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Abstract
This paper is about Comte’s conception of altruism, and the role played by this new concept in his cri-
tique to political economy. In the first section, the paper considers how selfish behaviour, or egoism, 
became treated as a major threat endangering the creation of industrial society by those concerned about 
the diffusion of political economy. Then, the paper summarizes the methodological critique set forth in 
the Cours, before connecting this critique to the economic content of the Système and the concept of 
altruism. In the final section, the paper contrasts Spencer’s view of altruism to that held by Comte, and 
then considers the reaction of French political economists, defending the moral value of their science.
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Comte, l’altruisme et la critique de l’économie politique

Résumé
Cet article examine la manière dont Auguste Comte introduit la notion d’altruisme dans sa critique 
sociologique de l’économie politique. La première partie de l’article explique pourquoi l’égoïsme et la dif-
fusion de l’économie politique étaient considérés par lui comme de graves menaces pesant sur la mise en 
place de la société industrielle. Dans la deuxième partie, l’article rappelle la critique méthodologique que 
Comte expose dans son Cours de philosophie positive, puis montre le lien avec les considérations qu’il 
développe à propos de l’altruisme dans son Système de politique positive. La dernière partie contraste 
les conceptions de l’altruisme proposées par Comte puis par Herbert Spencer, et rappelle comment les 
économistes ont taché de répondre à Comte.  
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Auguste Comte’s work is not thought 
to form a significant contribution 
to political economy, although his 
methodological critique of political 

economy had some influence during the second 
half of the nineteenth century, when the histori-
cal school challenged the more abstract concep-
tion of political economy then gaining momen-
tum.1 If Comte’s critique is considered to be of 
minor interest, then the second part of Comte’s 
intellectual career, dominated by the develop-
ment of his religion of humanity, is entirely over-
looked. For example, John Stuart Mill considered 
Comte’s Cours de philosophie positive to be a signi-
ficant contribution to the philosophy of science, 
whereas he considered his later work, dominated 
by the Système de politique positive, to be a point-
less enterprise, tainted by a regulatory mania 
emanating from the pen of “a morally-intoxicated 
man” (Mill 1865: 336). As scientist-philosopher, 
Comte is therefore considered to be of limited 
interest to historians of economic thought;2 and 
as a religious thinker, he is of no interest to them 
at all. Conversely, historians of the social sciences 
take no interest in the economic content of his 
social and religious thought.3 
There are two reasons for challenging this situa-
tion. Firstly, there is now a growing interest in 
the religious underpinnings of political economy, 
treating it as a political discourse whose scope 
extended far beyond the strictly economic domain. 
This is especially evident in France (Faccarello and 
Steiner 2008), given the political and social role 
played by the Catholic Church before and after 
the fall of the Ancien Régime; and it is also true of 
other countries, such as England and the United 
States (Bateman and Banzhaf 2008). Hence histo-
rians of economic and social thought might treat 

1. Comte’s methodological critique was in line with those of 
some leading German (Karl Knies) and English ( John Kells 
Ingram and Thomas Cliffe Leslie) economists associated 
with the historical school. Modern commentators consider 
this connection to be very slight (Shinoya 2005).
2. According to Schumpeter, Comte’s view of science was 
not of great interest, and his critique of political economy “a 
comedy of errors” due to an “honest ignorance” of the subject 
(Schumpeter 1954: 394, 418).
3. See notably Andrew Wernick’s study devoted to Comte’s 
religion of humanity (Wernick 2001), Thomas Dixon’s study 
of the cultural history of altruism in Victorian Britain (Dix-
on 2008) and Mary Pickering’s monumental intellectual bi-
ography of Comte (Pickering 2009, vols. II and III). French 
scholarship on Comte is no different on this score (Grange 
2000, Karsenty 2006).

Comte’s religious views as a key his post-theis-
tic social theory, to use Andrew Wernick’s words, 
and to the economic organization that should be 
brought into being by the “sociocracy”, a new reli-
gious elite spreading the credo of the religion of 
Humanity. Secondly, Comte’s later works repay 
attention, since this is where altruism, a new word 
in the French language, was established. Altruism 
is now a concept commonly used by economists. 
However, this was not Comte’s intention when he 
coined the word in the mid-nineteenth century to 
counter the idea that human action had a selfish 
foundation, an idea which he and many other 
social observers saw as pervasive in an industrial 
society. By focussing his attention on the opposi-
tion between egoism and altruism, an opposition 
deemed to be the “great human issue”, Comte was 
not merely elaborating his own system of thought 
in terms of a so-called “subjective approach”, and 
by developing the religion of humanity at the heart 
of his Catéchisme positiviste (Comte 1852) and his 
Système de politique positive (Comte 1851-54). He 
also extended his critique to political economy, 
exposed in the 47th lecture of his Cours de philo-
sophie positive (1830-42). I would like to demons-
trate in this article that there is a strong connec-
tion between the first and second parts of Comte’s 
works, where the critique of political economy is 
at issue. Comte’s theory of altruism is certainly a 
key point of his religious credo, but it is also a spe-
cific response to a matter of common concern for 
French social scientists, for whom the new social 
order, or industrial society, lacked adequate cultu-
ral foundations. Furthermore, as a critique of the 
political consequences of the diffusion of political 
economy, altruism gave birth to a larger debate: 
firstly, among British social scientists, prompted by 
Herbert Spencer’s lengthy discussion of altruism 
in his Data of Ethics; and secondly, among leading 
French economists during the second half of the 
nineteenth century.
In the first section I consider how selfish beha-
viour, or egoism, became treated as a major threat 
endangering the creation of industrial society by 
those concerned about the diffusion of political 
economy. I then summarize the methodological 
critique set forth in the Cours, before connecting 
this critique to the economic content of the Sys-
tème and the concept of altruism. In the final sec-
tion I contrast Spencer’s view of altruism to that 
held by Comte, and then I consider the reaction 
of French political economists, defending the 
moral value of their science.
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Egoism, benevolence  
and justice
At the beginning of the nineteenth century poli-
tical economy was generally considered to be a 
discourse on the mode of organising post-revo-
lutionary societies in such a way as to promote 
the wealth and happiness of the population. 
This was notably the case for those French social 
scientists and political thinkers who coined the 
term “industrialisme”. Initially this doctrine 
was embraced by Charles Dunoyer and Charles 
Comte, then directors of the Censeur Européen; 
and also by Benjamin Constant, Henri Saint-
Simon and one of his secretaries, Auguste Comte. 
Among the founding fathers of this doctrine was 
Jean-Baptiste Say, the great French political eco-
nomist of the period. 
This doctrine soon prompted dissenting interpre-
tations (Faccarello and Steiner 2008). On the one 
hand, Constant added a religious element which 
Say and Dunoyer found unpalatable, since they 
both thought that religious sentiment should not 
be part of the foundation of a new society. On 
the other hand, Saint-Simon considered that it 
was not only wrong, but also politically dange-
rous, to base a society solely on material interest; 
something more was needed, with a new form of 
religion, a “new Christianism” according to the 
title of his last book (Saint-Simon 1825). When 
his disciples added to this religious requirement 
the idea of organisation as a crucial element for 
industrialism the movement broke apart, and 
dispute between the three differing approaches 
became bitter. 
One important point in this episode is relevant to 
the present study, for with the Saint-Simonians 
the search for something that might counter-
balance egoism became an issue. Following the 
path initiated by Saint-Simon and Comte, Saint-
Simonians abandoned the idea that industrial 
society could be based on egoism alone. They now 
insisted on the moral dimension, since a stable 
social order requires a common moral doctrine: 
“An enduring society cannot exist without com-
mon moral ideas; this is as necessary on a spi-
ritual level as a community of interests is on a 
temporal level. These ideas cannot be common 
if they do not have as their base a philosophical 
doctrine universally adopted in society. This doc-
trine is fundamental: it is the link that unites and 
consolidates all parties” (Saint-Simon and Comte 

