
Montesquieu' s Contribution 

to the Rise of Social Science 1 

Unmindful of our history, we have fallen into the habit 
of regarding social science as foreign to our ways and to 

the French mind. The prestige of recent works on the 
subject by eminent English and German philosophers 
has made us forget that this science came into being in 
our country. Not only was it a Frenchman, Auguste 
Comte, who laid its actual foundations, distinguished its 
essential parts and named it sociology-a rather bar
barous name to tell the truth-but the very impetus of 
our present concern with social problems came from our 
eighteenth-century philosophers. In that brilliant group 
of writers, Montesquieu occupies a place apart. It was 
he, who, in The Spirit of Laws, laid down the principles 
of the new science. 

To be sure, Montesquieu did not discuss all social 
phenomena in this work, but only one particular kind, 
namely laws. Nevertheless, his method of interpreting 
the various forms of law is also valid for other social in
stitutions and can, generally speaking, be applied to them. 
As laws bear upon all of social life, he necessarily deals 
with almost all aspects of society. Thus, in order to ex
plain the nature of domestic law, to show how laws 
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harmonize with religion, morality, etc., he is obliged to 
investigate religion, morality and the family, with the 
result that he has actually written a treatise dealing with 
social phenomena as a whole. 

By this I do not mean to say that Montesquieu's 
work contains very many propositions that modern sci
ence can accept as well-demonstrated theorems. Almost 
all the instruments we require for exploring the nature 
of societies were lacking in Montesquieu's time. His
torical science was in its infancy and just beginning to 
develop; travelers' tales about faraway peoples were few 
and untrustworthy; statistics, which enables us to classify 
the various events of life (deaths, marriages, crimes, etc.) 
according to a definite method, was not yet in use. Fur
thermore, since society is a large living organism with 
a characteristic mind comparable to our own, a knowl
edge of the human mind and its laws helps us to perceive 
the laws of society more accurately. In the last century 
such studies were all in their barest beginnings. Still, the 
discovery of unquestionable truths is by no means the 
only way of contributing to science. It is equally impor
tant to make science aware of its subject matter, its nature 
and method, and to lay its groundwork. This was pre
cisely what Montesquieu did for our science. He did not 
always interpret history correctly, and it is easy to prove 
him wrong. But no one before him had gone so far 
along the way that led his successors to true social 
science. No one had perceived so clearly the conditions 
necessary for the establishment of this discipline. 

Let us begin by setting forth these conditions. 



The Conditions Necessary 

for the Establishment 

of Social Science 

I ] 

A discipline may be called a science only if it has a defi
nite field to explore. Science is concerned with things, 
realities. If it does not have definite material to describe 
and interpret, it exists in a vacuum. Aside from the de
scription and interpretation of reality it can have no real 
function. Arithmetic is concerned with numbers, ge
ometry with space and figures, the natural sciences with 
animate and inanimate bodies, and psychology with the 
human mind. Before social science could begin to exist, 
it had to be assigned a definite subject matter. 

At first sight, this problem presents no difficulty: the 
subject matter of social science is social "things," that is, 
:laws, customs, religions, etc. However, if we look into 
history, we find that until quite recent times, no phi
losopher ever viewed these matters in such a light. They 
thought that all such phenomena depended upon the 
human will and hence failed to realize that they are actual 
things, like all other things in nature, which have their 
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particular characteristics and consequently call for sci
ences that can describe and explain them. It seemed to 
them sufficient to ascertain what the human will should 
strive for and what it should avoid in constituted societies. 
Accordingly they sought to know, not the nature and 
origin of social phenomena, not what they actually are, 
but yvhat they ought to be; their aim was not to offer us 
as true an image of nature as possible, but to confront 
our imagination with the idea of a perfect society, a 
model to be imitated. Even Aristotle, who devoted far 
more attention than Plato to experience, aimed at dis
covering, not the laws of social existence, but the best 
form of society. He starts by assuming that a society's 
sole object should be to make its members happy through 
the practice of virtue, and that virtue lies in contempla
tion. He does not establish this principle as a law which 
societies actually observe, but as one which they should 
act upon in order that human beings may fulfill their 
specific nature. Later, to be sure, he turns to historical 
facts, but with little purpose other than to pass judgment 
upon them and to show how his own principles could be 
adapted to various situations. The political thinkers who 
came after him followed his example more or less. 
Whether they completely disregard reality or pay a cer
tain amount of attention to it, they all have a single pur
pose: to correct or transform it completely, rather than 
to know it. They take virtually no interest in the past 
and the present, but look to the future. And a discipline 
that looks to the future lacks a determinate subject matter 
and should therefore be called not a science but an art. 

