage is the metaphysical stage which occurred between the periods of
1300 A.D. to 1800 A.D. In the metaphysical stage, the mind explains phenomenon
by invoking abstract entities like ‘nature’. These abstract entities are personified
abstractions. Human beings pursue meaning and explanation of the world in term of
‘essences’, ‘ideals’, ‘forms’, i.e. in short, in a conception of some ultimate reality,
such as God. In this stage, reason occupies the human thinking. According to
Auguste Comte, this critical stage was only a transition period from the theological
to the positive stage. In this stage the priestly dominance is challenged by lawyers,
and the major social unit is the State. This stage, no doubt, offers progress, usually of
the revolutionary kind, but instead of order often anarchy prevails in society.
iii)

Positive or Scientific Stage:

The third stage is the scientific or positive stage. In the positive stage human beings
cease to look for ‘original sources’ or final causes because these can be neither
checked against facts nor utilised to serve our needs. Human mind at this stage
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applies itself to the study of their laws, i.e. their invariable relations of succession
and resemblance (Coser 1971: 7). Human beings seek to establish laws which link
facts and which govern social life. In this final stage of social development, the
individual mind becomes supreme in search of the origin and destination of the
universe. It gives importance to causes of the various phenomena. It establishes that
reasoning and observation are true means of knowledge. In this stage, there is no
place for any belief or speculation in it.
Auguste Comte maintained that each stage of the development of human thoughts
necessarily grew out of the preceding one. Only when the previous stage exhausts
itself does the new stage develop. He also correlated the three stages of human
thought with the development of social organisation, types of social order, the types
of social units and material conditions found in society. He believed that social life
evolved in the same way as the successive changes in human thought took place.
According to Auguste Comte all societies undergo changes. There is a stage in which
a society enjoys social stability. Intellectual harmony prevails in such a society and
various parts of the society are in equilibrium. This is the organic period of the
society. But when the critical period comes the old traditions, institutions, etc.
become disturbed. Intellectual harmony is lost and there is disequilibrium in society.
The French society, in Auguste Comte’s view, was undergoing this critical period.
He said that there is always a transitional state of anarchy which lasts for some
generations at least and the longer it lasts the more complete is the renovation of that
society (Coser 1971: 8).
In terms of the history of human race, the theological stage of human thought, in
relation to political dominance, was dominated by the priests and ruled by military
men. The metaphysical stage which corresponded roughly to the Middle Ages and
the Renaissance, was dominated by the Church men and lawyers. The positive stage,
which was just dawning, will be dominated by industrial administrators and
scientific moral guides.
The theological stage, in terms of social unit, had family as its important unit, the
metaphysical stage had state as its important unit, and the positive stage will have the
whole human race as the operative social unit.
Auguste Comte believed that intellectual evolution, i.e. the evolution of human
thought, was the most important basis of his explanation of human progress.
However, he did not rule out other causal factors. For example, he considered growth
in human population a major factor that determined the rate of social progress. The
more population there was, the more division of labour occurred. The more division
of labour there was found in a society, the more evolved it became. Thus, he saw
division of labour as a powerful force in the process of social evolution. Following
on his footsteps, Emile Durkheim developed his theory of social division of labour
which you will learn in Block 3 of this course.
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The law of the three stages was also linked with the hierarchy of the sciences which
will be discussed in the next Unit. The same way as thought systems evolved, as did
the different sciences came to be established. All the sciences, except sociology had
reached the positive stage but with the development of sociology the process was
complete.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 State whether the following statements are True and False:
a) Ecole Polytechnique was a school which was a creation of the post
Revolutionary government in France. (True / False).
b) Comte’s masterwork was Cours de Philosophic Positive. (True / False).
c) Comte was a revolutionary thinker who wanted to change the world with
war and terror. (True / False)
d) The root of Positivism lies particularly in empiricism. (True / False)
Q.2 Which of the following would you categorise as a part of Auguste Comte’s
theory?
a) A typology of three stages of development
b) Emphasis on building a science of society on the model of a natural
science
c) One of the three stages of development in society is the democratic
stage.
d) The final stage of development is the positivist stage.
e) Sociology is one of the earliest sciences to emerge.
f) In the metaphysical stage, the mind explains phenomena by referring to
abstract concepts like ‘nature’.
g) The task of positive science is the discovery of laws.
h) Positivism was thought to be one of the bases of change.
Q.3 Discuss Auguste Comte’s ideas about division of labour in society. Use about
four lines.
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................

1.5

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we have discussed Auguste Comte’s theory of the Law of the Three
Stages. Comte was born on January, 1798, in the Southern city of Montpellier. He is
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known as the founder of the term ‘Sociology’. According to the law of three stages,
there are three intellectual stages throughout history in intellectual and social
development. These three stages are theological stage, metaphysical stage, and
positive stage.

1.6

GLOSSARY

Dynamic:

It is any mass or object or force which is in a state of motion.
In society it corresponds to the notion of social change.

Evolution:

The process of slow changes through a long period of time in
which life forms have developed from simple unicellular
beings, such as amoeba, to complex multi-cellular beings,
such as human beings.

Metaphysical:

Metaphysics literally means that branch of philosophy which
investigates the first principles of nature and thought. For
Comte it is a stage of development of mind in which the mind
explains phenomenon by invoking abstract entities or forces
like “nature”. In this stage human beings explain the meaning
of the world in terms of “essences”, “ideas”, etc.

Positive:

Positive literally means anything in the affirmative. For Comte
it is the last stage of the development of mind. Here the search
for ‘original sources’ ‘final ends’ about existence of human
beings stops. Instead human beings start observing phenomena
and establishing regular links which exist between these
phenomena. Thus, in the positive stage human beings search
for social laws which link facts and which govern social life.

Static:

Any mass or object or force which is at an equilibrium, i.e.
which does not move. In society it corresponds to the notion
of the structure of society.

Theological:

According to the dictionary, theology is the study of religion.
For Comte it is the first stage of development of mind. In this
stage mind explains phenomenon by ascribing them to beings
or forces comparable to human beings. Here explanations take
the form of myths concerning spirits and supernatural beings.