1821: 51). From this period onwards the idea that 
a moral link balancing egoism, which they view as 
rampant, emerges as a leading principle in their 
writing on industrialism (ibid: 51-52; 85-95, etc.).
The core message of the Saint-Simonian school, 
as exposed by Saint-Amand Bazard and Prosper 
Enfantin (1829), can be summed up as follows. 
Firstly, they coined a famous phrase, stating the 
need to move from the exploitation of men by 
men to the exploitation of the globe by human 
industry. Secondly, they linked the exploitation 
of men by men and, more generally, contempo-
rary political and social instability (citing as an 
example the issue of the abolition of slavery) 
to the duality at the heart of human agency: 
“In two words, calculation or reasoning, science, 
applied to material interests, is not the sole fac-
tor motivating human action; we also act on the 
sympathy which fine arts arouse and favour; we 
are men of reason, but we are also impassioned, 
we are self-interested, but nonetheless we know 
how to devote ourselves to the most general.” 
(Bazard and Enfantin 1829: 27). A commit-
ment to the well-being of other people, and to 
other-oriented action, was then ascribed to reli-
gion, and the historical method finally emerged 
as a powerful tool explaining how religion could 
once more take its place in industrial society. 
They argued that industrial effort was made in 
isolation and egoism prevailed as a consequence 
of the slogan: Laissez-faire, laissez-passer. Every 
“industrial” sought to achieve his goal according 
to his own personal interest, without taking into 
account the collective interest. Does competition 
really offer a social mechanism capable of trans-
forming self-interested behaviour into a socially 
beneficial outcome, as the economists claimed? 
According to the Saint-Simonians, the answer 
was in the negative, as the recurrence of com-
mercial crises plainly showed; they consequently 
felt the need to promote an “enthusiasm for col-
lective life” and to spread a “love of the universal 
family of man” (ibid: 104). A new religion would 
help achieve this: “By proclaiming that religion is 
destined once more to reclaim its rule over socie-
ties, we are undoubtedly far from claiming that it 
is necessary to restore any one religious institu-
tion from the past, no more than we call for the 
reinstatement in societies of the ancient orders 
of war or of slavery.  We are proclaiming a new 
moral condition, a new political condition; and 
thus also a very new religious condition; because, 
for us, religion, politics, morals are only different 
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names for the same thing. This problem [...] is no 
less likely to be posed and solved in terms at once 
simple and clear; the paths of investigation to be 
followed, the means of demonstration to be used 
in this connection, are the same as those which 
we previously employed” (ibid: 415).
As a former secretary of Saint-Simon, Comte 
was following a similar path, but in his own way. 
He gave a new twist to his own system by the end 
of the 1840’s, according to some of his disciples 
who disagreed with his so-called “subjective 
synthesis” (Littré 1863: 538-52). In the lectures 
that Émile Littré has attended in 1849 with some 
members of the Positivist Society, and then in the 
massive four volumes Système de politique positive, 
Comte placed great emphasis on the functioning 
of the human brain, and on the idea that the heart 
(emotions) should prevail over the brain (mind).
The importance of the brain was nothing new to 
Comte, since he had already considered this topic 
in his Cours de philosophie positive - in the last 
lecture on biology, just before the part devoted 
to society and social sciences. Comte relied on 
Franz-Joseph Gall’s phrenology,4 and his anato-
mical hypothesis about the location of the various 
functions of mind in the human brain. Contrary 
to the “metaphysical” approach to psychology fol-
lowed by Descartes and Malebranche, and then by 
Antoine Destutt de Tracy and the French Idéo-
logues, Comte emphasized the positive approach 
adopted by Gall. He particularly appreciated 
Gall’s distinction between the affective and the 
intellectual parts of the brain, and his mapping 
of the various functions of the brain. However, 
he found Gall´s work wanting and scientifically 
fuzzy: “In my view, to give it a scientific form 
one has just to acknowledge that the first cate-
gory [appetency] is about the isolated individual 
or, at best, the family, and their successive needs, 
such as reproduction, education of offspring, sus-
tenance, place to live, accommodation, etc.; whe-
reas the second category [feelings] is more speci-
fic, requiring the existence of some forms of social 
relations” (Comte 1830-42, I: 868). 

4. Phrenology, or the science of the mind, was initiated by 
Gall (1758-1828), a German physician, who was among the 
first to consider the brain as the sole source of mental ac-
tivity. Comte used that term in his Cours, but he qualified 
his reference in stating firstly, that it was a science in pro-
gress and not an established one; and secondly, that animals 
should be included (Comte 1830-42, I: 851). 

Comte went no further in his Cours; but he came 
back to Gall’s phrenology when he developed his 
approach to religion and altruism. What was a 
plausible hypothesis in the 1820’s was considered 
a dead end by the later 1840’s, hence the negative 
reaction of Littré. Nevertheless, Gall’s phrenology 
was at the root of Comte’s theory of  human intel-
lectual structure summarized in the table dedi-
cated to the “Classification of the 18 functions 
within the brain” which can be read as Comte’s 
contribution to the provision of a “scientific form” 
for phrenology. This “cerebral table” was for him 
of definitive importance: he emphasized to the 
reader that he had had to go through ten suc-
cessive drafts before reaching the final version of 
the table (Comte 1851-4, I: 680). This was then 
reproduced in the Système, in the Catéchisme and 
in his political pamphlet (Appel aux conservateurs). 
Comte’s comments on his table stretch over fifty 
pages of the first volume of the Système (ibid: 680-
726), which he prefaces with a eulogy to Gall’s 
achievements. The presentation of the cerebral 
table opens with a statement of the great human 
problem, the subordination of individuality to 
sociality, interpreted as the “natural basis of the 
true general theory of affective life” (ibid: 692). 
Comte then explains the structure and meaning 
of his table. Firstly, there is a threefold division 
– a very general feature of Comte’s thought – 
between the heart (the loving part of the human 
being), the mind (the thinking part) and the 
character (the active part). The altruism versus 
egoism conflict is located in the loving dimen-
sion, in which Comte distinguishes no less than 
ten instincts. The instincts are sorted according to 
the dual rule of decreasing energy and increasing 
social importance. For example, the first instinct, 
the instinct of nutrition, is the most energetic 
one, since nutrition is an absolute necessity, but it 
is less important in term of morality; the opposite 
applies to kindness or the love of humanity, the 
tenth instinct, which is morally the most impor-
tant, but the least energetic.
Comte sorts these ten instincts into three catego-
ries. Five instincts (nutrition, sex, maternal, mili-
tary or destructive, and industrial or constructive) 
make up interest or pure egoism; then two inter-
mediate tendencies (domination and approbation) 
are egoistic, but require social relations in order 
to satisfy the human drive toward ambition; and, 
finally, there come three pure altruistic instincts 
(attachment, veneration and kindness). Comte’s 
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next step is to locate these groups of instincts. The 
five instincts constitutive of interest are situated 
at the rear of the brain, in closer contact with sti-
muli coming from the body; the two intermediate 
tendencies occupy the upper middle part of the 
brain, upper because their moral dignity is supe-
rior to interested instincts, and middle because 
they are in-between egoism and altruism. Finally, 
the three altruistic instincts are in the middle of 
the forefront of the brain: kindness first, followed 
by veneration, while attachment makes the link 
with egoistic instincts.5

Some comment may be of some use at this 
point in order to understand the meaning atta-
ched to this classification, and its connection to 
the critique of political economy. Firstly, locali-
zing basic instincts within the brain seemed at 
the time to be a strange approach to the social 
sciences – and this explains the negative reac-
tion of some positivists, such as Littré, while 
other social scientists interested in altruism sim-
ply paid no attention to this approach. However, 
the approach now conforms to recent research 
in neurobiology, and the conception of altruism 
as an instinct (Pickering 2009, II: 345). Further-
more, it also corresponds to recent neuro-eco-
nomics, where economists use imagery related 
to brain function to identify the regions impli-
cated in the decision-making process6. Second, 
it is important to emphasise that Comte does 
not treat egoism and altruism as two radically 
opposed instincts. Instead, he carefully explains 
that egoism and altruism can blend, as is the case 
with the two intermediary tendencies: “between 
the direct interest of the isolated individual and 
true social feeling there exists an indirect interest, 
which is still individual but which brings each 
individual into relation with the other in order to 
obtain individual satisfaction” (Comte 1851-4, I: 
694). Third, Comte devotes one whole volume to 
explaining how these altruistic instincts – attach-
ment, veneration and kindness – are supported 

5. Attachment, as we shall see below, is often characterized 
as a form of “collective egoism”, notably within the family; 
this explains why Comte placed this instinct in close prox-
imity to the egoistic instincts.
6. “Brain imaging is currently the most popular neurosci-
entific tool. Most brain imaging involves a comparison of 
people performing different tasks – an “experimental” task 
and a “control” task. The difference between images taken 
while subject is performing the two tasks provides a picture 
of regions of the brain that are differentially activated by the 
experimental task” (Colin Camerer, George Loewenstein 
and Drazer Prelec 2005: 12).

by social categories, particularly by the sociocra-
tic clergy in society, and by women in the family. 
The important point here is that both Comte’s 
description of the ideal functioning of industrial 
society and his critique of political economy were 
based upon his views concerning altruism.

From the methodological 
critique of Political 
Economy to Altruism as a 
counterforce to egoism
In the later 1820s, having parted from Saint-
Simon, Comte had no reason to take the “reform 
of political economy”, the programme that Saint-
Simon had given him when they initiated their 
collaboration in August 1817, any further.7 The 
few book reviews related to political economy or 
industrial activities that Comte wrote during that 
period show that this task did not enthuse him8 
– although they also show that his knowledge of 
political economy was meagre, to say the least. 
Nevertheless, his classification of sciences, and 
the role that he intended to give to sociology, for-
ced him to explain why political economy was not 
the science of the social realm that would orga-
nize industrial society in terms of the positivist 
motto: “Order and Progress”. A critique of the 
methodological foundations of political economy 
thus became a central issue in the 47th lecture of 
his Cours de philosophie positive. 

