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A Critique of Pop]per’s Poverty of Historicism with Special
Reference to the Theory of Auguste Comte*

Eric Dunning

1. This paper presents a defence of the view that a
developmental approach to sociology of the kind advocated by
Norbert Elias should form the core of theory-building and
research in the subject (1). The rudiments of such an approach
were inherent in the dominant paradigms of the nineteenth
century but, by the middle of the twentieth, had been replaced
by static paradigms of various kinds. It must be enough in this
context to illustrate what this means by reference to only one
or two examples.

Take the case of Robert Nisbet. He recently contended, without
presenting supportive evidence or analysis, that:

"(--..) the very point of (...) structures and groups, from the
sociological point of view, is their remarkable fixity in time. For
all the internal tensions and conflicts, caste in India, especially
rural India, is only negligibly different today from what it was
five hundred, a thousand, even two thousand years ago (...)"(2).

Nisbet even introduces static assumptions into his definition
of change; viz. 'change is a succession of differences in time
in a persisting identity” (3). Similar assumptions recur in
the work of Talcott Parsons. He assumes, presumably because he
believes the human mind to be inherently incapable of con-
ceptualizing change per se, that the study of structure is
"logically prior"” to the study of change. Thus he writes that
the construction of "a th iry o* the processes of change of
social systems as system. is L "task which logically pre-
supposes a theory of social structure and a theory of motiva-
tional processes within the system™ (4). He continues: "The
essential point is that for there to be a theory of change of
pattern (...) there must be an initial and a terminal pattern
to be used as points of reference” (5). In a later essay, he
elaborates on the reasons for these assumptions, saying that:
"The specificities of significant change could not even be
identified iIf there were no relative background of nonchange
to relate them to" (6)-

* This is the revized and expanded version of a paper first published
as Working Paper in Historical Sociology, Number 5, by the Department
of Sociology, University of Leicester. 1 am grateful to my colleagues,
Clive Ashworth and Ivan Waddington, for their critical comments on
this earlier draft.
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What this appears to mean is that, in order to study change,
one needs a prior understanding of the units or elements which
undergo such a process. Moreover, according to this conception,
change is a disturbance which intervenes between prior and
subsequent ''steady states'. Alternatively some form of con-
stant, whether actual or conceptual, is held to be an essential
prerquisite for the construction of a theory of social change.

That contemporary sociological thinking is shot through with
such a tendency to dichotomize structure and change, to see
structures as changeless and changes as structureless - the
latter assumption may not be implicit in the above exemples
but it stands at the core of Popper®s arguments to be considered
later - can be seen from the fact that most sociological text-
books discuss aspects of society statically, relegating the
subject of change to a meagre last chapter. In short, such a
dichotomy forms an implicit core assumption which is trans-
mitted to most contemporary sociologists as part of their
occupational socialization.

A striking exception to the currently predominant pattern is
provided by the work of Elias. He lays stress on the observably
processual character of social structures, on their long-term
tendency, <gue £0 their inherent dynamics, to change. To my
knowledge no one has yet attempted to demonstrate by research
the persistence of social structures over time. It is,
therefore, reasonable to suppose that the belief that they
persist is either an artefact of methods based on a short-term
perspective or a theoretical assumption which lacks any basis
in systematic research and, hence, any correspondence with
observable social structures, with societies as they "really
are”. Yet there are those who will argue that, whilst
societies may have the processual character attributed to them
by Elias, it is nevertheless impossible to study them scienti-
fically. Karl Popper is a case in point.

The twentieth century shift towards static paradigms was, in
part, a de facto process which occurred without explicit ratio-
nalization. An exception is provided by Popper iIn The Poverty
of Historicism (7). The arguments he marshals there appear
powerful and compelling. They are, moreover, accepted in certain
circles as a definitive critique of the developmental approach
(8). As such, they represent a blockage to a proper understan-
ding of this approach, and, at the same time, to freeing
sociology from its current theoretical and research impasse
regarding problems of structure and change. It follows that it
is necessary for proponents of a "developmental perspective

to subject Popper®s arguments, in their turn, to critical
scrutiny. That is what will be attempted in this paper. More
precisely, since a full-scale critique of The Poverty of
Historicism is beyond the scope of a single essay, it will lay
the foundations for a stringent and systematic critique by
exposing what, from a developmental standpoint, are some of

the more glaring deficiencies in Popper®s analysis.
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I have chosen Comte"s theory to back up my critique principally
because it focusses centrally on the development of knowledge.
Since Popper®s critique, too, rests centrally on the part played
by knowledge”in social development, it follows that, if | can
sustain my critique principally by reference to such a theory,

I shall be able to dent his arguments more seriously than would
be possible were 1 to establish my case by reference to Marx,
Spencer, Hobhouse or Elias. That is because none of these
theorists attributes to knowledge a role in social development
as central as that attributed to it by Conte and Popper. 1 shall
begin the presentation of my case by offering one or two
criticisms of a general kind.

2. According to Popper, "historicist doctrines" are, at
bottom, responsible for the low level of development of theo-
retical sociology (9). However, in my view, the reverse is
closer to the truth: namely, that it is the rejection of the
developmental approach which is principally responsible for
this state of affairs. My reasons for believing this can be
stated fairly briefly.

A.N. Whitehead once said that '"a science which hesitates to
forget its founders is lost” (10). That may be true of an
established science such as physics but it is pernicious if
applied to a subject such as sociology in which continuity in
research and theory-building bas never been adequately insti-
tutionalized and which is "multi-paradigmatic", 1i.e. charac-
terized by a multiplicity of approaches which are, in many
ways, at odds with one another, more or less radically diver-
gent. Relatively undeveloped disciplines of that type are more
likely to go astray if they forget their founders than if “they
hesitate to do so. To say this is not to imply approval of the
""ancestor worship"” that one finds in some courses on the socio-
logical '"classics" but to stress that, for research and theory-
building in a subject to be made continuous and cumulative, it
is necessary to build upon established foundations. Acquain-
tance with earlier work is also necessary in order to avoid
needless duplication and, above all, to avoid heralding as a
"discovery” something established, say, fifty or a hundred
years before. Even more importantly, knowledge of past work is
necessary In order to assess whether progress is being made,
to establish whether or not knowledge in a field is advancing.

