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AUGUSTE COMTE

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Auguste Comte was born in Montpelier, France, on
January 19, 1798 (Pickering, 1993:7; Wernick, 2005a;
Orenstein, 2007). His parents were middle class, and
his father eventually rose to the position of official
local agent for the tax collector. Although a preco-
cious student, Comte never received a college-level
degree. He and his whole class were dismissed
from the Ecole Polytechnique for their rebellious-
ness and their political ideas. This expulsion had an
adverse effect on Comte’s academic career. In 1817,
he became secretary (and “adopted son” [Manuel,
1962:251]) to Claude Henri Saint-Simon, a philoso-
pher 40 years Comte’s senior. They worked closely
together for several years, and Comte acknowledged
his great debt to Saint-Simon: “| certainly owe a great
deal intellectually to Saint-Simon. . .. [H]e contributed
powerfully to launching me in the philosophic direc-
tion that | clearly created for myself today and which | will follow without hesitation all my life”
(Durkheim, [1928] 1962:144). But, in 1824, they had a falling-out because Comte believed that
Saint-Simon wanted to omit Comte’s name from one of his contributions. Comte later wrote of
his relationship with Saint-Simon as “catastrophic” (Pickering, 1993:238) and described him as
a “depraved juggler” (Durkheim, [1928] 1962:144). In 1852, Comte said of Saint-Simon, “| owed
nothing to this personage” (Pickering, 1993:240).
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Heilbron (1995) describes Comte as short (perhaps 5 feet, 2 inches), a bit cross-eyed, and very
insecure in social situations, especially ones involving women. He was also alienated from
society as a whole. These facts may help account for the fact that Comte married Caroline
Massin (the marriage lasted from 1825 to 1842). She was an illegitimate child whom Comte
later called a “prostitute,” although that label has been questioned recently (Pickering,
1997:37). Comte’s personal insecurities stood in contrast to his great security about his own
intellectual capacities, and it appears that his self-esteem was well founded:

Comte’s prodigious memory is famous. Endowed with a photographic memory, he
could recite backwards the words of any page he had read but once. His powers of
concentration were such that he could sketch out an entire book without putting pen to
paper. His lectures were all delivered without notes. When he sat down to write out his
books he wrote everything from memory.

(Schweber, 1991:134)

In 1826, Comte concocted a scheme by which he would present a series of 72 public lectures
(to be held in his apartment) on his philosophy. The course drew a distinguished audience, but
it was halted after three lectures when Comte suffered a nervous breakdown. He continued to
suffer from mental problems, and, once, in 1827, he tried (unsuccessfully) to commit suicide
by throwing himself into the Seine River.

Although he could not get a regular position at the Ecole Polytechnique, Comte did get a minor
position as a teaching assistant there in 1832. In 1837, Comte was given the additional post of