The methodological critique
Comte’s 47th lecture is devoted to the social 
sciences, which he would soon label socio-
logy rather than social physics (Physique sociale) 
because Adolphe Quételet, the Belgian astrono-
mer, statistician and social scientist, had already 
used this formulation in the subtitle for his Sur 
l ’homme. Essais de physique sociale (1835). As com-
monly found in Comte, he launched into an over-
view of the historical development of the social 
sciences before explaining what he had in mind. 
He briefly mentioned the approaches taken by 

7. When the young Comte became Saint-Simon’s secretary, 
his major task was to “reform political economy” (Gouhier 
1970, III: 189-196).
8. In the later 1820s he wrote two short papers, on the bud-
get (1819) and on political economy and industry (1828), 
and two reviews, both published in 1828: of J.-B. Bidaut, 
Du monopole qui s’établit dans les arts industriels et dans le com-
merce, and of Swan, Courtes observations sur l ’état actuel du 
commerce et des finances de l ’Europe (Comte 1970: 133-9 and 
171-193).
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Montesquieu and Condorcet, and then wrote 
“Some philosophical reflections on the nature 
and the topic of political economy” (Comte 
1830-42, II: 92-8). His criticisms were mainly 
methodological:9 firstly, economists were wrong 
to isolate their science from political science; 
secondly, since they had been educated as men of 
letters and lawyers, economists did not have the 
scientific training needed to build a new science. 
An exception was made for Adam Smith, notably 
because Comte thought so highly of his History 
of Astronomy that he put that essay on the reading 
list that he drew up for workers in his Catéchisme 
positiviste (Comte 1852: 37). Thirdly, political 
economy was highly metaphysical, since it sup-
posed that economic actors were perfect calcula-
tors of their own interest. The language of science 
(mathematics) used by some economists – Comte 
had in mind Destutt de Tracy’s long introduction 
to his Traité d’économie politique – appeared mea-
ningless to him because it was tainted by meta-
physical conceptions of psychology. At this point 
his critique of political economy and his com-
ments on Gall’s phrenology converged. The meta-
physical approach to psychology and to the func-
tioning of the brain attributed a superiority of 
reason over the passions, a position deemed erro-
neous by Comte. The remaining unique passion 
was “egoism under the command of the intellect”, 
an erroneous conception that was at the root of 
a misconception of human beings: “Hence, man 
has been portrayed, against all evidence, as an 
intellectual being, processing continuously, wit-
hout noticing, a vast number of imperceptible 
calculations, without any form of spontaneity, 
from his most tender childhood” (Comte 1830-
42, I: 856). A few pages later, targeting Helve-
tius’s utilitarian views on ethics,10 he rejected the 
idea of “egoism treated as the necessarily unique 
principle of ethics, it being not necessary to stress 
here the considerable danger of this view” (ibid: 
862). He favoured instead the Scottish school 
of Hume, Smith and Ferguson, notably because 
they took account of both egoism and sympathy 
(ibid: 862-3). Fourthly, there was no progress in 
political economy; economists wasted their time 

9. This is well known, so I limit myself to remind Comte’s 
major point in this paragraph. The reader can find more de-
tailed accounts of these methodological criticisms in pre-
vious studies: see for example Swingewood (1970), Steiner 
(2011b: 165-175).
10. See Helvetius’s De l ’esprit (1758) and his posthumously 
published book, De l ’homme (1773).

in endless polemics over value, utility, production 
and the like. Fifthly, and this was more political or 
sociological than methodological, Comte rejec-
ted the slogan of free trade on the grounds that 
it represented an unwarranted attempt to legiti-
mate the lack of market regulation. Consequently, 
political economy was condemned for systema-
tizing the current state of (economic) anarchy. 
Comte finally criticized the economists’ view of 
the machinery question, and claimed that econo-
mists could not neglect issues related to time and 
transition periods.
This very negative assessment of political eco-
nomy left room for one enduring favourable com-
ment: political economy paved the way for posi-
tive philosophy, since it rightly emphasized and 
explained the role of the division of labour. Eco-
nomists were therefore praised for their explana-
tion of the solidarity between the various inte-
rests within society (Comte 1830-42, II: 95-6).
The main response to Comte’s criticisms came 
from Mill in his Logic: he argued that the rational 
behaviour of economic agents was a hypothesis, 
and not a description of actual behaviour; and 
also that political economy as a separate science 
was of use in understanding an extensive category 
of phenomena “in which the psychological law 
mainly concerned is the familiar one, that a greater 
gain is preferred to a smaller” (Mill 1843, II: 901). 
French economists did not reacted publicly to 
these criticisms, and it is possible to speculate 
that, had the Journal des économistes been founded 
earlier than December 1841, it would have swiftly 
answered and rebutted Comte’s strictures on the 
method of political economy. Curious as it may 
now appear, a number of socialist thinkers were 
given the opportunity to explain their points of 
view in the pages of the Journal des économistes.11 
The situation changed when political economists 
felt that they had to fight not only against their 
arch-enemy – the protectionists – but also against 
socialist thinkers, who became more prominent 
after the fall of the constitutional monarchy in 
July 1848 and the launching of the second repub-
lic.12 The open- mindedness that characterized the 

11. As with Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, who eventually pub-
lished his Système des contradictions économiques ou philosophie 
de la misère with Guillaumin, the leading publisher of French 
economists. Louis Blanc and Etienne Cabet were also in-
vited to write for the Journal des économistes at the very be-
ginning of the 1848 revolution.
12. One should bear in mind that during the 1848 revolution 
the government had abolished the few existing professor-
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period during which French economists launched 
the Journal des économistes was over. It was not by 
chance that Gustave de Molinari (1850) wrote 
a review of Comte’s booklet on positivism – his 
Discours sur l ’ensemble du positivisme – and that 
Henri Baudrillart (Baudrillart 1854), professor 
of political economy at the Collège de France, 
published in the Journal some years later his 
opening lecture, which was devoted to dismiss-
ing the idea that political economy was a science 
favouring individualism at the cost of solidarity.
Molinari opened his review with a harsh state-
ment: “This is a new sect” (Molinari 1850: 247), 
meaning that Comte’s views were similar to those 
already studied and criticized by Louis Reybaud 
in his Etudes des réformateurs sociaux ou socialistes 
modernes.13 The review was mostly negative, and 
not intended to offer a dispassionate assessment 
of Comte’s views. Molinari briefly mentioned 
the Cours, but moved immediately to the philo-
sophical and religious substance of Comte’s doc-
trine. Molinari explained that, at the scientific 
level, sociology was simultaneously “the science 
of social relations, the political economy and the 
political science of positivism” (ibid). This socio-
logy seemed to him mainly confusing: property 
was conceived in the same way that communists 
saw it; the process of the accumulation of capi-
tal was not clear, and Comte misunderstood the 
Malthusian theory of population. Coming to 
the religious dimension of positivism, Molinari 
mocked the detailed table displaying the weekly 
feasts of the “Abstract cult of humanity”, which 
he reproduced in his review. Positivist ethics and 
the positivist philosophy of history were not well 
regarded because they were either trivial – to ask 
for more benevolence, friendship, and justice is 
not so very different from Christian morality – or 

ships in political economy because of their supposed con-
nection to the monarchy, and because the new government 
wished to further the development of a truly republican 
political economy. See “Suppression de la chaire d’économie 
politique au Collège de France”, Journal des économistes, April 
1848: 57-67 and “Protestation de la société d’économie poli-
tique contre la suppression de l’enseignement de l’économie 
politique”, Journal des économistes, May 1848: 113-128.
13. The first edition was published in 1840, and the fourth 
in 1844. The preface to the sixth edition of 1864 contains an 
interesting comment on his change of mind: “I saw myself 
confronted with nothing but small sects that appeared to be 
animated by a real devotion. Benevolence was possible. I was 
led to see these incipient disparities as curiosities and not 
as dangers, a gentle madness that could be cured through 
appropriate healing. Later on things went awry, and the re-
sponse had to change.” (Reybaud 1864, I: ii)

hypothetical. Molinari was pleased to note that 
Comte did not hint at a statist approach to social 
change, and he praised Comte’s philosophical 
mode of life; he was a distinguished mathema-
tician, he added. Summing up, he told the rea-
der that “positivism has nothing to offer that is 
superior to what we already have. This is simply 
a utopia, like the utopia of Saint-Simon, Fourier, 
Cabet, Blanc, and Proudhon” (ibid: 255).
Baudrillart’s article dealt with a group of writers 
who complained of the absence of solidarity as a 
topic in the writings of political economists; no 
specific writers were named, neither Comte nor 
any other being mentioned. For Baudrillart soli-
darity was a mystery, comparable to the Christian 
dogma of the Fall of Man and his redemption 
(Baudrillart 1854: 322). These mysteries did not 
belong to the subject matter of political economy; 
nonetheless, economists could take the existence 
of solidarity into account. Accordingly, a large part 
of the article was devoted to showing that solida-
rity was not limited to fraternity, and that solida-
rity was at the very root of political economy, if 
under a different name: exchange was conceived 
to be the basis of human solidarity, and thus eco-
nomists were in fact aiding the development of 
solidarity in their relentless fight against the pro-
tectionists (ibid: 333). Baudrillart was also ada-
mant in ruling out the criticism of egoism. This 
critique lacks precision, he wrote, because self-
interest is a good thing, whereas egoism is not. 
Referring to the seventeenth century dispute over 
“pure love”14, he pointed out that his opponents 
were more rigorous than Christian theologians, 
since they required that people act out of a purely 
disinterested motive, such that egoism would play 
no part at all in the economic domain. This was 
deemed impossible even for the religious domain, 
according to received Catholic faith. Baudrillart’s 
comments on Comte’s critique were however 
mistaken since, as we shall see in the next sec-
tion, Comte had a different approach to these two 