I grant that such an art has always involved a certain 
science. No one has ever maintained that one type of 
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state is preferable to another without attempting to sup
port his preference with proofs, and such proofs are 
bound to be based on some reality. If, for example, we 
think democracy superior to aristocracy, we show that it 
is more consonant with human nature or we point to 
historical examples demonstrating that nations which en
joyed freedom excelled those which did not, etc .... 
When we proceed methodically-whether to explore 
nature or to lay down rules of conduct-we revert to 
things, that is, to science. 

But since writers are wont to derive their opinions 
about these matters from human existence rather than 
from the state of societies, such science-if one may call 
it science-usually contains nothing that is truly social. 
When an author demonstrates that men are born for free
dom or, on the contrary, that what they need above all 
is security, and from this concludes that the state should 
be constituted in such and such a way, where, in all this, 
is the social science? Whatever partakes of science in 
such arguments bears on psychology, and what relates to 
society is in the nature of art. When any description or 
interpretation of social phenomena does occur, it plays a 
secondary role. This applies to Aristotle's theory of the 
causes underlying the modification or overthrow of po
litical regimes. 

Furthermore, when science becomes involved with art, 
its specific nature is bound to be vitiated; it degenerates 
into something equivocal. Art is action; it is impelled by 
urgency, and whatever science it may contain is swept 
along in its headlong rush. True science does not admit 
of such haste. The fact is that whenever we have to de
cide what to do-and such decisions are the concern of 
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art-we cannot temporize for long; we must make up our 
minds as quickly as possible because life goes on. If the 
state is sick, it is impossible to keep doubting and hesi
tating until social science has described the nature of the 
sickness and discovered its causes; action must be taken 
without delay. However, we are endowed with intelli
gence and the faculty of deliberation; we do not make 
our decisions at random. We must understand, or rather 
think we understand, the reasons for our plans. Hence 
we hastily collect, compare, and interpret the facts that 
come to hand; in short, we improvise a science as we go 
along, so that our opinion seems to have a foundation. 
This is the kind of science-greatly adulterated as one 
can see at a glance-that we find within art. But since 
we have operated without method, such science offe:rs 
nothing more than doubtful probabilities, which have 
such authority as we are willing to accord them. If we 
act upon them, we do so not because the arguments on 
which they seem to be based leave no room for uncer
tainty, but because they fall in with our personal feelings; 
they invariably lead in the same direction as our spon
taneous inclinations. Moreover, when our personal inter
ests are at stake, everything stirs our emotions. When 
something seriously affects our personal existence, we are 
unable to examine it carefully and calmly. There are 
things we like, others we detest, still others we desire, 
and to every situation we bring our likes, dislikes and 
desires, all of which are obstacles to reflection. Further
more, there is no hard and fast rule that might enable us 
to perceive what is most often intrinsically useful and 
what is not, for one and the same thing is useful in one 
respect and harmful in another. Since utility and harm
fulness cannot be compared mathematically, each indi-
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vidual acts in accordance with his own nature and, 
following his personal bent, focuses his attention on one 
aspect of the thing and overlooks the other. Some men, 
for example, are so fired by the idea of harmony among 
citizens that they find nothing so important as a strongly 
unified state and are not troubled by the suppression of 
freedom it may entail. For others, freedom comes first. 
The collection of arguments by which these men support 
their opinions do not reflect phenomena, realities, or the 
actual order of things, but merely states of mind. Such 
procedure is the opposite of true science. 

Science is so different from art that it can be true to 
its own nature only by asserting complete independence, 
that is, by applying itself, in utter disregard of utility, to 
a definite object with a view to knowing it. Far from 
public or private debate, free from any vital necessity, 
a scientist must pursue his endeavors in the peace and 
quiet of his study, where nothing impels him to press his 
conclusions beyond what is justified by his evidence. 
Even in abstract questions, no doubt, our ideas spring 
from the heart, for the heart is the source of our entire 
life. But if our feelings are not to run away with us, they 
must be governed by reason. Reason must be set above 
the accidents and contingencies of life, for otherwise, 
having less force than the desires of all kinds that animate 
us, it will inevitably take the direction they impose. 