1.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

a) True, b) True, c) False, d) True

Answer to Q.2:

a), b), d), f), g), h)
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Answer to Q.3:

1.8

Auguste Comte saw division of labour in society as a powerful
force in the process of social evolution. It is closely linked
with the increase in population. The more division of labour
that occurs in a society the more complex and evolved that
society becomes.
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INTRODUCTION

In the previous Unit, we have leant Comte’s Law of three stages. In this Unit, We
will discuss the hierarchy of sciences and the theory of positivism. In 1854, French
philosopher Auguste Comte, in his System of Positive Polity: or System of
Sociology, gave the following so called “hierarchy of the sciences”, according to
which they all are, at bottom, dependent on astronomy. This classification also
makes Comte the founder of the philosophy of science in the modern sense. Comte’s
classification is meant not to restore a chimerical unity, but to avoid the
fragmentation of knowledge. Positivism means the doctrine and movement founded
by the French philosopher Auguste Comte in the nineteenth century and also the
general philosophical view of knowledge proposed by Francis Bacon, John Locke,
Isaac Newton and contemporary thinkers life Mortiz Schlick, Ernst Mach, Rudolf
Carnap and others which assert that genuine knowledge should be based on
observation and advanced by experiment. In the social sciences positivism is
associated with three assumptions; first that knowledge should be founded on
experience alone; secondly the belief that the methods of natural sciences are directly
applicable to the social world and on the basis of it laws about social phenomena can
be established; and thirdly the axiological principle that normative statements do not
have the status of knowledge and maintains a rigid separation between facts and
values. Bacon believed that philosophers should not attempt to wander beyond the
12

‘limits of nature’. He held that there are ultimate facts that should be accepted on the
basis of experience, and he applied the adjective ‘positive’ to these inexplicable facts
and to the doctrine based on them. Gradually the method of natural sciences which
relied on observation and experience came to be termed positive. Saint–Simon
applied the term positive in his Essay on the Science of Man to the sciences which
were based on facts which have been observed and analysed. Comte believed that the
function of theories in science is to co-ordinate observed facts rather than to explain
them in terms of causes and to emphasize this view he used the term positive. His
Positive Philosophy later came to be called Positivism. In the following sections we
shall concentrate on the positivism of Comte.

2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying thus Unit, you will be able to:




2.3

Outline the hierarchy of sciences;
acquaint with the background, origin and development of Positivism,
especially the contribution of Auguste Comte;
discuss the later development of positivism and its continued relevance to the
understanding of natural and social sciences today.

HIERARCHY OF SCIENCES

In The Positive Philosophy, Comte examines the different sciences and their logical
relations to one another. His position is that the most general and inclusive sciences
were required first, as the logically necessary preparation for the more particular
ones. Mathematics, as the abstract or fundamental study of the forms of existence
common to all things, is presupposed for the successful study of astronomy and
physics, and physics is needed for the development of chemistry. Biology, in like
manner, depends upon chemistry for its emergence as a lawful science. Biology,
though logically depending upon chemistry, has laws of its own because living
beings behave very differently from non-living chemical entities. In the same way,
human society is far less general than the biological realm as a whole, though society
clearly presupposes and depends on the biological laws. Thus Comte rejected
methodological reductionism of higher sciences to the lower, despite the fact that the
former presuppose the latter. This means that despite the complete grounding of
sociology in biology, the laws of human society will inevitably have their own
autonomy. The positive scientific study of society is what he calls "sociology,”
which he believed would be the "final science." Each higher level science adds to the
knowledge content of the science or sciences on the levels below, thus enriching this
content by successive specialization. This ordering provides first of all for the unity
of the sciences, as successive branches from a common stem, and secondly for the
recognition of the historical emergence of the distinctive methods of different
empirical subjects. According to Comte’s classification of the sciences sociology had
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to wait for the maturing of all prior disciplines to emerge as an independent science.
The crowning science, the most complex and consequently the last to emerge as an
empirical domain of invariant lawfulness, is sociology. Sociology and positive
philosophy finally will provide the much needed reorganization of politics, ethics,
and religion.
Comte, because of the classification of sciences he makes, could also be considered
the founder of philosophy of science in the modern sense. Comte's philosophy of
science is based on a systematic difference between method and doctrine. Method is
superior to doctrine: scientific doctrines change but the value of science lies in its
methods. The positive method of different sciences depends on the nature of the
sciences to which it is applied: in astronomy it is observation, in physics
experimentation, in biology comparison. Finally, his classification also holds the key
to a theory of technology. According to Comte there is a systematic connection
between complexity and modifiability: the more complex a phenomenon is, the more
modifiable it is. The order of nature is a modifiable order. Human action takes place
within the limits fixed by nature and consists in replacing the natural order by an
artificial one. Comte's education as an engineer had made him quite aware of the
links between science and its applications, which he summarized in an oft-quoted
slogan: ‘From science comes prevision, from prevision comes action’. “There will
be few students of the social sciences now who have even read Comte or know much
about him. But the number of those who have absorbed most of the important
elements of his system through the intermediation of a few very influential
representatives of his tradition is very high indeed.”
The idea of the “classification of sciences” did not originate with Comte. It did exist
prior to Comte. From times immemorial thinkers have been trying to classify
knowledge on some basis. The early Greek thinkers undertook to classify all
knowledge under three headings: (1) physics, (2) ethics, and (3) politics. Later on,
Bacon made the classification on the basis of the faculties of man namely, (i)
memory, (ii) imagination, and (iii) reason. The science based upon memory is
history, the science based upon imagination is poetry, and the knowledge based upon
reason is physics, chemistry, etc. Comtean classification of sciences has its own
specialties among which the following may be noted. Comte’s arrangement of
sciences on this basis was: Mathematics, Astronomy, Chemistry, Physics, Biology,
and Sociology. Mathematics was the first science as it was the most general of all
sciences, while he regarded sociology as the most complex of all sciences.
Auguste Comte felt that an examination of the several established sciences showed
not only those human thoughts in general have passed through the three stages
mentioned earlier, but also each subject has developed in the same way. That is, each
subject has evolved from a general, simple level to a highly complex level. He put
forth a hierarchical arrangement of the sciences in a way which coincided with
i.

the order of their historical emergence and development
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ii.
iii.
iv.

the order of dependence upon each other (each rests on the one which
precedes it, and prepares the way for the one that follows it)
their decreasing degree of generality and the increasing degree of complexity
of their subject matter, and
the increasing degree of modifiability of the facts which they study.