14. This famous quarrel opposed Fénelon to Bossuet, two 
leading religious and political thinkers during the reign of 
Louis XIV. Fénelon claimed that pure love was possible 
within the Catholic faith, while Bossuet objected to this, 
notably because one has to abandon religious hope. For this 
theological debate and its connection to interest and the 
birth of political economy see Pierre Force’s study (Force 
2003). Mill also referred to this issue when he applauded 
the wisdom of the men who constructed Catholic ethics and 
compared Comte to “extreme Calvinists requiring that all 
believers shall be saints, and damns them if they are not” 
(Mill 1865: 338).
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topics, and he openly differed from the socialists 
and the communists, whom he explicitly criti-
cized (Comte 1855: part 3). 
Comte’s views on political economy are mostly 
limited to the methodological criticisms of the 
47th lecture of his Cours, conveying the idea that 
in the second phase of his work he had omitted 
the issues that had been central at the begin-
ning of his intellectual career. Commentators 
acknowledge that he did pay attention to the 
material dimension of an industrial society suf-
fused with the religion of humanity, but this 
was deemed to be of secondary importance, and 
no assessment of Comte’s final views on politi-
cal economy are offered. This apparent lack of 
interest can be explained. Comte’s psychologi-
cal health was fragile. He had had to break off 
his lectures on positive philosophy in 1826-7. In 
the mid-1840s he had an emotional crisis related 
to his encounter in 1844 with Clotilde de Vaux, 
followed by her death in April 1846. This was 
an episode of his life to which he referred in all 
his writings published after 1850, and to which 
he attributed his own regeneration as far as his 
capacity for love and feeling was concerned. Fur-
thermore, during this second phase of his career 
Comte took for granted his views on positive 
sciences and gave primacy to religion. His perso-
nal history, the religious tone of his writings, the 
changes that he introduced with the “subjective 
synthesis” that Littré regretted so much, and the 
statements given by authoritative thinkers such as 
Mill; all of this suffices to explain why commen-
tators could neglect his economic thinking after 
the Cours.
However, a cursory examination of Comte’s Sys-
tème de politique positive shows that he continued 
his critique of political economy through the 
opposition of egoism to altruism, an issue already 
present in the Cours at the juncture between bio-
logy and sociology, where Comte rejected the 
metaphysical view of man as a rational maxi-
mizer. Curiously enough, he was in the mean-
time led to praise Charles Dunoyer for his bril-
liant comprehensive conception of production, 
Dunoyer being a utilitarian economist and fierce 
advocate of pure laissez-faire, who might at first 
sight appear to have been completely at odds with 
Comte’s own ideas.
Comte found great merit in De la liberté du 
travail (Dunoyer 1845), reading it despite his 
practice of “cerebral hygiene” (he had stopped 

reading anything written by his contemporaries). 
He appreciated the “constructivist” view that 
Dunoyer adopted in one chapter, arguing that, 
contrary to Say’s opinion, government should be 
considered to be a productive institution since it 
was concerned with the most important produc-
tive task of all: the production of civilized and 
moral men. Despite Comte’s complete rejection 
of political economy and the principle of com-
petition, both of which he thought irrelevant to 
industrial society, he appreciated Dunoyer’s work 
and went so far as to recommend it to Mill in 
one of his letters: “Despite the fact that he comes 
from the milieu of economists, Mr. Dunoyer 
makes great efforts to head in an altogether heal-
thier direction, making a remarkable distinc-
tion between two sorts of arts, the one acting on 
things and the other on men, and energetically 
reproaching political economy for only having 
concerned itself with the former. His rehabili-
tation of competition and his vigorous critique 
of the so-called labour organisations that thrive 
today can have, I fear, too absolute a character, 
and might tend to prevent indefinitely a genuine 
systematisation of industry. But since he insists 
at length on the need to bring about reform wit-
hin the population before instituting it at the 
governmental level, I think that his influence, 
despite an essential flaw in his conception, could 
be very useful in the current context” (Mill 1899: 
411, Comte’s letter to Mill, 28 February 1845). 
In this letter Comte acknowledged his interest, 
and confidence, in the power of government to 
modify the moral complexion of the population. 
It is important to understand here that Comte’s 
new departure was to take his critique of politi-
cal economy further, while explaining and advo-
cating the beneficial role of altruism to the social 
fabric, thanks to Dunoyer’s treatment of the “pro-
duction of civilized man”.
The economic dimension of social life was dealt 
with in chapter 2 (“Sociological assessment of the 
human problem, or positive theory of material 
property”) of Système de politique positive volume 
II. The material strength of society  is said to fol-
low two “economic laws”: the first stating that a 
man can produce more than he needs for his own 
consumption, while the second states that pro-
ducts can be stored. These two laws make possible 
the accumulation of wealth: a surplus may exist 
and it can be stored because goods are durable. 
These production and accumulation processes 
require that products be appropriated since, 
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according to his theory of mind, the industrial 
instinct, a sub-category of “interest”, belongs to 
the egoistic dimension of man. Property is the-
refore necessary to initiate the energetic instinct 
of improvement, of which the industrial instinct 
is a sub-category. However, the issue of property 
rights was not important to Comte, and he did 
not enter into more detail on this point; instead, 
he emphasized the role played by a third process, 
that of the transmission of accumulated wealth.
He had a broad and unusual view of the trans-
mission process (see Table 1), which can be divi-
ded into four different forms – gift, (market) 
exchange, inheritance and conquest – distin-
guishing between violent and voluntary trans-
missions on the one hand, disinterested and 
interested ones on the other (Comte 1852, II: 
155). Inheritance and exchange are common wit-
hin industrial society, but conquest and gift were 
matters from the past, notably the latter being 
practised by some tribes living in Oceania who 
“offer wonderful examples of the power of such 
an institution” (ibid: 156)15. Positive philosophy 
claimed that war had no real place in industrial 
society, and so Comte thought there was no rea-
son to ascribe any importance to conquest as a 
mode of transmission. Gift was a completely dif-
ferent affair since, as a disinterested and voluntary 
form of transmission, Comte considered that the 
“oldest and noblest form of material transmission 
will be more helpful to industrial reorganization 
than anything related to the useless metaphysics 
of our crude economists” (ibid). 
At this point Comte came back to his positive 
remarks on the division of labour, which had been 
identified in the Cours as the great discovery of 
modern economists. He explained that volun-
tary transmission was instrumental in the accu-
mulation of capital, and therefore important to 
the division of labour which brought “each active 
citizen to function essentially for others” (ibid. 
159). This collective dimension of economic acti-
vity, exemplified by the division of labour, became 

15. It is likely that Comte learned from Antoine Edouard 
Foleÿ about the role of gift exchanges in that region. A for-
mer student at the École polytechnique, Foleÿ lived in New 
Zealand from 1843 to 1846, then came back to Paris where 
he became a member of the inner circle of the Positivist So-
ciety. Later on he published a memoir of his travel – Quatre 
années en Océanie, Paris, Hetzel, 1866 – the second volume 
being devoted to the mores and customs of the natives. 
However, there are no comments on gift-giving behaviour 
in that book.

the central tenet of Comte’s approach to altruism 
in industrial society.16 He suggested that the divi-
sion of labour be considered at both a given point 
in time, and as something that occurred through 
the succession of generations (ibid: 405). Hence 
the importance attributed to the law governing 
bequests as a gratuitous form of transmission that 
was as important as gift-giving in realising the 
idea of altruism. Comte asked why, if such soli-
darity objectively existed, present citizens were 
unable to understand what they actually did, and 
why they conceived their exchanges and the divi-
sion of labour in terms of self-interest. This dis-
crepancy arose from “modern anarchy” – a general 
term pointing to the lack of any regulatory appara-
tus in the economic domain, and the spread of an 
individualistic way of thinking – and the lack of “a 
systematic doctrine of pacific behaviours, so that 
the latter is performed without giving each parti-
cipant a just feeling of social dignity” (ibid: 161). 
The issue of altruism was thus bound up with the 
critique of political economy. Nevertheless, in the 
Système Comte did not stop at a methodological 
critique, but sought to explain how disinterested 
behaviour was at work within industrial society, 
even in its present unsatisfactory and incomplete 
form. Two social institutions were thus brought 
centre stage: first, the family, characterized by 
the affective domination of women; second, the 
clergy of the new positive religion, practising the 
art of bettering humankind.
According to Comte’s sociology, society is not 
composed of individuals, but of families.17 The-
refore the chapter on material wealth was fol-
lowed by a chapter dealing with the functioning 
of the family and, more specifically, with the way 
in which altruism is realised within a family. The 

16. This is mentioned in the Catéchisme as well: “As material 
activity is becoming more and more collective, it is tending 
ever more towards its altruistic character” (Comte 1852: 59).
17. His views on family are very conservative, as Mill point-
ed out: “[...] his opinion on the proper constitution of the 
family, and in particular of the marriage institution [...] is of 
the most orthodox and conservative sort” (Mill 1865: 310).

