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POSITIVE PHILOSOPEY OF,  AUGUSTE COMTE.

For some time much has been said, in England and
on the Continent, concerning * Positivism™ and " the
Positive Philosophy." Those phrages, which during
the life of the eminent thinker who introduced them had
made their way into no writings or discuseicns but those
of his very few direct disciples, have emerged from
the depths’ and manifested themselvea on the surface
of the philosophy of the age. It is not very widely
known what they represent, but it iz understood that
they represent something, They are symbols of a rec-
ognized mode of thonght, and one of sufficient import-
ance to induce almost all who now diecuea the great
problems of philosophy, or survey from any elevated
point of view the opinions of the age, to take what is
termed the Positivizt view of things into serious con-
sideration, and define their own position, more or less
friendly or hostile, in regard to it. Indeed, though the
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mode of thought expressed by the terme Pogitive and
Positivism is widely spread, the words themselves are,
as usual, better known through the enemies of that
maode of thinking than throngh ita friends ; and more
than one thinker who never culled himself or his opin-
ions by those appellations, and carefully guarded
himself againat being confounded with those whoe did,
finds himself, sometimes to his displensure, though gren-
erally by = tolerably correct instinet, clussed with
Positivista, and assailed as a Positivist. This change
in the bearings of philosephic opinion commenced in
England earlier than in France, where a philosophy of
a contrary kind had been more widely cultivated, and
had taken a firmer hold on the speculative minda of o
gencration formed by Royer-Collard, Cougin, Jouffroy,
and their compeers. The great treatize of ‘M. Comte
was acarcely mentioned in French literature or criticism,
when it was slready working powerfolly on the minda
of many British atudents and thinkers. Bat, agreeably
to the usual course of things in France, the new ten-
dency, when it eet in, set in more strongly. Those
who ecall themselves Positivists are indeed not numer-
ous ; bt all French writera who adhere to the commaon
philoaophy, now feel it necessary to begin l:}-' fortifying
their position against "the Positivist school.” And
the mode of thinking thus designated is already mani-
feating ita importance by one of the most uneqguivocal
signs, the appesrance of thinkera who attempt a com-
promise or juste mifieu between it and its opposite,
The acute critic and metaphysician M. Taine, and the
distingnished chemist M. Berthelot, are the anthors of
the two most conspicuous of these attempts.
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The time, therefore, seema to have come, when every
philosophic thinker not only ought to form, but may
usefully express, a judgment respecting this intellectual
movement 3 endeavoring to understand what it s,
whether it i essentinlly a wholesome movement, and
if #0, what 1s to be eccepted and what rejected of the
direction given to it by its most important movers.
There cannot be a more appropriate form for the dis-
cussion of these pointe than a critical examination of
the philosophy of Auguste Comte; for which the ap-
pearance of 3 nwew edition of hiz fundamental treatize,
with a preface by the most eminent, in every point of
view, of his profeesed disciplea, M. Littrd, affords a
good opportunity. The name of M. Comte is more
identified than any other with this mode of thought.
Ho is the first who has attempted its complete systerna-
tization, and the scientific extension of it to all objeeta of
human knowledge. Andin doing this he has displayed
a quantity and quality of mental power, und achieved
an amount of success, which have not only won but re-
tained the high adiniration of thiokera as radiealiy and
strenuously opposed az it ie possible to be, to nearly the
whole of his later tendencies, and to many of Lis earlier
opinious, Jt would have been o mistake had such
thinkers busied themselvea in the first inetance with
drawing attention to what they regarded as errore in
his great work. Until it had taken the place in the
world of thought which belonged to it, the important
matter was not to eriticise it, but to help in making it
known. To have put those who neither knew nor were
capable of apprecisting the greatness of the book, in
possession of its vulnernble points, would have indefi-
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nitely retarded its progress to a just estimation, and waa
not needful for guarding against any serious incon-
venience. YWhile a writer has few readoers, and no in-
fluence except on independent thinkers, the only thing
worth considering in him is what he can teach us: if
there be any thing in which he is less wise than we are
already, it may be left unnoticed until the time comes
when his errors van de harm. Buot the high place
whichh M. Comte has now sasumed among Huropean
thinkers, and the increasing inflaence of his principal
work, while they make it a more hopeful task than be-
fore to impress and enforce the strong points of his
philosophy, have rendered it, for the firet time, not in-
oppertune to discnss his mistakes. Whatever errors he
may have fallen into are now in n position to be injuo-
rious, while the free exposure of them ean no longer
be ao.