Of course, if the work of the "founding fathers"™ in a given
field had been refuted solely or mainly on scientific grounds,
then Whitehead would be right. One should not, then, hesitate
to forget them. However, that was manifestly not the case with
the abandonment of the developmental theories of nineteenth
century sociology. The scientific objections to them - e.g. of
the postulate of development as unilinear and inevitable, and
of their moral connotations - could and, in my view, due to
the processual character of human societies, should have been
incorporated within a modified developmental framework (11). It
is, above all, the fact that this did not occur which suggests
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that these theories were rejected largely on ideological
grounds. These were partly political, e.g. left-wing objections
to the "Social Darwinism" of Spencer or the 'conservatism" of
Comte; right-wing and liberal objections to Marxism. At a more
fundamental level, however, nineteenth century developmental
paradigms were rejected in connection with the deeply-rooted
tendency towards static thinking, to make what Elias calls
Zustandsreduktionen (12), which predominates in contemporary
sociology. As | hope to show, Popper®s rejection of what he
calls "historicism” falls into both of those categories. How-
ever, before 1 look in greater detail at his critique, three
more preliminary observations are necessary. In ascending
order of importance, they are:

D, although it is the most forceful and compelling critique of
nineteenth century developmental theories so far proposed, The
Poverty of Historicism did not play a part in the initial re-
jection of these theories. It was first delivered, in outline
form as a paper, in 1936, Tfirst published as an article in

1944, and Tirst appeared in book form in 1957. It appeared, that
is, at a time when, at least in Anglo-American sociology,
developmental theories were already dead, or almost so, kept
alive only in the work of isolated scholars such as Leslie

White (13), V. gordon Childe (14) and Norbert Elias.

2) political motives, more specifically a strong commitment to
an extreme form of laissez faire liberalism, exercised a deep
influence on Popper®s critique. His political motivation
emerges from the dedication of his hook which reads:

In memory of the countless men and women of all creeds or nations or
races who fell victims to the fascist and communist belief in
Inexorable Laws of Historical Destiny.

Of course. Popper began to develop his critique in Germany in
the 1930%s, expanded it during the second world war and
finalized it during the "cold war" era. It is hardly surprising,
therefore, that, as a liberal, his political passions should
have been strongly roused. But, however understandable that may
be, it is nevertheless relevant to note that, as a result, his
objectivity and capacity to use the rigorous logic which is
supposedly the hallmark of philosophical thinking may have been
impaired.

3) Popper®s critique is based on a model of science which up-
holds hysics as a model. Accordingly, the concept of "universal
laws™ stands at its centre. That is, it holds as a benchmark
against which all sciences should be measured, a type of con-
cept which Elias has suggested is developmentally specific, i.e.
relative to an early stage in the development of science and
which he regards as a representation which a relatively high
degree of "object-adequacy™ regarding simple, loosely integrated
phenomena such as gases but shich is far less object-adequate
regarding complex, highly integrated and rapidly changing
phenomena such as human societies (15). | have now reached a
point where Popper®s critique can be tackled more systematically
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3. Popper means by "historicism" an approach to the social
sciences which assumes that historical prediction is their
central aim. Such an approach assumes, as Popper puts it, that
there are discoverable "laws', "patterns" or "rhythms" in
history which, once discovered, will enable us to predict the
future development of society. He distinguishes between two
ideal types of historicism: '"pro-naturalistic" historicism
which assumes that the methods of natural science are
appropriate for the study of societies; and "anti-naturalistic"
historicism which regards the methods of the natural sciences
as iInappropriate in this respect and stresses, instead, the
role of intuition in grasping the "movement'" of society as a
whole, its "Zeitgeist” or whatever one wants to call it. It is
important to bear in mind that these are ideal types and that
the writings of particular historicists can fall into both
camps. Since 1 accept, by and large. Popper®s strictures against

anti-naturalistic historicism, | shall concentrate in what
follows on his critique of historicism of the pro-naturalistic
kind.

In the preface to the 1957, book version of The Poverty of
Historicism, Popper added an important statement to the argu-
ments set forth in the text. He wrote:

"l tried to show, in The Poverty of Historicism, that historicism is
a poor method - a method which does not bear any fruit. But I did not
actually refute historicism.

Since then, | have succeeded in giving a refutation of historicism: |
have shown that, for strictly logical reasons, it is impossible for
us to predict the future course of history"(16).

These "stricly logical reasons" are then presented in the form
of five propositions:

1. the course of human history is r >nglv nfluenced by the growth
of human knowledge;

2. we cannot predict, by rational or scientific means, the further
growth of our scientific knowledge;

3. we cannot, therefore, predict the future course of human history;

. this means that we must reject the possibility of a theoretical
history; that is to say, of a historical social science that would
correspond to theoretical physics. There can be no scientific
theory of historical development serving as a basis for historical
prediction;

5. the fundamental aim of historicist methods is, therefore, mis-
conceived; and historicism collapses (17).

Popper next expands on these propositions as follows, getting
to the kernel of his "logical™ critique:

"(...) if there is such a thing as growing human knowledge, then we
cannot anticipate today what we shall know only tomorrow (...) no
scientific predictor - whether a human scientist or a calculating
machine - can possibly predict, by scientific methods, its own future
results. Attempts to do so can attain their results only after the
events, when it is too late for a prediction; they can attain their
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result only after the prediction has turned into retrodiction'(18).

IT one thinks about it for a moment, Popper®s argument does not
depend, as he contends, on its "strict logic" but on the
empirical validity of the first proposition, namely, that the
course of human history is strongly influenced by the growth of
knowledge. It assumes, in other words, that knowledge is an
autonomous and causally important agency in social development.
I accept that such an assumption is reasonable or, more
precisely, that knowledge is relatively autonomous and relatively
causally important in this respect. However, it is important

to recognize that it would be disputed by a crude Marxist for
whom knowledge would be epiphenomenal, part of the social
"superstructure™, a "mere reflection” of the "material base".
Such a position, whilst empirically suspect in its crude form,
is perfectly logical. It cannot be tested purely and simply on
a priori logical grounds. Observation and logic are both
required in order to demonstrate whether it is valid or not.