Forms of 
transmission Disinterested Interested

Violent Inheritance Conquest

Voluntary Gift Exchange

Table 1 : Transmission processes 
according to Comte

http://www.fmsh.fr


Comte, Altruism and the Critique of Political Economy 12/20

Fondation Maison des sciences de l’homme - 190 avenue de France - 75013 Paris - France
http://www.fmsh.fr - FMSH-WP-2015-99

three dimensions of altruism (veneration, attach-
ment and kindness) are successively relevant to 
any living person: a child develops veneration for 
the parents who take care of her, and particularly 
for the mother; wife and husband develop attach-
ment when they marry; and finally, parents expe-
rience kindness when they care for their children 
(ibid: 185-9). All appears to be for the common 
good, and these successive positions within the 
family create a system in which there is recipro-
city between the veneration of the children and 
the kindness of the parents, a reciprocity which 
overlaps from generation to generation, and 
which is directly at the root of the feelings lin-
ked to the transmission of wealth through the law 
of inheritance. Nevertheless, according to Comte 
the situation is more complex, since behaviours 
within families are impure: familial altruism is 
generally tainted with egoism. This is the case 
whenever parents have an egoistic view of their 
children, as the object of their pride and vanity; 
this is also the case when children impatiently 
await their inheritance. These situations give birth 
to what Comte calls “domestic egoism” (ibid: 200, 
212), a situation that he suggests can be resisted 
by giving fathers an absolute freedom to make 
bequests which, associated with the possibility 
of adopting a child, weakens the biological links 
between father and sons and, at the same time, 
raises the level of efficiency in the transmission 
of capital whenever the adopted child has abili-
ties and capacities greater than those of biological 
offspring. Besides these points, the idea to which 
Comte constantly returns is the affective superio-
rity of women. They should not receive any mate-
rial wealth from their parents, they should be pro-
tected from industrial egoism and stay at home 
while the husband performs the role of bread-
winner. This sheltered position and this affective 
superiority gave women a unique power to solve 
“the great human problem, the subordination of 
egoism to altruism” (ibid: 204)18 through their 
role in the affective education of children.
The second institution necessary to solve the 
“great human problem” is spiritual power, a com-
bination of the intellectual power that the socio-
cratic clergy has in the political domain, and the 
moral power of women within the family (ibid: 
313). The connection between these two powers 

18. The “great human problem” is mentioned on many oc-
casions in Comte’s writings of the period, notably in the 
Catéchisme (Comte 1852: 50, 60, 166, 170, 207, 262, 279, etc.).

comes from the fact that they both participate 
in the education of the child: women until they 
are fourteen years old for the affective aspect, 
and then the clergy dealing with the intellec-
tual aspect. At this point, Comte made clear 
the importance he attached to Dunoyer’s dis-
tinction between industries that apply their art 
to things, and industries that apply their art to 
human beings (Dunoyer 1845, II: 103; III, 1-6). 
The former are the usual industries that one can 
find in Say’s Traité d’économie politique – manu-
facture, commerce, agriculture – while the latter 
are divided into those industries acting on the 
body of men (physical education), and those ope-
rating on affective faculties, intellectual faculties, 
moral habits, and on religion. For this “unnoticed 
discovery”, Dunoyer was lauded as “a wise eco-
nomist” (Comte 1852, II: 319), repeated some 
pages later (ibid: 408-9); a public appreciation 
consistent with the private one evident in the let-
ter to Mill quoted above. Apart from that point 
of agreement, Comte disagreed with Dunoyer’s 
praise of competition,19 and did not accept this 
“state of anarchy” as the ultimate rule for the pro-
per functioning of the economic order. Instead, 
in the following chapter, Comte explained how 
the sociological clergy can “aspire to the modi-
fication of human will” thanks to the scientific 
and moral knowledge systematized in his posi-
tive philosophy (ibid: 356-7). The impulse at the 
root of the education provided by this clergy is 
to “prepare everybody to live for others in order 
to live in others” (ibid: 371), which are according 
to Comte the two faces of altruism – objective 
and subjective. The objective face is nothing other 
than the division of labour, whereas the subjective 
face relates to the cult of humanity, according to 
which the salient elements of the life of the dead 
are remembered by the living. The major issue 
with which the clergy has to deal is the anarchy 
that reigns in the material dimension of contem-
porary society: in other words, the economy has 
need of a regulatory power founded upon new 
principles. Two of them are considered at this 
point in particular.
Firstly, Comte again quoted again Dunoyer very 
favourably, since he was one of the few econo-
mists of the time to defend the idea of a com-
pletely unrestricted freedom to make bequests in 

19. Dunoyer devoted an entire chapter to the social benefits 
of competition (Dunoyer 1845, I: 408-471).
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whatever way was thought best.20 As noted above, 
this freedom of bequest is necessary to weaken 
the “domestic egoism” that spontaneously appears 
within the family; it is also useful in order to 
achieve the efficient transmission of wealth from 
one generation to the next (ibid: 406), since this 
freedom of bequest makes it possible to go beyond 
the family circle when transmitting accumulated 
capital. Secondly, Comte developed his “religious 
theory of wages”, the central principle here being 
gratuitousness.21 Labour, he argued, understood 
as service to humanity, cannot be properly com-
pensated by a wage; the only proper remuneration 
for this service is to be found in the action itself. 
However, there must be a wage for the goods 
consumed during the performance of the service 
and, quite probably, for the training of the person 
performing the service. This payment applies only 
to workers or proletarians, who should receive 
from the capitalists a minimum living wage – plus 
an additional sum related to their actual perfor-
mance so that they might be able to own a mini-
mum amount of property: accommodation, fur-
niture, and the like.  This would bring to an end 
the unsustainable situation in which “proletarians 
are just itinerants living temporarily in the midst 
of occidental society” (ibid: 412). The other social 
classes do not receive any wage: the clergy is paid 
by gifts offered to them as evidence of veneration; 
women are cared by their husbands; and finally,  
capitalists define themselves by their possession 
of a share of total wealth. They are prevented from 
expanding their share because of the “healthy 
competition” existing between them, and because 
they wish to gain the approval of the remainder 
of society. If this were not enough, Comte consi-
ders the possibility of discharging inefficient and 
greedy capitalists (ibid: 417, 419).
This leads to an industrial world in which altruism 
prevails over egoism. The latter instinct is still 
present, since the alimentary instinct must be 

20. Throughout the nineteenth century French economists 
discussed the role and the effects of the egalitarian law of 
inheritance set up by the Civil Code of 1804 (Steiner 2008); 
most considered that this egalitarian stance, subject to a 
minimum portion (at least a quarter of the legacy) left to 
the free disposal of the owner, conformed to the principles 
of the majority of French people, and they did not object to 
it beyond arguing about the size of the residual minimum 
portion. Dunoyer was among those who were in favour of 
a complete freedom of bequest right up until the very last 
moments of an owner’s life (Dunoyer 1845, III: 471-511).
21. The same argument is to be found in the Catéchisme 
(Comte 1852: 146-7).

satisfied; this is the task of men entering the mar-
ket so that they can provide their wife and children 
with food, clothing and housing. Egoism is still 
present among the capitalist class, but is mode-
rated by the “healthy competition” that Comte 
mentioned, without actually explaining what it 
really meant. Beyond that, altruism rules: in the 
family, thanks to the affective power of women; in 
society, thanks to the sociocratic clergy spreading 
the gospel of the religion of humanity, and recei-
ving gifts as remuneration; in industrial relations, 
since the wage relation shrinks; finally, altruism 
also rules in intergenerational relationships, since 
the law of inheritance and policy favouring adop-
tion bypass “domestic egoism” and permit grea-
ter efficiency in the transmission of accumulated 
capital.
These “altruistic economic ideas” outlined by 
Comte were, to say the least, at odds with the 
current development of political economy.22 One 
might expect that political economists would 
not pay very much attention to the idiosyncratic 
views of the Great Priest of the Positive Church. 
But this was not the case. Comte’s views regar-
ding altruism were successful in the sense that the 
most prominent contemporary economists and 
social thinkers did indeed pay attention to them.

Herbert Spencer, French 
Economists and Altruism
I have limited my investigation here to French 
economists, leaving out their English contempo-
raries. I will however take into account Spencer´s 
contribution, since his Data of Ethics was a major 
contribution to the debate on altruism, and 
because he was so widely known and his book so 
widely translated and spread among the French 
economists that it is impossible to give an assess-
ment of Comte’s views on altruism without taking 
into account Spencer’s approach to the subject. 

Spencer and the conciliation 
approach
Beyond the role played by the Parisian devotees 
of Comte’s work, Spencer played a decisive role 
in the spreading of Comte’s ideas, not the least 
because of his use of the word “sociology”, even 
after he had made public his methodological 

22. Mill paid scant attention to them, even if he was ready 
to consider Comte’s views as morally desirable (Mill 1865: 
340-1).
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and political differences with Comte23. This is 
also true for the issue of altruism, however much 
Spencer might have sought to conceal his intel-
lectual debt to Comte.24

Spencer paid great attention to altruism, and ela-
borated a quite different view of the concept.25 
There are some similarities of course: Spencer 
put great emphasis on the family as a congenial 
context for altruistic behaviour (Spencer 1879: 
221, 232-4, 293); he mentioned the role played 
by the transmission process between successive 
generations (ibid. 221, 293); finally, he stressed 
the necessity of combining egoism and altruism, 
but in such a different way that differences are 
here more salient than similarities. The first modi-
fication comes from the fact that Spencer consi-
dered altruism to be a specific form of action, and 
not an instinct; this is clear in his definition of 
altruism as “all action which, in the normal course 
of things, benefits others, instead of benefiting 
self ” (ibid: 232).26 This definition allows him to 
introduce the idea of non-conscious forms of 
altruism, notably when parents use their bodies 
for the birth of children, thereby diminishing the 
strength of their own body (ibid: 233). Interpre-
ted in terms of the means-end relations, this form 
of altruism would then play a substantial role in 
his final view of sociality, as we shall see below. 
Secondly, Spencer held an evolutionary inter-
pretation of the growth of altruism, instead of 
the historical approach of Comte. At first sight, 
Spencer appears to follow a meta-historical 
approach to the rise of altruism: from uncons-
cious to conscious altruism in the family, from 

23. See his “Reason for Dissenting from the Philosophy of 
M. Comte” (Spencer 1864) and his book: Man versus the 
State (Spencer 1882). 
24. In his study of the definition and meaning of altruism in 
Victorian Britain, Thomas Dixon states that “Spencer was 
by far the most influential theorist of altruism in nineteenth 
century Britain” (Dixon 2008: 183) and that, beyond what he 
wrote in his Principles of Psychology and The Study of Sociology, 
his Data of Ethics was instrumental in the diffusion of the 
word altruism in Britain (ibid: 190-194).
25. Mill limited himself to a critique of altruism which he 
interpreted as the leading example of Comte’s extreme views 
on morality, even if he was most favourable to the cultivation 
of other-oriented behaviours: “It is as much a part of our 
scheme as of M. Comte’s, that the direct cultivation of 
altruism, and the subordination of egoism to it, far beyond 
the point of absolute moral duty, should be one of the chief 
aims of education” (Mill 1865: 339).
26. This definition obviously matches the current definition 
of altruism, in which the altruist benefits from the increased 
welfare gained by the recipient (Hammond 1987).

familial altruism to social altruism, and then with 
a four stages theory of the passage from egoism 
to altruism (see Table 2) as a consequence of his 
views on the evolution of cooperation cast into 
the means-end distinction (ibid: 161-164). 