Thus, the final arrangement of the sciences in terms of their emergence and
complexity on this basis were Mathematics, Chemistry, Astronomy, Physics,
Biology, Sociology, and finally Morals – by which Comte really meant a study of
human beings as individuals (a study which followed sociology and was a mixture of
psychology and ethics).
Sociology was the most complex science because it had to study the most complex
matter, i.e. society. Sociology therefore also arose much later than the other sciences.
The object of study of the other subjects was relatively simpler than sociology.
Sociology thus emerged because human beings recognised a new set of objective
facts concerning their society; such as social disorganisation, development of slums,
poverty, etc. which they could not explain, but which they needed to explain in
order to deal effectively with them. When Auguste Comte spoke of Sociology as the
‘crowning edifice’ of the hierarchy of sciences, he had the general unifying nature of
science in mind. He was not claiming any superior status for sociology. He only felt
that with the growth of positive knowledge all sciences can be brought into
relationship with each other. According to Auguste Comte, all sciences pass through
the three stages, the theological, the metaphysical and finally, the positive stage. But
the individual sciences do not move through these three stages simultaneously. In
fact, the higher a science stands in the hierarchy, the later it shifts from one stage to
another. With the growth of positive knowledge he also advocated the use of positive
methods for sociology (Timasheff 1967: 23).

sociology
Biology
Chemistry
Increasing

Physics

Complexity

Astronomy

Decreasing
Complexity

Mathematics
Figure 2.1: Comte’s Theory of the Hierarchy of the Sciences
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2.4

POSITIVISM ACCORDING TO COMTE

According to him Positivism is the philosophy that claimed the only authentic
knowledge is scientific knowledge, and that such knowledge can only come from
positive affirmation of theories through strict scientific method. His views
sometimes can be referred to as a scientific ideology, and is often shared by
technocrats who believe that essential progress occurs through scientific progress, as
an approach to the philosophy of science deriving from Enlightenment thinkers like
Pierre-Simon Laplace (and many others). Positivism was first systematically
theorized by Comte, who saw the scientific method as replacing metaphysics in the
history of thought. Comte also observed the circular dependence of theory and
observation in science. Comte was thus one of the leading thinkers of the social
evolutionist thought. Positivism is the most evolved stage of society in
anthropological evolutionism, the point where science and rational explanation for
scientific phenomena develops. Marxism and predictive dialectics is a highly
positivist system of theory.
Comte also said, “The dead govern the living,” which is likely a reference to the
cumulative nature of positivism and the fact that our current world is shaped by the
actions and discoveries of those who came before us.
Comte’s positivism should not be confused with Logical positivism, which
originated in the Vienna Circle in the 1920s. Logical positivism is a school of
philosophy that combines positivism—which states that the only authentic
knowledge is scientific knowledge—with a version of apriorism—the notion that
some propositional knowledge can be had without, or “prior to,” experience.
Comte’s explanation of the Positive philosophy introduced the important relationship
between theory, practice, and human understanding of the world. In the 1855
printing of Harriet Martineau‘s translation of The Positive Philosophy of Auguste
Comte, he observation that:
If it is true that every theory must be based upon observed facts, it is equally true that
facts cannot be observed without the guidance of some theory. Without such
guidance, our facts would be desultory and fruitless; we could not retain them: for
the most part we could not even perceive them.

2.5

METHOD OF INQUIRY

Comte believed that social scientists should use the same methods which proved
successful in the natural sciences: Observation, experimentation, comparison, and
the historical method. Comte believed all observations had to be connected to
preliminary theories; otherwise observers would not know what they were looking
at. Experimentation is difficult in the social sciences but Comte stated that
“experimentation takes place whenever the regular course of the phenomenon is
16

interfered with in any determinate manner.” Comte argued that comparisons between
human and animal society would reveal useful hints about humanity’s true nature.
He also extended the idea of comparison to those between humans. These three
forms of inquiry all relied on a foundation of history.

2.6

SOCIOLOGY OF COMTE

The goal of Comte’s intellectual endeavour was to develop a science of society that
could explain the past, organize the present and predict the future. Initially, he called
this new science social physics, and later, 'sociology.' Comte stressed the necessity
of separating facts from values during the course of scientific inquiry and dreamed
about the ideal society ruled by scientists with decisions made on the basis of
scientific evidence. Comte wanted his new science, sociology, not only be of
academic interest, but also something that should benefit society and contribute to
the improvement of the quality of life. Comte saw unity of humanity as the
fundamental necessity of the time. And the first condition for this unity is the
subordination of the intellect to the heart. The desired and required unity requires an
objective basis, existing independently in the external world. This basis consists
according to him is in the laws or order of the phenomena by which humanity is
regulated. As soon as the human intellect is capable of grasping these laws, it
becomes possible for the feeling of love to exercise a controlling influence over our
discordant tendencies. The order existing in the external world is objective in that it
is not an order we can choose; it exists independently of ourselves. In short, realizing
the existence of this order as a pre-condition is what enables us to overcome our
"discordant tendencies". A purely subjective unity, without any objective basis,
would be simply impossible. Self-love is deeply implanted in our nature, and when
left to itself is far stronger than feeling for fellow human beings. The social instincts
can gain mastery over selfishness only by the factors that exist independently of us in
the external world. They exert an influence which at the same time checks the power
of the selfish instincts.
Comte wanted sociology to be the integrating science of all other sciences that deal
with the external nature of human life in society. The possibility of moral unity of
individuals and society depends upon the necessity of recognizing our subjection to
an external power which can discipline our instincts. The recognition of an external
power that limits our possibilities is what makes a society possible. Absolute
freedom is anarchy, and it is unworkable. The true path of human progress lies in
diminishing the vacillation, inconsistency, and discordance of our designs by
furnishing external motives for our intellectual, moral and practical powers. An
important function of philosophy is to criticize nature in a positive spirit which
would help in our struggle to become more perfect.
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Check Your progress Exercise 2.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 Describe the salient features of Comte’s hierarchy of sciences.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………..............................................
Q.2 What is the meaning of positivism?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………............................................................
Q.3 Explain the important aspects of Comte’s sociology.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………............................................................