A more important objection to Popper®s argument is that he fails
to distinguish between the forms and the contents of knowledge.
Comte"s theory, however, as |1 shall show, was concerned
primarily with questions of form. It follows that, if he
successfully produced a theory of the development of the forms
of knowledge, Popper®s critique falls partly to the ground,

i.e. its potential validity is restricted to matters of content.
The question then becomes that of establishing the relative
importance of the forms and contents of knowledge as deter-
minants of social development and of .their relationships to one
another in that process.

Popper®s distinction between "laws™ and 'trends" 1is also rele-
vant iIn this respect. It means that, if one establishes a trend
towards the growth of knowledge, one can extrapolate such a
trend into the future providing there are grounds for believing
that the "trend-maintaining”™ conditions will themselves be
maintained. In short, certain forms of historical prediction or
forecast are possible. The case against "historicism™ 1is not,
therefore, so damning as Popper wants us to believe. 1 shall
return to these issues in a moment. First of all, 1 shall look
critically at some of the arguments levelled by Popper against
"pro-naturalistic historicism”™ in the main text of his book.

- These arguments are mainly concentrated in the chapter
entitled, "Is There a Law of Evolution?". This chapter is
crucial to Popper®s case but it contains, as | hope to show,
one or two fundamental errors. He begins by considering the
problem of biological evolution. The "evolutionary hypothesis",
he contends, explains a host of biological observations - for
instance, certain similarities between species and genera -
by the assumption of the common ancestry of related forms. But,
he contends, this hypothesis is not a -universal law, even though
certain universal laws of nature, e..g. those of heredity and
mutation, enter into it. "It has", according to Popper, 'the
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character of a particular historical statement” (19). In short,
it is, in his opinion, a statement about a unique sequence of
events and for that reason, he argues, there cannot be a law
at work producing an invariant evolutionary order. It will
help the establishment of my case if | quote the relevant
section of his argument in full:

"The search for the law of the "unvarying order®™ in evolution cannot
possibly fall within the scope of scientific method, whether in
biology or in sociology. My reasons are very simple. The evolution
of life on earth, or of human society, is a unique historical pro-
cess. Such a process, we may assume, proceeds in accordance with all
sorts of causal laws, for example, the laws mechanics, of chemistry,
of heredity and segregation, of natural selection, etc. Its descrip-
tion, however, is not a law, but only a singular historical state-
ment. Universal laws make assertions concerning some unvarying order
(.-.) and although there is no reason why the observation of one
single instance should hot incite us to formulate a universal law,
nor why, if we are lucky, we should not even hit upon the truth, it
is clear that any law, formulated in this or in any other way, must
be tested by new instances before it can be taken seriously by
science. But we cannot hope to test a universal hypothesis nor to
find a universal law acceptable to science if we are forever confined
to the observation of one unique process. Nor can the observation of
one unique process help us to see its future development” (20).

The core of Popper”s argument, then, is that processes and
events have to be recurrent to fall within the scope of
scientific treatment. Only then, is it possible to subject
hypotheses to test. Such tests cannot be carried out if a Tpar-
ticular area of phenomena, 0°r phenomena at a particular "level
of reality', comprises or comprise events and processes which
are unique.

In part, 1 would accept this. It is clear that events and
processes do have to be recurrent to permit the formulation of
testable hypotheses. However, 1 would contend that such re-
currence does not have to be universal for testing to occur.
Indeed, there is growing doubt in physics concerning the
universality, the independence of space and time, of the
processes Popper supposes to be subject to universal laws (21).
1 shall return to this issue and consider it more fully in a
moment. Before 1 do, | should like to enter a minor but none-
theless relevant criticism of Popper®s argument. He asserts
with certainty that there is no law of biological or social
evolution. But the logic of his admission that we might hit
upon such a law by chance implies that biological or social
reality might operate in terms of such a law. Logically, all
that he can state with certainty is that, if such a process is
unique, we cannot determine by scientific methods whether it
operates in a law-like manner or not, i.e. we have no means of
testing any hypothesis which asserts the existence of such a
law. In a scientific sense, that is, we simply cannot know.
That is the logic of Popper®s argument. But he states decisively

333



that there is no such law.

Popper next proceeds to ask - and his apparent fairness is one
of the reasons why his critique appears so forceful - how his
objection to the "evolutionary hypothesis™, whether in biology
or sociology, could be countered. Again, it will be useful to
cite his argument in full. What he writes is this:

"There are, in the main, two positions which may be taken up by those
who believe in a law of evolution. They may (i) deny our contention
that the evolutionary process is unique; or (ii) assert that in an
evolutionary process we may discern a trend or tendency or direction,
and that we may formulate a hypothesis which states this trend, and
test this hypothesis by future experience. The two positions (...)
are not exclusive of each other” (22).

Popper admits the partial validity of the second objection but
totally denies the validity of the first. X want to argue the
reverse: namely, that the first objection is valid, i.e. 1 deny
that the evolutionary process is unique, and that the second,
though not wrong, contains one or two woolly notions. Before |
elaborate on this, however, It is necessary to cite one further
section of Popper®s argument:

“Now 1 do not intend to deny that history may sometimes repeat itself
in certain respects, nor that the parallel between certain types of
historical events, such as the rise os tyrannies in ancient Greece
and in modern times, can be significant for the student of the socio-
logy of political power. But it is clear that all these instances of
repetition involve circumstances which are vastly dissimilar, and
which may exert an important influence upon further developments. We
have therefore no valid reason to expect of any apparent repetition
of an historical development that it will continue to run parallel to
its prototype™(23).