In the case of simple cooperation, the distribu-
tion of the product is easy to do since the end 
is common to those involved in the process and 
the means are also the same. Complex forms 
of cooperation are not so easy to organise since 
they require a system of equivalence: between 
means, then between ends, and finally between 
both means and ends. As equivalence is encap-
sulated in contracts, his approach yields a four-
stage theory of the birth of altruism (ibid: 276)27. 
In the first stage, one gets one’s share, or or one’s 
share in respect of egoism; then contracts bind 
those providing the various means; then mar-
ket contracts are to be respected – “maintaining, 
through supply and demand, a due adjustment of 
the advantages and the labour given” (ibid: 276) 
– developing within industrial society. These two 
intermediary stages entail the decline of direct 
and indirect aggression, engendering the final 
stage, characterized by an “increase of sympathy 
leading to exchange of services beyond agree-
ment” (ibid). This four-stages theory is often 
explained in terms of the calculus of pain and 
pleasure, and of the way in which the popula-
tion of egoists or of altruists experiences selection 

27. In both cases, Spencer’s approach is of limited value, since 
he did not take into account what is now called freeriding. 
Thus it was easy for him to explaining the passage from one 
stage to the next, shifting from social benefits to private 
benefits.

Table 2: The Means-end relation and 
cooperation according to Spencer

Forms of 
cooperation

Homogene-
ous ends

Heteroge-
neous ends

Homogene-
ous efforts Simple Complex1

Heterogene-
ous efforts Complex2 Complex3
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according to the way in which their behaviour fits 
the social context (ibid: 227, 235).
Finally, Spencer’s conclusions were markedly dif-
ferent from Comte’s: different in their political 
significance, different in the form of combina-
tion that was to be achieved between egoism and 
altruism, and different in their relation to political 
economy. The first difference is clearly expressed 
when Spencer rules out Comte’s motto “Live for 
others”, which he states is as wrong as the pure 
egoistic motto (ibid: 253). Spencer stressed the 
need to combine egoism and altruism, but he 
did not believe in the final step suggested by 
Comte, where the latter claimed that truly social 
life means to “live for others”, objective beha-
viours and feelings paving the way for a subjec-
tive immortality given by the “life in others”, that 
is to say, those who will retain in their memory 
a recollection of the objective life of members of 
past generations. The second difference is related 
to the fact that Spencer placed emphasis on the 
paradoxical nature of altruism: would an altruist 
accept an altruistic offer from his fellow altruist? 
If he does, and reciprocates, then the final out-
come is no more than the initial situation. Accor-
dingly, Spencer is adamant that the point is not 
to reach a situation in which altruism dominates 
egoism, but a situation of conciliation between 
both types of action. This approach is cast in the 
form of a second four-stages theory (see Table 3), 
in which competition and compromise on the one 
hand, egoism and altruism on the other alternate.
Egoism is the necessary starting point, since wit-
hout a clear effort-reward relation insufficient 
wealth will be produced, and there will be no 
possibility of acting altruistically. The first stage is 
thus a competition between egoistic actors. Then, 
due to positive externalities – to use a term absent 
from Spencer’s book – a better situation is reached 
when egoistic actors find a compromise, where 
nobody claims more than his due share of the 
wealth produced. With the growth of wealth and 

the growth of human capacity to understand fee-
lings experienced by others, altruism intervenes 
and, as the number of opportunities for altruistic 
actions declines with the amount of wealth, com-
petition arises  over opportunities for altruistic 
action. The final stage is reached when altruistic 
actors deliberately leave open the rare opportu-
nities for altruistic action to other (ibid: 296-7). 
The ultimate difference is now quite easy to grasp. 
According to Spencer’s evolutionary view, there 
were various evolutionary processes that moved 
society from egoism to altruism. Both types of 
action are thus necessary to engender a weal-
thy industrial society, contrary to Comte’s view, 
who thought that the real danger embedded 
within industrial society was the supremacy of 
egoism over altruism, requiring therefore a cultu-
ral change to be made by the positivist clergy, 
women and the proletarians, thanks to the posi-
tive religion of humanity. Spencer’s views utili-
tarian and economic, the most surprising being 
the idea of “altruistic competition” (ibid: 296); 
furthermore, his argument was based upon an 
economic approach – a crude cost-benefit calcu-
lation – which limited the debate over altruism 
versus egoism to the benefit accruing directly or 
indirectly to individuals. Altruism and egoism 
were treated as if they were behaviours on the 
same continuum, in sharp contrast to Comte, 
who considered altruism to be an instinct and 
a value different from egoism, and who distin-
guished egoistic altruism from pure altruism. As 
a consequence, Spencer’s conception of altruism 
involved no critique of political economy, whereas 
such a critique was central to Comte’s approach 
to altruism as a set of instincts distinct from self-
interested motivations. It was not by chance that 
Spencer separated off altruism from the religious 
content that was so central to Comte’s account 
of altruism: in so doing  Spencer excluded the 
dualistic view held by Comte, a perspective that 
had been shared with Saint-Simon during their 

Table 3: Towards Altruism: Spencer’s four stages theory

From egoism to altruism Egoism Altruism

Competition “to get his share” “no more than his due share of 
altruism”

Compromise “no more than his share” “taking care that others have 
their share of altruism”
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collaboration in the early 1820s.The reaction to 
Comte’s position by contemporary French eco-
nomists took a different line, since they placed 
their anti-statist credo to the fore, using Comte’s 
distinctions of wife/husband and family/market 
to counter his criticisms and his unconventional 
political conceptions.

Altruism, self-interest and French 
economic liberalism
By the end of the nineteenth century critique 
of Comte’s ideas was clearly an issue for French 
liberal economists. In 1864 Reybaud added a 
long chapter on Comte and positivism, mainly 
devoted to the vagaries of his personal life and 
mental illness (Reybaud 1864, I: 284-380). Clé-
mence Royer (1891) wrote a critique of Comte’s 
sociology in Léon Say’s and Joseph Chailley’s 
Dictionnaire de l ’économie politique, so harsh that 
the editors explained in a footnote that they 
did not endorse all of his views. André Liesse’s 
entry on sociology was no less critical, claiming 
that the so-called science of society advocated by 
Comte had not produced a single positive result; 
the only sociological author worth reading was 
Spencer (Liesse 1891). During the same period 
Maurice Block dealt with the issue of sociology 
and egoism versus altruism in a book written to 
update the treatment of the principles and main 
achievements of political economy since Adam 
Smith (Block 1890). His assessment of Comte’s 
achievements was negative: sociology, Block 
wrote, was the fruit of Comte’s imagination, and 
it would never reach the status of a true science 
(Block 1890, I: 51). Block’s main point concerned 
the confusion between science and art: Comte’s 
synthetic approach was worthless in the domain 
of science, where the principle of the division 
of labour compels scientists to specialize.  The 
same line of argument was presented in a chapter 
devoted to altruism and egoism: Block categori-
cally rejected the idea that economists were prea-
ching an egoistic point of view; instead, they were 
dealing with “legitimate self-interest” or “enligh-
tened” interest. Paul Leroy Beaulieu concurred 
with Block, rejecting Comte’s “pretense to subor-
dinate political economy to sociology” (Leroy-
Beaulieu 1894, I: 64).
Paul Leroy Beaulieu (1843-1916) needs  to be 
singled out when considering the reaction of 
French economists to altruism. Founder and 
director of L’économiste français (1873-1938), a 

