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Argument 
It is customary to locate the birth of sociology in the final years of the 19th century. In this 

respect, the case of France is particularly significant, with the publication of Émile Durkheim’s 
The Rules of Sociological Method in 1895 and the founding of L’Année Sociologique in 1898 
with Durkheim as editor. The term “sociology”, which existed in French since it was first used 
in 1839 by Auguste Comte (if we ignore its presence in the unpublished writings of Emmanuel 
Sieyès), therefore had a well-established framework, which was the project for a “positive” 
study of “social facts” according to a standard plan provided by the sections of the journal 
L’Année Sociologique.  

Durkheim’s definition of sociology in 1895 sought to base this discipline on a break with 
what had gone before: 19th-century “social philosophy”. Sociology today accepts this break, 
which was nevertheless only half accomplished by Durkheim, who never totally renounced his 
status as a philosopher. It is symptomatic that it was possible, in opposition to the 
Durkheimians’ “philosophical sociology”, to speak of  “founding French sociology a second 
time”, after the World War Two, when it had become a true survey science modeled on methods 
from the United States.   

Rightly or wrongly, Durkheim’s founding act, more or less transposed into the other 
intellectual traditions, nevertheless led the variously named schools of social thought that had 
preceded it – social science, social physiology, social philosophy, social physics, etc. – to be 
relegated to the dark ages of “prehistory”. No doubt pre-Durkheimian authors could be cited, 
like Alexis de Tocqueville, better known as the “founder” by political scientists than by 
sociologists, or Frédéric Le Play, who is recognized as having been a precursor in the use of 
systematic data gathering. But the expression “social philosophy”, a term customarily 
employed to designate the social doctrines of the 19th century openly aiming at social reform, 
was often seen a foil by contemporary sociologists. 

It is not the goal of this call for papers for an issue of L’Année Sociologique to rehabilitate 
forgotten social traditions, to deny the break that occurred at the end of the 19th century or to 
diminish the importance of the survey in sociological inquiry. It is to reflect on the pertinence 
for contemporary sociology of reading the works that preceded the moment conventionally 
accepted as the birth of sociology. Such a re-reading is all the more justified since, with the 
academic institutionalization of the discipline, the need to set itself apart has lessened. More 
particular attention can be paid to three major bodies of work that marked the 19th century: 
that of Auguste Comte, of Augustin Cournot and of Herbert Spencer. All three undertook a 
comparable exercise of synthesizing the whole of human knowledge in order to found the 
social science that would complete the edifice. What explains this complicity, in the 19th 
century, between the encyclopedic turn of mind and the sociological project? What explains its 
disappearance, which is not unrelated to the sociologist’s renunciation of his status as 
philosopher?   

At stake, too, is the tie we need to make today between striving for knowledge of society 
and seeking its transformation. Despite Max Weber’s warnings about scholarly ethics, such a 
link can never be totally broken. Consequently, if the contemporary sociologist cannot avoid all 
normativity despite efforts to respect “axiological neutrality”, symmetrically it is important to 
respect the positivist elements in the openly normative works of the 19th century. This is 
recognized in the case of Karl Marx, for example; it can also be seen in Auguste Comte or even 
in Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. What do these authors have to tell us about the society of their 
time, and, do they identify embryonic “sociological laws” that might be used in turn to think 
about our own society. 

Nor can we completely ignore that 19th-century social thought and the resultant discipline 
of sociology were constructed in opposition to but also in close relation with political 
economics, which was the first recognized social science. The authors today regarded as 
“precursors” of sociology were often considered as economists in their time due to a much 
broader conception of this field then than now. Social thought was thus rooted in law, which, 
from Classical Antiquity, has provided a grammar of social behaviors and a philosophy of the 
State. Lastly, we must not forget the “literary” dimensions of social-science writings, seen in 
particular in the context of the development of a market of ideas, with the considerable 
expansion of the press and book publishing in the 19th century. In this respect, the passage 



from the social thought of the 19th century to contemporary sociological thought corresponds 
to an “academization” of the discussion with the increasing presence of the social sciences in 
the university curriculum. 

This call for papers was based essentially on the case of France, which is probably 
emblematic owing not only to the richness of 19th-century social thought, which itself can be 
explained by France’s turbulent political history (the century it needed in order to “digest” its 
great Revolution) but also to the particularly clear break in the social sciences produced by the 
Durkheim’s work.  

But the other national traditions of Europe are also worth studying in this light: that of 
Great Britain, marked by liberal economic thought; that of Germany with its “cameralism” and 
its “socialism of the chair”; that of Italy, at the crossroads of the French and German intellectual 
cultures… 
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