I have now reached a point where I can put forward my main
objections to Popper®s critique. Basically, they boil down to
the following three:

1D in arguing against the notion that types of historical events
can be repeated, Popper shows his failure to understand that
sociology is concerned with structures not events. This is
clearly connected with the nominalist view of science on which
his arguments are based and with his corresponding espousal of
"methodological individualism". This is not the place for a
thoroughgoing critique of these aspects of his case. It must be
enough to note that he does not achieve a satisfactory balance
between the philosophical poles of nominalism and realism, and
that, in his desire to avoid the excesses of the latter, he
fails to see that, as Elias would put it, human societies are
"figurations of interdependent human beings'". The concept of
"figurations"™ 1is not a mere abstraction but refers to a class
of phenomena which are as "real" as the individual human beings
that form them. It is difficult to see how the structure of,
e.g., a "tribal", "feudal" of "nation-state figuration” is any
less "real' than the structure of a carbon atom or molecule of
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DNA. The ties which link its members may be learned and
different from the physio-chemical bonds which link molecules
and atoms but that does not make them any less "real', i.e.
observable. The same holds true of the overall structures that
they form. Social figurations may have structures which are
more liable to change than those of atoms but that means they
possess changeable structures not that they are structureless.
It follows that the concept of social structure is not a mere
term but refers to a central and observable property of human
figurations;

2) the empirical example of possible historical parallels that
Popper cites, namely that of Ancient Greek and modern tyrannies,
loads the argument in his favour. That is because structural

and processual differences are likely to be great if one
attempts to draw parallels between societies which stand at
different levels of development and which are vastly removed

in time. But if one controls for level of development and his-
torical period, one can reduce the degree of difference between
structural and what are more properly called processual paral-
lels, thereby increasing one"s chances of developing significant
hypotheses about them. One could, e.g., look for parallels
among the city-states of Ancient Greece in their tyrannical
phases, or among modern tyrannies such as Hitler"s Germany,
Mussolini®s Italy, Franco®"s Spain, Salazar®"s Portugal, Stalin®s
Russia and "post-Allende" Chile. Moreover, since one has more
than one example in each case, one could test such hypotheses.
And some of them might be valid universally for their class,
i.e. they might hold for all tyrannies, or for all Greek
tyrannies or for all modern ones;

3) this brings me to the central criticism that 1 wish to make.
It is of Popper®s notion, implicit in The Poverty of Histori-
cism - though 1 doubt whether it recurs in those parts of his
work where his political passions are less seriously roused -
that identity and difference, unigqueness and recurrence, are
properties purely and simply of reality, of the phenomena that
we study. That is clearly an inadequate view. Whether or not we
perceive phenomena as similar 01 -lifft.ent, unique or recurrent
is also, in part, a function of our concepts and, particularly,
of the level of concept-formation reached in the sciences that
we practice. Let me illustrate this by reference to the dis-
tinction between "general™ and "specific cultural evolution”
drawn by the anthropologists, Sahlins and Service (24) . The
concept of 'general evolution', however, refers to the pro-
cesses which take place as a society adapts to its environment.
Specific evolution is historical or, as Sahlins and Service put
it, "phylogenetic", i.e. one stage in the process develops
sequentially out of and is, in a determinable sense, influenced
or affected by, the one that preceded it. It may or may not
involve a transformation from a lower to a higher or from a
higher to a lower level of general evolution, 1i.e. in the course
or adapting to its environment - both its geographical and its
internal and external social environments - a given society may
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remain at a given level of general evolution by, for example,
changing from a matrilineal to a patrilineal Kkinship system.
But - and this, for present purposes, is the important point -
general and specific evolution are not different forms of
evolution but different perspectives on the same overall
process. In talking about general as opposed to specific
evolution, one has moved, as the term implies, to a higher
level of generality. One has also explicitly adopted a compa-
rative and classificatory framework. Thus, although the United
States, Great Britain, Holland and the USSR differ from each
other in numerous respects, they share a number of structural
features as "‘urban-industrial-nation-states” which distinguish
them structurally form tribal and feudal societies and
dynastic states. The societies within each of these categories
similarly differ from one another in several ways but, at the
same time, share common structural features. Moreover, such
distinctions are not simply relevant in a classificatory sense.
They also enable one to pose the question: are there, despite
the differences in their histories - in their paths of '"speci-
fic evolution” - any discernible regularities, any recurrent
processes, observable in the formation of urban-industrial-
nation-states, or for that matter, of tribal and feudal
societies or dynastic states? In short, do they share develop-
mental as well as structural features? Moreover, one can
formulate hypotheses about such processes and, what is more
important, test them since, at every conceivable level of
"general evolution', there is more than one case.

But Popper was apparently unable to see this. His view of
science recognizes the existence of recurrent regularities in
the physical universe but denies their existence in the social
world. There are, however, differences and irregularities in
the physical universe as well: no two atoms, no two crystals,
no two drops of water, no two planets, stars, galaxies or
whatever, are identical. They differ, if only by virtue of
their seperate existence and, therefore, different location in
space. Indeed, from one modern cosmological standpoint, the
entire development of the universe is a unique sequence of
events, a "big bang", an explosive process starting from a
"singularity" (25). Even from a ''steady-state' standpoint,
every process of galactic, stellar and planetary evolution has
features which are unique. Nevertheless, astronomers have
discovered that one can observe general, recurrent features,
formulate hypotheses on the basis of these observations, and
test these hypotheses on the basis of new observations. The
same, | would contend, holds true as far as the development of
societies Is concerned. And it easy to see as long as one does
not get confused, as Popper has evidently done, regarding the
role of perspectives and concepts in the determination of
identity and difference, repetition and uniqueness.

To say this, of course, is not to imply that social development
proceeds according to "universal laws". Its regular and re-
current features are not "law-like"™ in character but, as Elias
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has shown, law-like theories are not the only type of scientific
theory it is possible to construct. Structure and process models
can be constructed also (26). And in any case, as was noted
earlier, the concept of laws which operate independently of time
and space is increasingly being brought into question even in
physics itself.

Just one more aspect of Popper®s argument remains to be con-
sidered: his discussion of the concept of "trends". The search
for trends, he admits, is a legitimate part of the sociological
enterprise but, he maintains, trends are not laws. A statement
asserting the occurrence of a trend is existential and condi-
tional, not universal and unconditional. A trend which has per-
sisted for hundreds, even thousands, of years may change within
a decade or even more abruptly. It is important, therefore, to
know, in the case of any trend, the conditions responsible for
maintaining it, what the "trend-maintaining conditions” are for,
if they change, so will thé trend itself.