weekly newspaper devoted to the diffusion of 
sound economic ideas among an extensive public, 
and professor of political economy in different 
institutions such as l’École libre de sciences poli-
tiques and the Collège de France, his public lec-
tures were published in a four-volume handbook 
which went through six editions from 1896 to 
1914. A prolific author, he wrote on issues related 
to the social question – notably on women as a 
labour force in large-scale industry (Leroy-Beau-
lieu 1873) – and like many French political eco-
nomists of the time, he made significant efforts 
to spread an understanding of political economy 
among the middle classes (Leroy-Beaulieu 1888, 
1906); in this he was successful, since these two 
books also went through numerous editions. A 
fierce liberal and a relentless advocate of Euro-
pean colonization, he was a central figure of 
French political economy in the decades prece-
ding World War I.
Written as a response to  the introduction of poli-
tical economy in French high schools, his Précis 
d’économie politique stated in its opening pages 
that, contrary to a common view, political eco-
nomy “is not a theory of egoism, and has a place 
for feelings of sympathy” (Leroy-Beaulieu 1888: 
5). A society possessing a high level of morality 
would have obvious economic advantages, such as 
greater productivity, a reduced amount of specu-
lation, and greater fairness in the distribution of 
wealth. He came back to this issue in the second 
chapter of his book on the economic role of the 
state, lamenting the incomplete view of human 
action that economists had borrowed from Adam 
Smith, focussing on self-interest, or more preci-
sely, on the pecuniary interest (Leroy-Beaulieu 
1890: 34-5). This is not true, he wrote, notably 
because with the growth of wealth, the pecuniary 
interest ceases to be the sole spring of action and 
religious beliefs; sympathy and a number of other 
motivations including the refinements of sport 
gave rise “to institutions in favour of the com-
mon good” (ibid: 35). Referring to Spencer’s 
views on altruism, he emphasized that charitable 
institutions resulted from the decision of indivi-
duals (ibid: 36). And in opposition to statist thin-
kers, notably German philosophers (Hegel and 
Lorenz von Stein) and economists, the so-called 
“academic socialists” (Adolph Wagner and Albert 
Schäffle), he stressed the role of self-interested 
behaviour in the administration in the modern 
state, the true setting for the development of 
an obnoxious form of egoism. According to his 
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(negative) views on republican government, he 
explained that greedy politicians knew that they 
were in control for a limited period of time, and 
that their behaviour was not “driven or moderated 
by self interest” (ibid: 71). If they were ruled by a 
feeling of honor then they would look for “what 
is great instead of what is useful” (ibid.), an admi-
nistrative vanity that would be worse than self-
interested behavior. Altruism and egoism were 
not to be found where one might expect them.
In the introductory chapters of his four-volume 
Traité théorique et pratique d’économie politique, 
Leroy-Beaulieu examined in greater depth the 
issue of egoism and altruism, this time taking a 
different approach. Based on his own experience 
as a settler in North Africa, he first emphasized 
that self-interest is a spring for action found 
throughtout the world, and cannot be attached 
to a specific moment of history as the Comtean 
meta-history would have us believe. Then he 
considered the egoism versus altruism issue. On 
the one hand, following a longstanding philoso-
phical tradition (Force 2003), he made a distinc-
tion between self-interest and egoism or self-love, 
explaining that egoism had nothing to do with 
self-interest, because the former was a morbid 
exaggeration of the latter (Leroy-Beaulieu 1894, 
I: 68-9). If egoism does not leave room for other 
feelings, notably “what is called, after Auguste 
Comte, altruistic feelings or altruism”, this is not 
true of self-interest, which can be reconciled with 
other-oriented feelings. He then modified what 
he had written about Smith’s works, explaining 
that long before Comte, altruism was a core idea 
of the founder of modern political economy, since 
“one should not forget that Adam Smith is the 
author of a Theory of Moral Sentiments” (ibid: 71). 
On the other hand, altruism actually did have an 
important role to play within political economy. 
According to him, self-interest was at work 
whenever the production and distribution of 
wealth was at stake, but altruism took over in the 
consumption process and, more generally, within 
the family (ibid: 71-72). Additionally, the gene-
rous donations made by wealthy entrepreneurs 
in the United States and also in France were of 
the greatest benefits to their fellow citizens. As a 
conclusion, he endorsed Spencer’s conception of 
conciliation: “Thus, the principles of self-interest 
and altruism are not exclusive; they often exist in 
the same soul and to a high degree, but they do 
not apply to the same domain. The former moti-
vates men in their economic activities, the latter 

guides the spending of their income and wealth” 
(ibid: 76). 
Leroy-Beaulieu’s distinction between self-inte-
rest in the production of wealth, and altruism 
or sympathy, in the consumption process within 
the family, led him to Comte’s views on educa-
tion and inheritance. Like Comte, Leroy-Beau-
lieu had a most traditional view of woman’s role, 
limited to household work and the care of the 
children; accordingly, it was better that young 
women be knowledgeable in the domestic arts 
rather than be given a formal education (Leroy-
Beaulieu 1873: 146-8, 448-9). However, he did 
not believe it necessary to prevent women ente-
ring the modern labour force and, even worse, pre-
venting them from doing so by creating legal and 
statutory obstacles, since “it is no business of the 
state to establish virtue, wisdom and health” (ibid: 
201). Instead, citing evidence from a manufactu-
rer, he emphasized the beneficial consequences 
of efforts on the part of wise and other-oriented 
entrepreneurs in shortening hours of work in 
their firms, and establishing more humane condi-
tions for women after childbirth. These econo-
mic sacrifices are not economically inconsistent, 
he wrote, since through the improvement of 
the health and productivity of his labour force 
“the sacrifice made by the manufacturer was not 
lost: it brought him a female labour force that 
was healthier, more assiduous, and more dexte-
rous” (ibid: 438-9). This conciliation of self-inte-
rest and altruism was again central to his views 
on inheritance which, together with saving, was 
the bedrock of the accumulation of capital. Both 
are sacrifices for the wellbeing of others (Leroy-
Beaulieu 1888: 57-8) and he was pleased to quote 
Alfred Marshall’s view that inheritance could be 
treated as a form of saving based on “family affec-
tion” (Leroy-Beaulieu 1894, I: 597). Following 
that line of thought, he did not fail to emphasize 
the need for life insurance as an excellent form 
of saving, especially for middle-class fathers (ibid: 
598; and 1906: 322-3). Conciliation was also at 
the center of his views on human capital. Perso-
nal skills are definitely to be counted as part of 
the capital of a nation; they are as productive as 
any other form of capital, and thus yield revenues 
to the holder of that capital. Nevertheless, he 
added, “other considerations can and must enter 
into decisions concerning the use of this specific 
capital, so strongly related to human personality: 
sympathy, the interest of Humanity, the love of 
glory” (Leroy-Beaulieu 1894, I: 244).
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Concluding remarks
Throughout these books, directly or indirectly, 
Leroy-Beaulieu was responding to Comte’s stric-
tures on political economy. He disentangled self-
interest from egoism, the latter being an excess 
of self-interest as self-love;28 following Spencer, 
he explained how self-interest and altruism can 
be reconciled through a shorter working day and 
better working conditions. Finally, in line with 
his positive appreciation of Comte’s view on the 
social consensus, that is to say interdependence 
(ibid: 64), he considered the social dimension 
of the economy, notably saving and inheritance, 
including the use of human capital and gift-
giving.. By the later nineteenth century, therefore, 
Comte’s views were not without influence on 
methodological debates among economists, and 
on sociologists such as Spencer and . 
However, the religious dimension that had been 
so important to Comte was lost. Altruism as a 
new form of religious belief and way of life had 
no place at all in the perspectives of Mill, Spen-
cer, or of Leroy-Beaulieu on the functioning 
of modern industrial society. Leroy-Beaulieu 
thought that Christian and Muslim faiths were 
sufficient for nurturing the moral values required 
for the proper functioning of the industrial order, 
but beyond some specific points of contact, they 
belonged to two separate spheres of social life. 
Altruism as a political challenge to egoism had 
a different fate, since right up to the present-day 
the idea of balancing the development of self-
interested behavior in the market has remained 
of importance; albeit not through the affective 
role of women in the family, but by public beha-
vior understood as gift-exchange and gift-giving 
behaviours, being studied anthropologically in 
the lives of native peoples, as it is the case with 
Malinowsky in the debate over the historicity of 
“economic man” (Pearson 2000), or in the study 
of the current functioning of market society, as 
with the conclusions of Mauss’ Essai sur le don. 
Later, Armatya Sen’s distinction between sym-
pathy and commitment (Sen 1977), the former 
being easily combined with self-interest, unlike 

28. It is worth pointing out that in his well-known study 
Le suicide (1897), the French sociologist Émile Durkheim 
followed the same line when he defined egoistic suicide 
as a result of an excess of individualism – he also defined 
altruistic suicide as a consequence of a lack of individualism. 
Durkheim progressively excluded the egoism versus altruism 
issue (Steiner 2009). 

the latter, can also be counted as a contribution 
to this issue, raised initially by Comte in the mid-
nineteenth century.

References
Bateman, Bradley and Banzhaf, Spencer (eds.). 2008. 
Keeping Faith, Losing Faith: Religious Beliefs and Polit-
ical Economy. History of Political Economy. Annual 
supplement
Baudrillart, Henri. 1854. “De la solidarité. À propos 
du reproche d’individualisme adressé à l’économie 
politique”. Journal des économistes, March: 321-339
Baudrillart, Henri. 1883. Philosophie de l’économie poli-
tique. Des rapports de l’économie politique et de la morale. 
2nd edition, Paris: Guillaumin 
Bazard, Saint-Amand and Enfantin, Prosper. 1829. 
Exposition de la doctrine de Saint-Simon. Première 
année. Paris: Bureau de l’organisateur
Block, Maurice. 1890. Les progrès de la science écono-
mique depuis Adam Smith. Révisions des doctrines éco-
nomiques. Paris: Guillaumin
Camerer, Colin, Loewenstein, George and Prelec, 
Drazer. 2005. “Neuroeconomics: How Neurosci-
ences Can Inform Economics”. Journal of Economic 
Literature, 43(1): 9-64
Comte, Auguste. 1830-1842 [1975]. Cours de philoso-
phie positive. Paris: Herman 
Comte, Auguste. 1852 [1922]. Catéchisme positiviste. 
Paris: Librairie Garnier Frères 
Comte, Auguste. 1851-53 [1890]. Système de politique 
positive ou Traité de Sociologie Instituant la Religion de 
l’Humanité. Paris: Larousse
Comte, Auguste. 1855. Appel aux conservateurs. Paris: 
chez l’auteur 
Comte, Auguste. 1970. Auguste Comte. Ecrits de jeu-
nesse. Paris and La Haye: Mouton 
Dixon, Thomas. 2008. The Invention of Altruism. 
Making Moral Meaning in Victorian Britain. Oxford: 
Oxford university press
Dunoyer, Charles. 1845. De la liberté du travail ou 
simple exposé des conditions dans lesquelles les forces 
humaines s’exercent avec le plus de puissance. Paris: 
Guillaumin
Faccarello, Gilbert and Steiner, Philippe. 2008. “Reli-
gion and Political Economy in Early-Nineteenth-
Century France”. History of Political economy. Annual 
supplement: 26-61

http://www.fmsh.fr


Comte, Altruism and the Critique of Political Economy 19/20

Fondation Maison des sciences de l’homme - 190 avenue de France - 75013 Paris - France
http://www.fmsh.fr - FMSH-WP-2015-99