‘We propose, then, to pass in review the main prin-
ciples of M. Comte's philosophy ; confining curselves
for the present to the great treatise by which, in this
eountry, he is Gll.ill?.'ﬂ:f kpown, and leaving out of con-
gideration the writings of the last ten years of his life,
except for the cocasional Dlustration of detached points.
When we extend our examination to these later produc-
tions, as we hope hereafter to do, we shall have, in the
wain, to reverse our judgment. Instead of recognizing,
as in the " Cours de Philosophie Positive,” an essentially
sound view of philosophy, with a few capital errors, it
is in their general character that we deem the subse-
quent speculations false and misleading, while in the
midst of this wrong general tendency, we find a erowd
of valuable thoughts, and suggestions of thought, in
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detail. For the present we pui out of the question this
gignal anomaly in M. Comte's intellectual career.  We
shall consider only the principal gift which he has left
to the world, his clear, full, and comprehensive exposi-
tion, and in part creation, of what he terms the Positive
Philosophy : endeavoring to sever what in our estima-
tion is true, from the much less which i erroneous, in
that philosophy a8 he conceived it, and distinguishing,
a8 we proceed, the part which is specially his, from that
which belongs to the philosephy of the age, and is the
common inheritence of thinkers. This Inst diserimina-
tion has been partially made in a late pamphlet, by Mr.
Herbert Spencer, in vindiestion of hia own independ-
ence of thought : but this does not diminish the utility
of deing it, with a less limited purpose, here ; especiallv
as Mr. Spencer rejects aearly all which properly belongs
to M. Comte, and in his abridged mode of statement
tloes scanty justice to what he rejects. The zeparation
iz not difficnlt, even on the direct evidence given by M.
Comte himself, who, far from elaiming any originality
not really belonging te him, was eager to conneet his
own most original thoughts with every germ of any
thing similar which he observed in previous thinkers.
The fundamental doctrine of a true philosophy, ae-
cording to M. Comte, and the character by which he
defines Fositive Philosophy, 18 the following: — We
have no knowledge of any thing but Thenomenn ; and
our knowledze of phenomena iy relative, not absclute.
‘We know not the essence, nor the real mode of produc-
tion, of any fact, but only its relations to other facts in -
the way of succession or of similitnde. These relations
are constant; that is, nlways the same in the same
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circumetances, The constant resemblances which link
phenomena together, and the constant sequences which
unite them as antecedent and consequent, are termned
their laws. The laws of phenomena are zll we know
respecting them. Their essential nature, and their ulti-
mate causes, either efficient or final, are unknown and
inscrutable to us.

M. Comte claims no originality for this conception of
humnn knowledge, - He avows that it has been virtually
aeted on from the earfiest period by all who hove made
any real eontribution to science, and became distinetly
present to the minds of speculative men from the time
of Bacon, Deseartes, and Galileo, whom he regards as
collectively the foundere of the Positive Philosophy, As
he says, the knowledge which mankind, even in the ear-
lLiest ages, chiefly pursued, being that which they most
needed, was foreknowledge: "saveir, pour préveir,”
When they sought for the casse it was mainly in order
to eontrol the effect, or if it wee uncontrollable, to fore-
know and adapt their conduct to it. Now, all foresight
of phenomena, and power over them, depend on
knowledge of their scquences, and not wpon any no-
tion we may have formed respecting their origin or
inmost noture. We foreses n foct or event by means
of facts which are sigos of it, becuuse experience’ has
ghown them to be its antecedents. We bring about any
fact, other than our own muscular contractions, by
means of some fact which experience has shown to be
followed by it. A1l foresight, therefore, and all intelli-
gent action, have only been poesible in proportion as
men have successfully attempted to ascertain the suc-
cepgiona of phenomenn. Neither foreknowledge, nor