Popper®s discussion of this issue is, on the whole, sensible and
useful though static assumptions enter into it in that he fails
to consider that trends may sometimes be maintained, not by
conditions which are constant, but by another trend or trends.
Moreover, as 1 shall show, his concept was, in its essentials,
anticipated by Comte. Of course, Comte, too, adhered to a con-
cept of "universal laws”. It is subject to the same criticisms
as Popper®"s concept and, accordingly, must also be abandoned.
That is, the "law of the three stages'" refers to a process
which approximates more closely to Popper®s concept of a trend
than to that of a "universal law'". Yet, recognition of this
should not blind one to the fact that Conte®s concept captures
aspects of social development which are not adequately repre-
sented by Popper®s vaguer and woollier concept. Thus, "laws",
according to Comte, more precisely, "laws of succession", refer
to sequences which are necessary, invariant and irreversible.
Because they are based on learning, social developments are
clearly not irreversible. But, as | hope to show, they are
necessary and invariant, if not in the "strong" sense that sub-
sequent stages are '"immanent in" and grow inevitably and auto-
matically out of those that precede them, at least in the
"weaker" sense that later bear discernible traces of earlier
stages and that the latter necessarily come first. Thus,
although one cannot say predictively that a given stage will
give rise, necessarily and inevitably, to a subsequent one, one
can say retrodictively of a later stage that is was necessarily
preceded by an earlier one.

This concept of development as containing necessary and in-
variant features In a weak sense may be complex and difficult
to grasp. It is best illustrated by means of a more detailed
discussion of Comte"s theory. 1 shall start by referring to his
methodological writings. tlat | want, basically, to show is
this: 1) that Comte demonstrates the necessity in sociology of
a developmental methodology; 2) that his theory of social
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development is testable; and 3) that, since it is fundamentally
a theory of the development of knowledge, more precisely of the
forms of knowledge, it makes possible certain kinds of predic-
tions and, therefore, constitutes at least a partial refutation
of Popper®s so-called "logical"™ critique of "historicism".
Having established these three things, 1 shall, by way of con-
clusion, offer suggestions regarding the way in which the task
of criticizing and testing Comte - and other so-called "histori-

cists" - might more properly be approached.
It goes without saying that the discussion which follows is an
interpretation. It is textually supportable but I do not claim

that this interpretation is what Comte 'really meant”. Discus-
sions of that kind - i.e. about what Comte or Marx or "X"

really meant - are not irrelevant and unimportant from a
scientific standpoint but, in my view, sociology, in its current
phase, needs to redress the balance and to emphasize the testing
of theories as opposed to simply discussing them. In short, it
has to move from a philosophical into a scientific model.

5. According to Comte, the new science of sociology will
have to be firmly based on "positive" methods. Since the term
"positivism" has nowadays acquired a different connotation -
menaing, among other things, 'crude empiricism"” and "crude
behaviourism™ - it is as well to start by looking at what it
meant for Comte. His definition was as follows:

“All the languages of Western Europe agree in understanding by this
word and its derivatives the two qualities of reality and usefulness;
(---) the term also implies certainty and precision (...) (and) a
directly organic tendency (...) But the word will bear yet a further
meaning. The organic character of the system leads us naturally to
another of its attributes, namely, its invariable relativity.

Modern thinkers will never rise above that critical position which
they have hitherto taken up towards the past except by repudiating
all absolute principles. This last meaning is more latent than the
others, but it is really contained in the term. It will soon become
generally accepted, and the word Positive will be understood to mean
relative as much as it now means organic, precise, certain, useful,
and real™ (27).

There is no need, in this context, to consider the whole of
this definition. It will be enough, for present purposes, to
focus solely on the attributes of "reality" and "relativity".
As 1 understand it, positivism was, for Comte, a method which
has proved itself historically as the best available to men for
increasing understanding of reality. By "reality"”, Comte meant
the world of phenomena, that which is observable, directly or
indirectly, through the senses. We cannot, however, have abso-
lute knowledge of phenomena. Knowledge, that about which we can
say with a high degree of certainty that "we know", is
necessarily relative in at least two senses, viz:

1) to the stage in the development of science at which we stand
and therefore liable, within certain limits - e.g. we can
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never know about "origins' or 'causes" - to be superseded in
the future; and

2) about relationships.

The second of these two meanings of "relativism"” was, 1 should
like to contend, paramount for Comte, i.e., in his view, all we
can know about are the relationships among phenomena, the things
and processes that we are able to observe, those which present
themselves to our senses. Observable relationships, he main-
tained, can take two forms: relationships of coexistence and
relationships of succession. A sociological example of the

first type would be that which he expressed as the "first law
of social statics", which has been re-named by Radcliffe-Brown,
the "postulate of functional unity", i.e. the idea that there is
a "'strain towards consistency' or "compatibility"” among the
parts of social systems (28). A sociological example of the
second type would be that which Comte expressed as the "law of
the three stages'.

The positive method, then, as Comte conceived it, abandons the
quest for absolute knowledge and seeks only to discover ob-
servable relationships. It is, in addition, based on a necessary
and inextricable balance between theory and observation. Since
it is generally agreed that Comte provided one of the best ever
statements on the need for theory in science, it will be useful,
once again, to quote his own words. What he wrote was this:

"All good intellects have repeated, since Bacon®s time, that there can
be no real knowledge but that which is based on observed facts. This
is incontestable (...) but (...) 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" (29).

Apart from direct observation - which must, of course, always

be related to a theory - Comte recommended two methods as likely
to be of sociological value: the method of indirect experimen-
tation and the comparative method. Since he regarded it as the
sociological method par excelle e, 1 shall confine myself in
what follows to his structures on the comparative method.