This does not mean that science is useless in the con
duct of human life. Quite the contrary. The sharper the 
distinction between science and art, the more useful sci
ence can be to art. What is more desirable for a human 
being than to be sound in mind and body? Only science 
can tell us what constitutes good mental and physical 
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he~lth. Social science, which classifies the various human 
societies, cannot fail to describe the normal form of social 
life in each type of society, for the simple reason that it 
describes the type itself; whatever pertains to the type is 
normal, and whatever is normal is healthy. Moreover, 
since another branch of science deals with sicknesses and 
their causes, we are informed not only about what is 
desirable, but also about what should be shunned and 
how dangers are to be avoided. Hence, it is important for 
art itself that science should be separate and, as it were, 
emancipated from it. 

Furthermore, each science must have its own specific 
object; for if it shared its object with the other sciences, 
it would be indistinguishable from them. 

II 

Not every subject admits of scientific study. 
The first task of science is to describe as they are the 

realities with which it deals. But if these realities differ 
among themselves to such a degree that they do not con
stitute a type, they cannot be described by any rational 
method. They will have to be considered one by one, 
each independently of the others. But each individual 
case involves an ·infinite number of properties, among 
which no choice can be made; what is infinite cannot be 
described. The best we could do would be to treat such 
realities in the manner of poets and storytellers who de
pict things as they appear to be, without method or 
rational procedure. If, on the other hand, the realities can 
be reduced to a type, they present something which can 
be accurately defined and which characterizes the type 
in question, for the features common to all individuals of 
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the same type are finite in number and their essence is 
manifest. We need only put these individuals together 
and note their points of agreement. In short, science can
not describe individuals, but only types. If human socie
ties cannot be classified, they must remain inaccessible to 
scientific description. 

It is true that Aristotle distinguished long ago between 
monarchy, aristocracy and 7roA.tr€ta, But the kinds of so
ciety should not be confused with the different types of 
state; two cities may be different in kind, though 
governed in the same way. Thus, certain of the 1r6>..m, the 
Greek city states, and most of the barbaric nations could 
rightly be called monarchies and were indeed so called 
by Aristotle because both groups were ruled by kings. 
However, they differed in nature. Moreover, a change 
in a nation's system of government does not necessarily 
involve a change in the prevailing type of society. Con
sequently Aristotle's classification of societies tells us 
nothing about their nature. The later philosophers who 
deaftv-vith the matter accepted his classification and made 
no attempt to devise another, because they thought it 
impossible to compare human societies in any respect 
other than the form of state. The other factors, morality, 
religion, economic life, the family, etc .... seemed so 
fortuitous and variable that no one thought of reducing 
them to types. Yet these factors have a strong bearing 
upon the nature of societies; they are the actual stuff of 
life and consequently the subject matter of social science. 

III 

Description, however, is merely the first step in scien
tific procedure, which is completed by interpretation. 
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And interpretation requires a further condition which 
was long thought to be lacking in social phenomena. 

To interpret things is simply to arrange our ideas about 
them in a determinate order, which must be the same as 
that of the things themselves. This presupposes that an 
order is present in the things themselves, that they form 
continuous series, the elements of which are so related 
that a given effect is always produced by the same cause 
and never by any other. If we assume, however, that 
there is no such causal relationship and that effects can 
be produced without a cause or by any cause whatso
ever, everything becomes arbitrary and fortuitous. But 
the arbitrary does not admit of interpretation. Hence, a 
choice must be made: either social phenomena are in
compatible with science or they are governed by the 
same laws as the rest of the universe. 