2.7

THE RELIGION OF HUMANITY

At the heart of Auguste Comte's program for resolving the 'crisis' of industrial
society was a project for 'positivising' religion by instituting a religion of humanity.
There was an urgent need for a fundamental consensus in the post-revolutionary
industrial society for a new form of spiritual power with a new ideal as an object of
devotion to bind the society together. In other words there was a need for a new
religion. Comte believed that the positive religion would provide the scientifichumanist equivalent to the systematic theology of the Middle Ages and could serve
as the intellectually unifying basis of the new industrial order. During what he
termed as his second career Comte the historian and philosopher of positivism
became the high priest of the ‘Religion of Humanity’. His passionate love for
Clothilde de Vaux and her death had profound influence on his life and gave an
insight into the true source of happiness and changed his whole conception of life.
The change in his personal life manifested in his desire to transform his philosophy
into a new religion. The function of religion is to gather up and organize human life.
So it must deal equally with all parts of human nature; namely, thought activity and
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feeling. Thus religion requires first of all a scheme or synthesis as a basis of belief,
i.e. a creed, secondly a set of institutions and principles to discipline and guide one’s
action, a code of conduct; and thirdly a set of habits to cultivate the emotions and
educate the heart, a cult. A creed is a set of beliefs dealing with the meaning, purpose
and destiny of human life. The code of conduct obligates the believers to behave in a
certain manner because of what they believe. There must be an object of devotion
and duty capable of being invoked and worshiped, which can bring forth in the
believer feelings of security and providence. The human race itself, real and ideal at
the same time, including the past, present and future was Comte’s object of worship
and devotion. This grand existence, “Grand Etre’ as he termed it is capable of
invoking devotion. Now if the object of one’s worship is humanity itself, Comte
believes that this ideal can impel the believer to love and sacrifice for the sake of
humanity. Humanity as the great ideal and object of worship needs our help unlike
the ideal beings/Being of traditional religions which are omnipotent and thus does
not need human beings.
We in the present live in close proximity with the great minds of the dead who
served humanity and in the company of the great human beings to come whom we
shall never meet. When we honor those who have served humankind in
extraordinary ways in the past, we realize that we too are working for the same ideals
for which they devoted and gave their lives. The grand conception, that the whole of
humanity lives in communion with all the great human beings who have died and yet
to come, has great ennobling power. Comte regards the Grand Etre, Humanity or
Mankind as composed solely of those who, in every age and in variety of position
have played their part worthily in life. The Grand Etre in its completeness includes
not only great human beings but also all sentient beings which have helped and
contributed to humanity.
For Comte the good of human race is the ultimate standard of right and wrong and
moral discipline consists in avoiding all conduct injurious to the general good. In
every religion there must be cult, prayer and ritual. Comte advocates ‘prayer’ as a
mere outpouring of feeling; it is not addressed to the Grand Etre or collective
humanity. The honour to collective Humanity is reserved for the public celebrations.
The objects of private adoration are the mother the wife and the daughter,
representing the past, the present and the future and calling to exercise the social
sentiments, veneration, attachment, and kindness. The public cult that Comte
advocates is meant to honour and glorify Humanity itself; to celebrate the various
ties among human beings, and the various stages in the evolution of humankind. He
named the months in his calendar after the great benefactors of humanity like Moses,
Homer, Aristotle, Archimedes, and Caesar. He also prescribes nine sacraments to
mark the different transitions in life like Presentation, initiation, admission,
destination, marriage, transformation and incorporation. Death he considers to be a
transformation a passage from objective existence on this earth to living in the
memory of our fellow humans. The last incorporation into the Grand Etre would
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come after death following a favourable judgment for those worthy of remembrance.
He also envisaged a clergy for the positivist religion who will exercise spiritual
power in the positive society.
All philosophy and science, all human activity in general should help human beings
to live in harmony with the true nature and real conditions of humanity. Hence
Religion simply means development on the true lines of the real facts; in other
words, Progress on the basis of Order. This is the meaning of Auguste Comte's
profound aphorism: "Man grows more and more religious."

2.8

LATER DEVELOPMENTS OF POSITIVISM

Historically speaking Comte's philosophy failed to reform society the way he
envisaged because it was too idealistic, and his dream of merging science, morality
and government was unrealistic. However positivist ideas continued to influence
thinking. The later development of positivism in France is best exemplified in the
sociology of Emile Durkheim. Durkheim which extended scientific rationalism to
human conduct and proposed a set of methodological principles encapsulated by the
famous injunction to ‘treat social facts as things’; reject common preconceptions in
favor of objective definitions, explain a social fact by another social fact only
another social fact, distinguish efficient cause from function and normal from
pathological social states, etc.
John Stuart Mill, the 19th-century English philosopher could be considered as one of
the outstanding Positivists of his century. In his System of Logic he developed a
thoroughly empiricist theory of knowledge and of scientific reasoning. British
philosopher and sociologist Herbert Spencer is considered the systematiser of
Positivism according to the principles of evolution.

2.9

LOGICAL POSITIVISM

Positivism later made its reappearance under the title 'logical positivism', which
arose during the 1920's mainly in the universities of Vienna in Austria in a group
called the Vienna Circle. The Vienna Circle consisted of philosophers,
mathematicians and scientists like Mortiz Schlick, Ernst Mach, Rudolf Carnap, Carl
Hempel and Otto Neurah. The Logical positivists and Logical Empiricists tried a
synthesis of Humean empiricism, Comtean positivism and logical analysis in an
effort to get rid of metaphysics for ever. The logical positivists wanted to unify all
science under a framework of physical laws and scientific method for analyzing the
world and gaining knowledge. They incorporated David Hume’s argument that there
are only two types of meaningful propositions which are either about “relations of
ideas” or "matters of fact". This along with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s claim in
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus that a proposition is a picture of reality gave rise to
the verifiability principle. According to Positivists the verifiability test would
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determine whether statements were meaningful or not by judging whether they were
factual.
The dominance of positivism met with oppositions of two kinds, anti-positivist and
post-positivist. Anti-positivists argue that the natural and the human senesces are
ontologically and logically incompatible and so the very idea of an explanatory
science of society is impossible. Proponents of hermeneutics, interpretative
sociology, postmodernism, deconstruction and Feminism maintain that human
practices, institutions and belief are inherently meaningful, meanings constituted by
the understandings that participants have of them so causal accounts social behavior
cannot be constructed. The task of human studies therefore cannot be to specify
universal laws of human behavior but to make the behavior intelligible by
interpreting in relation to subjective intentions.
Check Your progress Exercise 2.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.4 What were the drawbacks of Comte’s sociological project?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………….............................................
Q.5 Explain the later development of Positivism.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………….............................................