Three types of comparison are likely, says Comte, to be socio-
logically fruitful: the comparison of human with animal
societies in order to establish those institutions which are
inherent iIn human societies by nature; the comparison "of the
different coexisting states of human society on the various
parts of the earth"s surface” (30), a method which enables the
sociologist directly to observe different stages of social
development; and the historical or "historico-comparative"
method. It was the last of these, the historical method, which
Comte regarded as most important. His reasons lay in what he
regarded as certain deficiencies of the method of non-historical
comparison. The non-historical comparative method, he felt, has
two principal uses: it enables one to test hypotheses about
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development established by historical research and to fill in
gaps and lacunae in the historical record. It cannot, however,
empirically establish the necessary relationships between

stages of social development or allow one to distinguish between
primary and secondary factors in that process. Comte regarded
race and climate as examples of secondary factors. He expressed
his view on the primacy of the historical method in the following
words:

"The historical comparison of the consecutive states of humanity is not
only the chief scientific device of the new political philosophy. Its
rational development constitutes the substratum of the science in what-
ever is essential to it. It is this which distinguishes it thoroughly
from biological science (...) The positive principle of this (distinc-
tion) results from the necessary influence of human generations upon
the generations that follow, accumulating continuously till it consti-
tutes the preponderating influence in the direct study of social
development™ (31).-

Another of Comte"s rules of scientific method is the proposal
that,. in synthetic sciences such as biology and sociology - i.e.
those which deal with *"compound™ or "systemic'" phenomena - it is
necessary to proceed from the "whole™ to the “parts'™. That is,
the parts cannot be understood in isolation from the system to
which they belong. The same holds true, he said, in the study

of "social dynamics', thus providing another reason for the
primacy of historical method; i.e. one must proceed from the
history of mankind as a whole to its various stages and aspects
- these cannot be understood except in relation to the wider,
long-term movement of which they form part. But this means,
Comte argued, that a preliminary theory of the social develop-
ment of mankind as a whole is a necessary prerequisite for the
scientific study of that process. One can only see the relation-
ship of the parts to the whole by having a prior - not a priori
- conception of that whole. Such a preliminary theory is also
necessary as a guide to research and to prevent it from de-
generating into trivial description or, as Comte put it, into

"a mere compilation of provisional materials” (32).

The construction of such a theory was the main task that Comte
set himself. Its object was to exhibit '"the events of human
experience in coordinated series which manifest their own
graduated connection” (33). When fully developed and tested,
such a theory would enable one to make predictions. Again, it
will be useful to follow the argument through in Comte®s own
words. He wrote:

"A considerable accuracy of prevision may thus be obtained, for any
determinate period, and with any particular view, as historical
analysis will indicate the direction of modifications, even in the
most disturbed times. And it is worth noticing that the prevision will
be nearest the truth in proportion as thfe phenomena in question are
more important and more general; because their continuous causes are
predominant in the social movement; and disturbances have less power.
From these first, general aspects, the same rational certainty may
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extend to secondary and special aspects, through their statical
relations with the first; and thus we may obtain conclusions
sufficinetly accurate for the application of principles” (34).

Two things are principally of interest in this passage: firstly,
Comte®"s argument that predictive accuracy is likely to be
greatest regarding more general and important, i.e. “primary"
phenomena; and secondly, his suggestion that, if we are able to
make accurate predictions regarding the development of primary
phenomena, ‘statical relations™, i.e. the interdependence of
system parts, will, ipso facto, enable us to make accurate
predections regarding the development of secondary phenomena,
too. However, before accurate predictions of future social
development will be possible, the theory must first be tested
by making predictions - we would nowadays call them "post-
dictions”™ or "retrodictions" - about the past. Again, in Comte*s
own words:

“IT we desire to familiarize ourselves with this historical method, we
must employ it first upon the past, bu endeavouring to deduce every
well-known historical situation from the whole series of its ante-
cedents. In every science we must have learned to predict the past, so
to speak, before we can predict the future"™ (35).

I should now like to draw attention to what Comte said on the
subject of trends. Such a discussion will show that he was aware
of the problems later articulated by Popper on this subject. It
will also illustrate still further his reasons for believing
that the historical method must be the sociological method par
excellence. He wrote in this connection that:

"The present is, by itself, purely misleading, because it is impossible
to avoid confounding principal with secondary facts, exalting con-
spicuous transient manifestations over fundamental tendenceis, which
are generally very quiet; and above all, supposing those powers, in-
stitutions, and doctrines to be in the ascendant, which are, in fact,
in their decline. It is clear that the only adequate corrective of all
this is a philosophical understanding of the past; that the comparison
cannot be decisive unless it embraces the whole of the past; and that
the sooner we stop, iIn travelling up the vista of time, the more
serious will be the mistakes we fall into" (36).

The main task of sociology, then, was to be the search for
fundamental tendencies in social development. Comte did not
underestimate the difficulty of this task. "The chief danger™,
he wrote, "is of our supposing a continuous decrease to indicate
a final extinction, or the reverse"™ (37). Thus, Comte was aware
of the distinction between "trends” and "laws"™, i.e. between
reversible and fundamental tendencies, those which, even though
a short-term perspective may not reveal them, can be shown to
have been at work in all societies throughout the history of
mankind.

One can see from this discussion the way iIn which Comte en-
visaged the task of constructing a preliminary theory of social
development, of developing an overarching general hypothesis
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regarding the fundamental "laws™ of social succession. Such a
theory had, first of all, to construct a social series
sufficiently comprehensive to embrace the history of mankind
as a whole; secondly, to establish the necessary connections
between the stages in that series; and thirdly to be about
phenomena which are general and important. As we have seen,
Comte regarded the law of the three stages of intellectual
growth as an expression of the fundamental tendency in the
social development of mankind. His reasons for focussing on
forms of thinking can be summarized fairly briefly. They are:

1) he believed that he had shown in his theory of social statics
that consensus of ideas is the most important precondition for
social harmony. It followed that, if ideas were important from
a statical point of view, they were also important for social
dynamics. Or, as Comte expressed it in The Positive Philosophy:
"Ideas govern the world or throw it into chaos: in other words,
that all social mechanism rests upon Opinions” (38).

2) that ideas are general in society; i.e. there is no activity
or institution in which ideas are not manifest. Thus, whatever
one studies, ideas are an aspect of it; and

3) that it is man®s capacity to think and communicate ideas
linguistically that distinguishes him most centrally from other
animals. Moreover, since human social organization has under-
gone development whilst, except in a rudementary fashion,
animal social organization has not, the capacity to think and
use language must be central to the social development of man.
Language, furthermore, is the chief vehicle of intergenerational
transmission. It ensures, according to Aron"s interpretation of
Comte, 'the adoption by the living of the thought of the dead"
(39). It was chiefly on these grounds that Comte rejected
materialism. Materialism was wrong, he felt, because it failed
to concentrate on that which is distinctly and uniquely human.