This is not the place for a thorough examination of the 
question. We wish merely to show that if societies are 
not subject to laws, no social science is possible. And 
without science, there can be no art unless, in establishing 
the rules of human life, we call upon some faculty other 
than our reason. However, since the principle that all the 
phenomena of the universe are closely interrelated has 
been tested in the other domains of nature and has never 
proved to be false, it is also valid, in all likelihood, for 
human societies, which are part of nature. It seems con
trary to any sound method to suppose that there are all 
sorts of exceptions to this rule, when not .a single example 
is known to us. It has often been argued, to be sure, that 
necessity is irreconcilable with human freedom, but, as 
we have shown elsewhere,2 this argument must be ruled 
out, for if free will really eliminates law, it follows, 
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since the human will is inevitably manifested in external 
things, that not only the mind but also the body and in
animate things as well will have to be regarded as alien 
to all order and hence to science. But today no one would 
dare to question the possibility of natural science. There 
is no reason why social science should not enjoy the same 
status. 

Yet men, and even philosophers, are naturally inclined 
to exclude the principle we have been discussing from 
social phenomena. We usually think that the only motives 
underlying our acts are the conscious ones, and we deny 
the existence of others because we are unaware of them. 
We take the same attitude toward social institutions, 
attributing primary importance to the most apparent 
causes, although these derive their power from other 
causes. It is a natural tendency to regard what is first in 
the order of knowledge as first in the order of reality. And 
in the case of political, legal, and religious institutions, is 
there anything more manifest, more striking, than the per
sonality of those who have governed states, drafted laws, 
and established religious ceremonies? Thus, the personal 
will of kings, lawgivers, and prophets seems to be the 
source from which all social life springs. Their acts are 
performed in the sight of all; there is nothing obscure 
about them. Other social phenomena, however, are much 
more difficult to perceive. This is the origin of the wide
spread superstition that a lawgiver endowed with almost 
limitless power is able to devise, modify, and discard laws 
as he pleases. Although modern historians have demon
strated that law derives from custom, that is, from life 
itself, by a process of almost imperceptible development 
unrelated to the concerted intentions of legislators, this 
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opinion is so deeply rooted in the human mind that many 
still persist in it. But to accept it is to deny the existence 
of any determinate order in human societies, for if it were 
true, laws, customs, and institutions would depend not on 
the constant nature of the state, but on the accident that 
brought forth one lawgiver rather than another. If the 
same citizens under a different ruler could produce a dif
ferent state, it would mean that the same cause, operating 
under the same circumstances, had the power to produce 
different effects; there would be no rational tie between 
social phenomena. 

Nothing has so retarded social science as this point of 
view, which the philosophers, whether consciously or un
consciously, have also accepted. The other obstacles to 
which we have referred or which we shall discuss below 
could not be removed so long as this one remained in 
force. So long as everything in human societies seemed 
so utterly fortuitous, no one could have thought of classi
fying them. There can be no types of things unless there 
are causes which, though operating in different places and 
at different times, always and everywhere produce the 
same effects. And where is the object of social science if 
the lawgiver can organize and direct social life as he 
pleases? The subject matter of science can consist only 
of things that have a stable nature of their own and are 
able to resist the human will. Where things are infinitely 
pliable, nothing impels us to observe them and they offer 
nothing that lends itself to observation. For if they had 
a character of their own, it would be impossible to ma
nipulate them at will. This explains why for a long time 
social science was only an art. 

But, one may argue, nobody has ever denied that the 
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science of human nature is indispensable to anyone wish
ing to govern human beings. Granted. But, as we have 
shown, such a science should be called psychology and 
not social science. If social science is really to exist, so
cieties must be assumed to have a certain nature which 
results from the nature and arrangement of the elements 
composing them, and which is the source of social phe
nomena. Once the existence of such elements is granted, 
our lawgiver vanishes and his legend with him. 

IV 

It is not enough, however, to have a subject matter 
that is scientifically knowable. If types and laws remain 
so hidden in the depths of things that there is no way of 
perceiving them, the science of social phenomena will 
remain forever in a state of mere possibility. Before it 
can come into actual being, we must possess a method 
appropriate to the nature of the things studied and to the 
requirements of science. 

It should not be supposed that such a method comes 
spontaneously to mind the moment we embark on a 
science. On the contrary, we find it only after much 
groping. It was only very recently that the biologists 
found out how to study the laws of life by observing 
actual living creatures. Psychology also fumbled a long 
time before managing to work out a method of its own. 
Social science faces still greater difficulties. The phenom
ena it deals with are so diverse that what they have in 
common seems to be hidden from view. They are so 
fluid that they seem to elude the observer. Causes and 
effects are so interwoven that the utmost care must be 
taken to disentangle them. Moreover, it is impossible to 