2.10 LET US SUM UP
Today there are not many proponents of the positivism of Comte or who share in his
belief that society can be improved through positive science or that all sciences can
be unified under the umbrella of what he called sociology. However the
methodology of positivism, its reliance on facts and the attempt to explain the how
rather than the why are still the guiding principles of contemporary science. In spite
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of the drawbacks, his ideal of the wellbeing of humanity and commitment to altruism
is worth preserving today when people seem to be forgetting human solidarity
because of sectarian manipulations and private agenda. According to Isaiah Berlin
Comte is worthy of commemoration and praise because of the fact that …he has
done his work too well. For Comte’s views have affected the categories of our
thought more deeply than is commonly supposed. Our view of the natural sciences,
of the material basis of cultural evolution, of all that we call progressive, rational,
enlightened, Western; our view of the relationship of intuitions and of public
symbolism and ceremonial to the emotional life of the individual and societies are
consequently our views of history itself, owes a good deal to his teaching and his
influence.

2.11 GLOSSARY
Deconstruction:

It is an approach which rigorously pursues the meaning of a
text to the point of undoing the oppositions on which it is
apparently founded, and to the point of showing that those
foundations are irreducibly complex, unstable or impossible.
The term was introduced by French philosopher Jacques
Derrida.

Feminism:

Feminism describes a political, cultural or economic
movement aimed at establishing equal rights and legal
protection for women.

Positive:

Positive literally means anything in the affirmative. For Comte
it is the last stage of the development of mind. Here the search
for ‘original sources’ ‘final ends’ about existence of human
beings stops. Instead human beings start observing phenomena
and establishing regular links which exist between these
phenomena. Thus, in the positive stage human beings search
for social laws which link facts and which govern social life.

Science:

Systematised knowledge derived from observation, study and
experimentation. Scientific knowledge can be tested, verified
or proved.

2.12 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS : THE ANSWER KEYS
Answer to Q.1:

In his Positive Philosophy, Comte examines the different
sciences and their logical relations to one another. His
position is that the most general and inclusive sciences were
required first, as the logically necessary preparation for the
more particular ones. Mathematics, as the abstract or
fundamental study of the forms of existence common to all
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things, is presupposed for the successful study of astronomy
and physics, and physics is needed for the development of
chemistry. Biology, in like manner, depends upon chemistry
for its emergence as a lawful science. The positive scientific
study of society is what he calls "sociology,” which he
believed would be the "final science."
Answer to Q.2:

Positivism means the doctrine and movement founded in the
nineteenth century by the French philosopher Auguste Comte
and also the general philosophical view of knowledge
proposed by Francis Bacon, John Locke, Isaac Newton and
other empirical philosophers which assert that genuine
knowledge should be based on observation and advanced by
experiment.

Answer to Q.3:

The goal of Comte’s intellectual endeavor was to develop a
science of society that could explain the past and predict the
future. Initially, he called this new science social physics, and,
later, 'sociology.' Comte stressed the necessity of separating
facts and values during the course of scientific inquiry and
dreamed about the ideal society ruled by scientists who would
make decisions on the basis of scientific evidence. Comte
wanted his new science, sociology, not only be of academic
interest, but also something that should benefit society and
contribute to the improvement of the quality of life. Comte
wanted sociology to be the integrating science of all other
sciences that deal with the external nature of human life in
society. Following the law of the three stages and his
classification of sciences Sociology was the last science to
emerge. This crowning science is the most complex and the
last to emerge. This will usher in an era of social, political and
moral regeneration.

Answer to Q.4:

Historically speaking Comte's philosophy failed to reform
society the way he envisaged because it was too idealistic, and
his dream of merging science, morality and government was
unrealistic. However positivist ideas continued to influence
thinking.

Answer to Q.5:

The later development of positivism in France is best
exemplified in the sociology of Emile Durkheim. Durkheim
which extended scientific rationalism to human conduct and
proposed a set of methodological principles encapsulated by
the famous injunction to ‘treat social facts as things’; reject
common preconceptions in favour of objective definitions,
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explain a social fact by another social fact only another social
fact, distinguish efficient cause from function and normal
from pathological social states, etc.
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INTRODUCTION

In the earlier Units we have discussed on Auguste Comte, the father of Sociology
and his ideas which include Positivism and the Law of three stages. In this unit we
will discuss about Herbert Spencer who is also an important figure in the history of
Sociology. Spencer is influential particularly to American and British Sociology. He
is also from the same tradition as Auguste Comte in preserving the structure of the
post war society that developed in the industrial capital in the modern era.

3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to:





3.3

outline the biographical details of Herbert Spencer;
discuss the central ideas of Herbert Spencer;
identify the contributions of Herbert Spencer towards Sociology;
explain Spencer’s concept of social organism.

HERBERT SPENCER: AN INTRODUCTION (1820-1903)

Herbert Spencer, an Englishman and a contemporary of Auguste Comte, contributed
several key ideas to the field of sociology. Like Comte, he too was trying to establish
sociology as the science of society. Spencer had come into contact with Comte’s
ideas but he did not accept them. Instead, he brought about a shift in the study of
society. His sociology is based on the evolutionary doctrine and the organic analogy.
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You will learn more about these ideas in section 3.3.3. Let us first discuss the
biographical sketch of Spencer and the social environment to which he belonged.

3.3.1 Biographical Sketch
Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) was born in a middle-class family in Derbty, England,
on 27th April. His father, George Spencer, was a school master. He and his whole
family were staunch nonconformists and were individualists in outlook. Spencer was
the eldest of nine children and the only one to survive into adulthood. This was
perhaps one of the reasons why he advocated the idea of the “survival of the fittest”
in his theory of evolution (see Figure 3.1: Herbert Spencer, 1820-1903: Survival of
the Fittest).