1 shall now summarize, again fairly briefly, the substance of
Comte"s law of the three stages. As | understand it, this
theory holds that human thinking passes necessarily through
three main stages: the theological or fictive stage in which
men seek absolute knowledge and explain phenomena anthropo-
morphically by reference to supernatural beings; the metaphy-
sical or abstract stage in which men continue to seek absolute
knowledge but explain phenomena by reference to personified
abstractions, abstract entities and essences; and the positive
or scientific stage in which men abandon the quest for absolute
knowledge and seek, instead, through reason and observation to
discover the relations of coexistence and succession between
phenomena.

These three stages were not conceived by Comte as fixed and
static but as themselves processual in character. Thus,
theological thinking passes necessarily through the substages
of fetishism, polytheism and monotheism, and each of the two
remaining main stages involves a similar development from the
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particular to the general, i.e. from low to higher levels of
conceptual generalization. At the same time, according to Comte,
the metaphysical stage involves a gradual depersonalization of
thought, 1i.e. a transition from personification of abstractions
to abstract essentialism tout court. The processual character
of the three stages is best expressed iIn Comte"s own words:

"The Theological system arrived at the highest perfection of which it
is capable when it substituted the providential action of a single
Being for the varied operations of the numerous divinities which had
been before imagined. In the same way, in the last stage of the
Metaphysical system, men substitute one great entity (Nature) as the
cause of all phenomena, instead of the multitude of entities at first
supposed. In the same way, again, the ultimate perfection of the
Positive system would be (if such perfection could be hoped for) to
represent all phenomena as particular aspects of a single general
fact - such as Gravitation, for instance" (40).

That these are stages in a process of development, said Comte,
can be seen from the fact that each subsequent stage bears
traces of its descent. Thus, monotheism bears traces of its
polytheistic antecedents, Tfirstly through the notion of a chief
god below whom there are subsidiary gods, and then through the
notion of a god served by angels. Metaphysical thought bears
traces of its descent from anthropomorphic, theological
thinking through the personification of abstractions, and
positive thought shows traces of its descent from metaphysics,
for example, in Newton"s inability to conceive the possibility
of the law of gravitation without a "subtle ether™ 1in space
through which gravitational attraction could be communicated.

Each of the main areas of knowledge is held to have passed
successively through the three stages, entering the positive
stage in an order dependent on the degree of complexity and
specificity of the phenomena they deal with, and in inverse
ratio to the degree of men"s involvement in their subject
matter. Thus, mathematics was the first positive science because
it deals with the simplest, most general aspects of phenomena,
those which touch men least Lrecf.y. Sociology was the last
because it deals with the m. ,t comnlex phenomena, because these
display their own, highly specific regularities which are not
reducible to the "laws™ of "lower" sciences, and becuase it
deals directly with men. The order in which the intervening
sciences entered the positive stage was: astronomy, physics,
chemistry and biology.

As 1 have presented it so far, Comte"s theory appears to be a
fairly simple and straightforward description. However, on
closer inspection it reveals itself as descriptively more
subtle and complex. It also contains an explanation which
purports to show why the three stages form a necessary and
invariant sequence. It holds, for example, that social develop-
ment is not a simple, linear process but involves oscillations.
More importantly, the theory is based on a concept of over-
lapping stages which means that, at any given point in time,
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particular individuals, the practitioners of particular
sciences and the members of particular groups, institutions or
societies can think about some phenomena theologically, some
metaphysically and some scientifically. More importantly still,
this concept of overlapping stages means that there is inter-
action between the different stages of thinking. This is held
to occur not only between prior and subsequent stages but in
the reverse order as well, i.e. between subsequent and prior
ones. Thus metaphysical thinking is held by Comte to have
played a part, not only in the transition from theology to
science, but in that from polytheism to monotheism.

Reduced to its simplest form, Comte"s explanation of this
process runs as follows. Anthropomorphic thinking, he argues,

is necessarily the first, the spontaneous form of human
thinking. That is because the primitive tendency, or "instinct",
of men is to assimilate all agencies perceived in nature to the
only one of which they are directly conscious, their own
voluntary activity. John Stuart Mill expressed this well_when
he wrote:

"Every object which seems to originate power, that is, to act without
being first visibly acted upon, to communicate motion without having
first received it (primitive men) invest, or are disposed to invest,
with life, consciousness, will"_(41).

AccordingLto Comte, without such anthropomorphic thinking or,
more precisely, without the "theological philosophy"™ in its
various forms, the earliest men would have been caught in a
trap because men cannot observe facts without theories hut, at
the same time, need facts in order to form theories. As he
expressed it:

"Thus, between the necessity of observing facts in order to form a
theory, and having a theory in order to observe facts, the human mind
would have been entangled in a vicious circle, but for the natural
opening afforded by Theological conceptions. This is the fundamental
reason for the theological character of the primitive philosophy. This
necessity is confirmed by the perfect suitability of the theological
philosophy to the earliest researches Gf the human mind. It is
remarkable that the most inaccessible questions - those of the nature
of beings, and the origin and purpose of phenomena - should be the
First to occur in a primitive state, while those which are really
within our reach are regarded as almost unworthy of serious study. The
reason is evident enough - that experience alone can teach us the
measure of our powers; and if men had not begun by an exaggerated
estimate of what they can do, they would never have done all that they
are capable of. Our organization requires this. At such a period there
could have been no reception of a positive philosophy, whose function
is to discover the laws of phenomena, and whose leading characteristic
it is to regard as interdicted to human reason those sublime mysteries
which theology explains, even to their minutest details, with the most
attractive facility. It is just so under a practical view of the
nature of the researches with which men first occupied themselves. Such
inquiries offered the powerful charm of unlimited empire over the
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external world - a world destined wholly for our use, and involved in
every way with our existence. The theological philosophy, presenting
thisview, administered exactly the stimulus necessary to incite the
human mind to irksome labour without which it could make no progress"
(42).
As one can see, according to Comte the dynamic of intellectual
development is immanent, iInherent in the process itself. The
"law of the three stages™ describes, as it were, a 'self-
propelling process". Reduced to simple terns, it holds that
spontaneous, anthropomorphic or theological thinking makes
possible factual observations which are incompatible with it
and which lead, via a series of gradual transitions, to its
eventual demise and replacement, firstly by transitional, meta-
physical conceptions and, ultimately, by the positive approach
which is the end-state, not as far as the accumulation of .
knowledge is concerned, but with respect to the development of
the forms of thinking.