Fontaine, Philippe. 2007. “From Philanthropy to 
Altruism: Incorporating Unselfish Behavior into 
Economics, 1961-1975”. History of Political Economy, 
39(1): 1-46
Fontaine, Philippe. 2012. “Beyond Altruism? Eco-
nomics and the Minimization of Unselfish Behav-
ior”. History of Political Economy, 44(2): 195-233
Force, Pierre. 2003. Self-Interest Before Adam Smith: 
A Genealogy of Economic Science. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge university press
Grange, Juliette. 2000. Auguste Comte, la politique et la 
science. Paris: Odile Jacob
Gouhier, Henri. 1970. La jeunesse d’Auguste Comte et 
la formation du positivisme. 2nd edition. Paris: Vrin
Hammond, Peter. 1987. “Altruism”, in John Eatwell, 
Murray Milgate, and Peter Newman (eds.) The New 
Palgrave Dictionary of Economics. London: MacMil-
lan, vol. I: 85-87
Karsenty, Bruno. 2006. Politique de l’esprit. Auguste 
Comte et la naissance de la science sociale, Paris: Hermann
Leroy-Beaulieu, Paul. 1873. Le travail des femmes au 
19e siècle. Paris: Charpentier et Cie 
Leroy-Beaulieu, Paul. 1888. Précis d’économie poli-
tique. Paris: Delagrave
Leroy-Beaulieu, Paul. 1890. L’Etat moderne et ses fonc-
tions. Paris: Guillaumin
Leroy-Beaulieu, Paul. 1894 [1906]. Traité théorique et 
pratique d’économie politique. 4th edition. Paris: Guil-
laumin and Alcan
Leroy-Beaulieu, Paul. 1906. L’art de placer et de gérer 
sa fortune. 10th edition. Paris: Delagrave
Liesse, André. 1891. “Sociologie”. In L. Say and J. 
Chailley (eds.), vol. II: 889-900
Littré, Émile. 1869 [2007]. Auguste Comte et la philo-
sophie positive. Paris: L’Harmattan
Mill, John Stuart. 1843 [1974]. A System of Logic, 
Ratiocinative and Inductive, The Collected Works of J.-S. 
Mill. vol. VII, Toronto: Toronto university Press
Mill, John Stuart. 1848 [1900]. Principles of Political 
Economy. New York: Colonial Press
Mill, John Stuart. 1865 [1974]. Comte and Positiv-
ism. The Collected Works of J.-S. Mill. vol. X, Toronto: 
Toronto university Press
Mill John Stuart. 1899. Lettres inédites de John Stuart 
Mill à Auguste Comte. Paris: Alcan 

Molinari, Gustave de. 1850. “Le positivisme ou doc-
trine sociale de M. Auguste Comte”. Journal des éco-
nomistes, October: 247-255 
Pearson, Heath. 2000. “Homo œconomicus goes 
native, 1859-1945. The Rise and Fall of the Economic 
Man”. History of Political economy 32(4): 933-989
Pickering, Mary. 2009. Auguste Comte. An Intellectual 
Biography. vols. II and III, Cambridge: Cambridge 
university press
Reybaud, Louis. 1864. Études sur les réforma-
teurs sociaux ou socialistes modernes. 6th edition, Paris: 
Guillaumin
Royer, Clémence. 1891. “Positivisme”. In L. Say and 
J. Chailley (eds.), vol. II: 529-540
Saint-Simon, Henri. 1825 [1966]. Le nouveau Chris-
tianisme. In Œuvres de Saint-Simon. vol. III, Paris: 
Anthropos
Saint-Simon, Henri and Comte, Auguste. 1821 
[1966]. Du système industriel. In Œuvres de Saint-
Simon. vol. III, Paris: Anthropos
Say, Léon and Chailley, Joseph, (eds). 1891. Nouveau 
dictionnaire d’économie politique. Paris: Guillaumin
Schumpeter, Joseph. 1954. History of Economic Analy-
sis. London: Macmillan
Sen, Amartyia. 1977. “Rational fools: A Critique of 
the Behavioral Foundations of Economic Theory”. 
Philosophy and Public Affairs, 6(4): 317-344
Shionoya, Yuichi. 2005. The German Historical School: 
The Historical and Ethical Approach to Economics. Lon-
don: Routledge
Spencer, Herbert. 1879 [1900]. The Data of Ethics. 
New York: Collier 
Steiner, Philippe. 2008. “L’héritage au 19e siècle en 
France : loi, intérêt de sentiment et intérêts écono-
miques”. Revue économique, 59(1): 73-95
Steiner, Philippe. 2009. “Altruisme et égoïsme chez 
Durkheim et les durkheimiens”. European Journal of 
Sociology, 51(1): 1-23
Steiner Philippe. 2011. Durkheim and the Birth of 
Economic Sociology, Princeton: Princeton university 
press
Swingewood, Alan. 1970. “Comte, Marx and Political 
Economy”. The Sociological Review, 18(3): 335-349
Wernick, Andrew. 2001. Auguste Comte and the Reli-
gion of Humanity. Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press

http://www.fmsh.fr


Comte, Altruism and the Critique of Political Economy 20/20

Fondation Maison des sciences de l’homme - 190 avenue de France - 75013 Paris - France
http://www.fmsh.fr - FMSH-WP-2015-99

Working Papers parus en 2015

Georges Corm, Christiane 
Veauvy, Proche-Orient et 
conscience historique, entretien,  
FMSH-WP-2015-87, janvier 
2015.
Dominique Boullier, Les sciences 
sociales face aux traces du big data 
? Société, opinion et répliques,  
FMSH-WP-2015-88, février 
2015.
Christian Walter, Les deux quan-
tifications de la théorie finan-
cière. Contribution à une histoire 
critique des modèles financiers, 
FMSH-WP-2015-89, février 
2015.
Ernest Amoussou, Analyse 
hydrométéorologique des crues dans 
le bassin-versant du Mono en 
Afrique de l ’Ouest avec un modèle 
conceptuel pluie-débit, FMSH-
WP-2015-90, avril 2015.
Sudip Chaudhuri, Premature 
Deindustrialization in India and 
Re thinking the Role of Govern-
ment, FMSH-WP-2015-91, 
april 2015.

Guilhem Fabre, The Lions’s 
Share, Act 2. What’s Behind 
China’s Anti-Corruption Cam-
paign?, FMSH-WP-2015-92, 
april 2015.
Viêt Anh Cao, Documents en 
caractères sino-vietnamiens aux 
Archives nationales d’outre-mer 
(France) : une source riche en ves-
tiges de l ’histoire du Viêt Nam à 
l ’époque coloniale (1875-1945), 
FMSH-WP-2015-93, avril 
2015.
Marco Marin, Esprit public et 
marché éditorial au début de la 
Première République (1793-
1795), FMSH-WP-2015-94, 
avril 2015.
Christian Walter, Jumps in 
financial modelling: pitting the 
Black-Scholes model refinement 
programme against the Man-
delbrot programme, FMSH-
WP-2015-95, april 2015.
Andrea Lanza Un organicisme de 
la complexité. Notes pour un cha-
pitre sur le socialisme et les sciences 

naturelles (France, première moi-
tié du XIXe siècle), FMSH-
WP-2015-96, juin 2015.
Vincent Duclos, Le design du 
monde. De McLuhan à Sloter-
dijk, vers une anthropologie de 
l ’espace en devenir, FMSH-
WP-2015-97, juin 2015.
Mathias Grote, What could the 
‘longue durée’ mean for the his-
tory of modern sciences?, FMSH-
WP-2015-98, june 2015.
Philippe Steiner, Comte, Altruism 
and the Critique of Political Eco-
nomy, FMSH-WP-2015-99, 
GeWoP-8, june 2015.

Retrouvez tous les working papers et les position papers sur notre site, sur hypotheses.org et sur les 
archives ouvertes halshs
http://www.fmsh.fr/fr/ressources/working-papers
http://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/FMSH-WP 
http://wpfmsh.hypotheses.org

http://www.fmsh.fr
hypotheses.org
http://www.fmsh.fr/fr/ressources/working
http://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/FMSH
http://wpfmsh.hypotheses.org

	Egoism, benevolence 
and justice
	From the methodological critique of Political Economy to Altruism as a counterforce to egoism
	The methodological critique

	Herbert Spencer, French Economists and Altruism
	Spencer and the conciliation approach
	Altruism, self-interest and French economic liberalism

	Concluding remarks
	References