Figure 3.1: Herbert Spencer, 1820-1903: Survival of the Fittest
Spencer never went to a conventional school but was taught at home by his father
and uncle. He went to some small private schools but only for short periods,
according to his autobiography, his training in mathematics was the best. In spite of
not receiving a systematic training in other subjects like natural sciences, literature,
history, he wrote outstanding treatises on biology and psychology.
At a young age Spencer started working as an Engineer in the railroad engineering
field. After this work he changed his job and became a journalist. He started working
as an Editor of the Economist, a well known English publication. After a few years
he resigned his position and became an independent writer. He became a close friend
of the poet, George Eliot. Their relationship did not materialise into marriage and
Spencer never married anyone. He never suffered from poverty but he also did not
become rich.
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In 1850 he published his first book, Social Statics, which was well received in the
intellectual world. In this book he presented the core ideas of his sociological theory.
The terms social statics made some thinkers accuse Spencer of plagiarising Comte’s
ideas. But Spencer pointed out that the terms were his own as he had merely heard
the name of Comte and not his ideas. Also, he stated that originally the title of his
book was ‘Demostatics’.
Besides others, Spencer was influenced by Charles Darwin’s book, The Origin of
Species, (1859). He desired a lot of his ideas regarding evolution from Darwin.
However, Spencer stated that he was the first one to discover Founding Fathers-I the
basic ideas of ‘natural selection’ and ‘survival of the fittest’. Spencer also advocated
the principle of laissez faire or free market, which was popularised by the English
economists of his time. He reached the peak of his popularity in 1882, when he
visited the United States of America. However, at the end of his life he died a sad
man because he believed that his life work had not achieved its goal as much as he
expected.

3.3.2 His Social Environment
The turmoil around Spencer and around Comte was the same. The issues confronting
them were the same too. Important differences apart, a broad similarity of concern
and focus marked the two thinkers.
Both believed in progress and also had deep faith in the unity and irreversibility of
historical development. This faith can be perceived in other major thinkers of this
period too, such as Karl Marx. The period to which these thinkers belonged was the
Century of Great Hope. Belief, therefore, in the law of progressive development of
society is central to their argument. Now let us discuss some of the central ideas of
Herbert Spencer.

3.3.3 The Central Ideas
The sociological works of Herbert Spencer, such as, Social Statics (1850), The Study
of Sociology (1873), Principles of Sociology (1876-96), are dominated by the idea of
evolution. Spencer believed that throughout all times there actually has been social
evolution from a simple, uniform or homogeneous structure to a complex, multiform
or heterogeneous one. Spencer has been influenced deeply by Charles Darwin’s
book, The Origin of Species (1859). It had brought a revolutionary change in the
understanding of how life evolved on earth from a simple unicellular organism to
multicellular complex organisms like, human beings themselves.
Although Spencer wrote several books on sociology, he did not give a formal
definition of the discipline. According to him, the social process is unique and so
sociology as a science must explain the present state of society by explaining the
initial stages of evolution and applying to them the laws of evolution. Thus, the
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evolutionary doctrine is central to his thesis. After explaining this doctrine, we will
explain the meaning and significance of organic analogy. You will also learn about
Spencer’s classification of societies according to their place in social evolution.

3.4

ORGANIC ANALOGY

Social organism is a biological analogy of society where Spencer compared society
to an organism. The biologists are concerned with the organic evolution of the body
while the sociologists are concerned with the evolution of social structure,
institutions and organizations. In comparing human society with an organism, which
is essentially what organic analogy means, Herbert Spencer, however, noted the
differences between the biological organism and society.
He maintained that ‘a society’, as an entity, is something more than, and other than,
an ‘organism’, even though human ‘organisms’ (individuals) are members of it. It is
a total system of elements of social organisation and their interdependent functions.
It is a super-organic entity; an organisational entity over and above the level of the
organism.
Following this, Spencer accepted the ideas that a society was more than a collective
name for a number of individuals. That is, it is not just a collection of several
individuals but is a distinct entity. The whole is more than its parts. Thus, a house is
more than a mere collection of bricks, wood and stone. It involves a certain ordering
of parts. However, being an individualist Spencer believed that unlike biological
organisms, where the parts exist for the benefit of the whole, in society it is the
whole which exists for the benefit of the parts i.e., the individuals in society
(Timasheff 1967: 38).
Spencer regarded Sociology as similar to a science like Biology and he tries to
explain it better by using an organic analogy. This biological analogy compares the
social process to that of biological organism. In his comparison he says that for the
benefit of this society as a whole the parts of the society work in unison just as the
parts of the human body do. The way any dysfunction of a body part creates
problems for the healthy functioning of the individual body, the dysfunctions of any
societal part threaten the whole social structure. By this Spencer emphasized the
necessity of analyzing society in terms of structure and functional interdependence in
the social system as a whole. Spencer emphasised the necessity of analysing society
in terms structure and function and functional interdependence in the social system
as a whole. In an effort to explain society, he gave the analogy between an organism
and a society. The analogy is better explained by highlighting some similarities
between organism and society. These are as follows:



Both grow in size.
As society grows, the internal elements of structure differentiate in the same
way the biological parts become complicated with growth.
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Both the systems interact with environment and make adjustment with the
environmental factors.
Every part of the system is interrelated with each other.

Biological analysis occupies a privileged position in all of Spencer’s sociological
reasoning although he was moved to draw attention to the limitation of such
analogies. Though the society is comparable to an organic system, yet there are some
differences between biological organisms and a society. These differences are
mentioned below:




The parts of a biological entity are physically tied to one another, but the
parts of a society are free, they are not in a direct organic contact.
In society all the parts possess consciousness but in biological entities
consciousness is concentrated in one small part.
The parts or individuals in society can move from one place to another. But
biological entities cannot move around.

These similarities and differences between biological and social organisms are only a
body of data about real societies which outline an empirical sociology. By providing
the analogy between organism and society, Spencer maintains that being elements of
nature all are subjected to the forces of evolution and as such follow the principles of
evolution.
Check Your progress Exercise 3.1
Notes:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 Which of the following would you categorise as characteristics of Herbert
Spencer are thought?
a) Evolution is the key concept.
b) All knowledge will consist of a systematic and testable body of
propositions.
c) All processes of change are markedly different.
d) Society is a super-organic entity.
e) Society is more than a collection of individuals.
f) A classificatory system was of society constructed.
g) The system built on the basis of composition comprised simple societies,
compound societies, doubly compound societies and trebly compound
societies.
h) The other system consisted of the industrial and military societies.
i) Scientific knowledge is unlimited.
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3.5

LET US SUM UP

Herbert Spencer is considered the second founding father of Sociology after Auguste
Comte and he was regarded as the father of British Sociology. Spencer considered
evolution as the central force of the universe. Spencer believes that Sociology can be
studied like other sciences. Although sociology explains all relations qualitatively, it
is scientific as most of other sciences like Biology and Geology explain things
qualitatively. The increasing size of society brings with it larger and more
differentiated social structure, as well the increasing differentiation of the function
they perform. Spencer’s discussion on the increasing differentiation has led the way
towards the functional perspective.