I shall rest my account of Comte®s theory at this point. This
means that I shall not refer to what he said about the secondary
aspects of social dynamics (contrary to common belief, his
theory is not mono-causal). Nor shall | mention his discussion
of the social conditions which facilitate the development of
thinking, or of the systemic consequences of that process, i.e.
of its effects, transmitted through the interdependence of
parts, on the wider social structure at different stages. Not
surprisingly, given the complexity of his theory, iIn particular
the concept of overlapping stages and its corollary, that of
differential rates of succession through them, what Comte had
to say on the last of these Issues was often unsatisfactory.

In any case, he regarded the establishment of the central law
as his own main task; the establishment of its correlates could
be left"to others or till later.

6. I shall now return to Popper®s critique. It is clear

from the above discussion that, pace Popper, the law of the three
stages is, in principle, a "testable theory. That is, it refers,
not to a single, unique sequence of events but to an ongoing
transformation in the forms of thinking which has been repeated,
and which continues to be repeated, in all branches of knowledge
and in all societies. It refers, moreover, to a sequence which
is necessary and invariant. Although they are undoubtedly open
to revision, improvement and possibly even to partial refu-
tation, Comte"s arguments in this respect are persuasive. Thus,
it is difficult to think of early men thinking in anything but
a predominantly anthropomorphic form. That was necessarily the
first stage of human thinking. Moreover, all the sciences can

be shown to be descended from theological and metaphysical con-
ceptions. That is a necessary and invariant order. Moreover, it
is not, to my mind, adequately represented by Popper®s concept
of "trends". The law of the three stages may not be a

"universal law"” in the sense of referring to a process which is
everywhere and eternally recurrent but it does demonstrably
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refer to a fundamental tendency in the history of men. It is,
therefore, in Comte"s sense, a "law of succession™.

Furthermore, Comte"s theory allows one to make certain kinds of
predictions: for example, predictions about the past, 1i.e.
“retrodictive” hypotheses which can serve to unearth new
historical material or to place existing material in a new
explanatory light; it even allows one to meke predictions about
the future where societies, iInstitutions or subjects which are
"pre-scientific” are concerned. However, such predictions are
about changes in the forms of knowledge, not about its contents.
Comte would probably have agreed with Popper that prediction

of the future contents of knowledge cannot be accomplished by
positive methods. However, the establishment in the early stages
of a discipline of a theory which could lay claim, with some
validity, to the ability to make predictions about the forms of
thinking was no mean achievement.

1 may, in the discussion so far, have given the iImpression that

I am uncritical of Comte. However, that is not the case. What 1
have tried to establish is that his theory - and, by implication,
other scientific theories of development as well - is testable

in principle. A proper assessment of Comte®"s theory is dependent
on systematic testing and, as yet, as in the case of Marx and
with the obvious exceptions of Durkheim and LSvy-Bruhl, that

has hardly begun. Nevertheless, it is possible to make one or
two preliminary critical observations.

For example, 1 would not agree with Comte that social develop-
ments are irreversible. They are based on learning and that
means that, at least in the short term, any such process can be
reversed. OFf course, if reversed, a process such as that of
intellectual development would presumably begin again and
follow in the long term a course pretty much the same as that
outlined by Comte. It could only be finally destroyed by the
destruction of mankind. However, on reflection, this quibble
with Comte really amounts to nothing more than taking his con-
cept of the oscillatory character of social development more
seriously than he did himself.

Another objection to Comte, more serious than the charge of
"historicism™ laid at his door by Popper, would look critically
at his failure to integrate adequately the materialist and
idealist elements on which his theory is based. Thus, we are
told, on the one hand, that capital accumulation forms a
necessary condition for both the development of division of
labour and intellectual development, and on the other, that the
"social mechanism”™ rests, "in the last resort, on opinion"” and
that "ideas govern and revolutionize the world"”. In short, Comte
suggests that social development has simultaneously a material
and an ideal base but the relationships between them are not
spelled out". They are not adequately 'theorized", i.e. related
to one another systematically at the theoretical level, but, on
the contrary, simply juxtaposed in an ad hoc manner.
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I shall conclude by offering just two further remarks. 1 have
not tried iIn this paper to offer a comprehensive or exhaustive
critique of The Poverty of Historicism, far less of the whole
range of Popper®s work. What | have attempted to do is to lay
the foundations for such a critique by focussing on what, from

a developmental standpoint, are one or two of its principal
inadequacies. More specifically, 1 have tried to show that
Comte"s theory of social development - and ipso facto, all
similar theories - is testable in principle, i.e. that it refers
to a long-term process with general and recurrent aspects. That
is, the "law of the three stages"™ does not refer to a single,
once-and-for-all sequence but to an ongoing social process which
has been repeated many times. It is important, however, to note
that such a defence of developmental sociology is only relevant
to a theorist like Popper who agrees that development takes
place but who disputes that it can be studied scientifically.

It is not relevant to a theorist like Lévi-Strauss who denies
the reality of development tout, court.

At least another paper would be required for a critical
appraisal of that position. It must be enough in this context
to conclude by saying that, if one looks at them from a
sufficiently high level of abstraction, all human societies can
look alike. But it is a form of naive egalitarianism to deny
the developmental differences which, at a lower but sociologi-
cally more meaningful level, exist among them. In short, the
possibility of a scientific approach to problems of social
development is dependent on the achievement of a level of
conceptual abstraction which is neither too low - as in the
case of Popper - nor too high - as in the case of Lévi-Strauss.
It is my contention that such a level has been approximated in
the theories constructed by nineteenth centruy developmental
theorists such as Comte and Marx and by more recent advocates
of a developmental approach such as Norbert Elias.
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