3.6

GLOSSARY

Analogy:

Similarity or correspondence between two things or ideas.

Indispensable:

Something which is essential and cannot be substituted

Segmentary:

Anything which is divided into different parts or sections.

Society:

Complex system of social relationships and not a mere group
of individuals.

3.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

a) Evolution is the key concept
b) All knowledge will consist of a systematic and testable
body of propositions
d) Society is more than a collection of individuals
f) The system built on the basis of composition comprised
simple societies, compound societies, doubly compound
societies and trebly compound societies.
g) The other system consisted of the industrial and military
societies.
h) Scientific knowledge is unlimited.
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INTRDUCTION

Evolutionism is a set of ideas or doctrine concept of Evolution. It is a sequential,
directional and gradual occurring process. It is process of systematic change. In
cultural and social anthropology the gradual, structural change of human culture is
subject of study by evolutionists. The evolutionary perspective in Spencer’s work
relates primarily to the increasing size of the society. This increasing size of the
society brings larger and more differentiated social structures, as well as the
increasing differentiation of the functions they perform. Spencer’s discussion of
social institutions and their changes can be expressed in functional terms. The
evolution of societies is accompanied by a growth in size and complexity that results
in specialization, differentiation and a corresponding need for integration of the
parts. And this integration needs a functional interdependence so that it can fit into
the whole structure whether compound and doubly compound. Thus, it indirectly
suggests functionalist perspective too.

4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to:




describe the evolutionary doctrine;
discuss Spencer’s Theory of Evolution;
show the relevance of contributions of Herbert Spencer to contemporary
sociology.
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4.3

THE EVOLUTIONARY DOCTRINE

Evolution is a process of differentiation and integration. The word ‘evolution’ comes
from the word ‘evolve’ which means to develop or to unfold gradually from a simple
to a more complicated form. Evolution involves changes not only in terms of size but
also in structure. For example, when we speak of biological evolution, we refer to
the emergence of certain organisms from others in a kind of succession. Evolution
describes a series of related changes of a thing. It is an order of change which
unfolds variety of aspects belonging to the nature of the changing object. Evolution
also involves a changing adaptation of the object to its environment. According to
Herbert Spencer, all transformations either physical or social manifest a similar
pattern and all such patterns rest on the principles of ‘evolution’. Spencer expressed
in his “First Principles” that evolution is a change from a state of relatively
indefinite, incoherent, homogeneity to a state of relatively definite, coherent,
heterogeneity.
Evolutionism is the oldest part of Sociology. Throughout the late nineteenth century,
evolutionism has ruled in Sociology by its leading figures. The concept of
evolutionism as a process of differentiation-cum- integration was first developed by
the German Sociologist Von Baer and subsequently by Darwin, Spencer and others.
Spencer’s entire scheme of knowledge rested upon the belief that ‘evolution’ was the
key concept for the understanding of the world as a whole and of human beings
place within it. The concept of evolution in turn rested on the assumption that the
various forms of nature – be it mountains or oceans, trees or grass, fish or reptiles,
bird or humans are forms and transformations of the same basic material substance.
All knowledge will thus consist of a systematic and testable body of propositions
about these several patterns of transformation, which constitute the world, as we
experience it. And this basic process of transformation, present in every element of
nature, is the evolutionary principle. By the terms systematic and testable body of
propositions we mean simply the set of ideas, which can always be proved right or
wrong in terms of changes that occur in the world. In other words, we are talking
about the process of evolution that takes place on earth.
If you are finding this a little complicated, think about our own bodies, our own
selves. Our bodies consist mainly of water, blood, bones, flesh – and each one of
these has been drawn from the nature around us. When we die, we go back into the
natural substances around us.
All processes of change are thus similar, in that they emerge out of the physical stuff
of the world, have their own patterns of transformation and change, and according to
these patterns, in due course decline and dissolve. In this, they move from
i) a condition of simplicity to a condition of organised complexity.
ii) a condition of indefiniteness to a condition of definiteness.
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iii) a condition in which their parts are relatively undifferentiated to a condition
of increasing specialisation, in which their parts are characterised by a
complex differentiation of structure and function.
iv) from an unstable condition consisting of a large multiplicity of very similar
units, relatively incoherent and disconnected in their behaviour, to a stable
condition consisting or relatively fewer parts. Human beings now are so
intricately organised and articulated that their behavior is regular, coherent
and predictable.
Spencer’s first and foremost concern was on the evolutionary changes of social
structures and social institutions. He applied the evolutionary theory to the social
world and rejected the religious explanations about its origins and structures. The
basic principles of Social Evolutions are:











4.4

Society is a super-organic whole. By super-organic, Spencer meant that
although human society consists of individuals, yet the society is external to
individuals. By ‘whole’ he meant that society is a system of interrelated
parts. These interrelated systems interact with the physical environment.
Society changes naturally over time and gradually becomes perfect in itself.
Phases of growth of society are simple and homogeneous. An example is the
kinship system in those societies at the early stages of evolution where there
was lack of division of labour.
With the continuous process of differentiation, the entire social structure
becomes complex and integrated. The more the society becomes socially
differentiated, the more the parts and the institutions become dependent upon
each other.
Once differentiation occurred there takes place a segregation of groups,
classes and associations. Thus, differentiation and segregation in social
growth follow a definite principle.
As a whole, society responds to the changes that occur within it. When
certain changes occur that begin to threaten the existing environment, the
social structure also undergoes changes accordingly to balance the situation.

THE EVOLUTION OF SOCIETIES

Spencer defines evolution as a change from indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a
definite and coherent homogeneity through continuous differentiation and integration
and he gave the concept of evolution in terms:



Process of change where all things change from the simplest of the forms to
the most complex.
Things which are relatively undifferentiated to the things which are
differentiated which mean that one part is different from other. Example:
Amoeba which is undifferentiated and Human being which is differentiated.
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Change from Homogeneous (part look alike) to the Heterogeneous.

Idea of Evolution in terms of:

Spencer sought to build two classificatory systems of society related to his thesis of
social evolution. The first thesis states that in the process of social evolution societies
move from simple to various levels of compound on the basis of their degree of
composition (See Figure 4.1: The Process of Evolution of Societies as Explained by
Herbert Spencer).

Figure 4.1: The Process of Evolution of Societies as Explained by Herbert
Spencer
From the above diagrammatic representation, you would easily understand the
process of evolution of societies’ as explained by Spencer. Let us explain it further.
According to Spencer the aggregate of some simple societies gives rise to compound
societies, the aggregate of some compound societies gives rise to doubly compound
societies. The aggregate of some doubly compound societies gives rise to trebly
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compound societies (these have not been given in the above diagram). According to
Spencer simple societies consist of families, compound societies consist of families
unified into clans, doubly compound societies consist of clans unified into tribes and
the trebly compound societies, such as our own, have tribes brought together forming
nations or states (Timesheff 1967: 40).
The second classificatory system is based on construction of types which may not
exist in actual reality but which would help in analysing and comparing different
societies. Here a different type of evolution is conceived of, from (i) military to, (ii)
industrial societies.
i)

The Militant Society

The Militant society is a type in which predominant organisation is offensive and
defensive military action. Such society has the following characteristics.





ii)

Human relationships in such societies are marked by compulsory
cooperation.
There exists a highly centralised pattern of authority and social control.
A set of myths and beliefs reaffirm the hierarchical nature of society.
Life is marked by rigorous discipline and a close identity between public and
private life.
The Industrial Society

The Industrial society is one in which military activity and organisation is peripheral
to society. The greater part of society concentrates on human production and welfare.
The characteristics of such a society are that these societies are marked by





voluntary cooperation,
firm recognition of people’s personal rights,
separation of the economic realm from political control of the government
and
growth of free associations and institutions.

Herbert Spencer was aware that societies need not fit into either of the systems
totally. They served the purpose of models to aid classification. These are some of
the central ideas of Herbert Spencer. Now let us see in the next section (4.5) how
relevant his sociology is for the contemporary period and what his influence is on
contemporary sociologists.

4.5

SIGNIFICANCE OF HERBERT SPENCER’S IDEA TO
CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGY

Unlike Auguste Comte, who is the first founding father of sociology, Spencer,
known as the second founding father of sociology, had very different expectations
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from sociology. Auguste Comte wanted to guide men in the construction of a better
society. Spencer instead told people through sociology that human beings should not
interfere with the natural processes in societies. Spencer had great faith in the innate
instinct of freedom and believed any interference with this instinct to be harmful.
Herbert Spencer, under the influence of Darwin, believed in the notion of “the
survival of the fittest”. He like Darwin said that nature had the power to get rid of the
weak and unfit. The fittest people are those who are healthy and more intelligent. For
him, the state was a “joint-stock company for the mutual protection of individuals”
(Timasheff 1967: 41). According to him, nature is more intelligent than human
beings and therefore, the government should stop interfering in the process of this
evolution. He asked the Government to prohibit such activities as, education,
sanitary measures, improvement of harbours, etc. Thus, for Spencer the Victorian
laissez faire i.e. free market type society (where there was no government
intervention and individuals were free to compete with each other) was the apex of
all societies.
Herbert Spencer’s concept of society as a super-organic system had several
problems. He was unable to see culture as part of an integrated whole. His
explanation regarding the social evolution of societies from simple to compound, and
so on, was also faulty. However, he formulated an integral theory of all reality. His
law of evolution is a cosmic law and therefore, according to Timasheff (1946: 43)
his theory is strictly speaking a philosophical theory rather than sociological.
In his own time, Herbert Spencer became very popular and it was considered a
shame if an intellectual did not read his books. His popularity extended to England,
the United States of America and Russia but he was not all that known in France and
Germany. His ideas became popular because they served the need of his time,
namely, the desire for unifying knowledge and the need to explain in a scientific
manner the liassez faire principle. This principle was made popular by such
economists as Adam Smith and Ricardo. It advocated the idea of a free market where
prices will be determined on the basis of demand and supply. In such as market
perfect competition could be the basis of demand and supply. In such a market
perfect competition could be possible. This principle became popular during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries because it was considered by economists and
social thinkers to be the best way to increase the wealth of a nation.
Check Your progress Exercise 4.1
Notes:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 Write in seven lines about the essence of Spencer’s arguments regarding social
evolution.
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.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................
Q.2 What is common in the ideas of Comte and Spencer? Write your answer in
three lines.
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
.....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

4.6

LET US SUM UP

Herbert Spencer defines evolution as a change from indefinite, incoherent
homogeneity to a definite and coherent homogeneity through continuous
differentiation and integration .He thought the process of evolution is Progressive
change, it is not a retrogressive. He said that all system irrespective to other are
evolving therefore he regarded as‘‘Philosopher of universal evolution‘‘. Evolution is
a process, within it there are two processes: process of differentiation and the process
of integration. It was Herbert Spencer who actually coined the phrase "Survival of
the fittest" in which there is a constant struggle amongst the species i.e. struggle for
food. As a result there is a continual struggle, the stronger species survived and while
the weaker species die, this is known as ―Elimination of weak.

4.7

GLOSSARY

Compulsory Cooperation:

It is that kind of cooperation among people which is
compulsorily imposed by the leaders who represent
authority.

Evolution:

The process of slow changes through a long period of
time in which life forms have developed from simple
unicellular beings, such as amoeba, to complex multicellular beings, such as human beings.

Heterogeneous:

Composition of unlike elements. For example, India is
considered to be a heterogeneous society since it has
people of different languages, religions and cultures
living in it.
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Voluntary cooperation:

4.8

It is the kind of cooperation among people which is
not imposed on them but is voluntarily accepted by
them.

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS : THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Spencer’s theory rested on the principle of ‘evolution’. The
concept of evolution in turn rested on the premise that every
form of nature undergoes changes and in essence derives from
the same substance. The task of science therefore would be to
build a body of knowledge to study the way various patterns
of transformation are taking place in the world around us.

Answer to Q.2:

Both Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer believed in
a) the task of scientific knowledge being the establishment of
testable laws.
b) Scientific laws were statements of interconnection, i.e. they
are ‘uniformities of co-existence and succession’.
c) Scientific knowledge alone provided reliable basis for
prediction.

4.9
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