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Paper Introduction

This paper synthesises themes drawn from these various projects. Challenging
conventional interpretations, it presents French sociology in a new light as a discipline
deeply indebted to Rousseau. It argues likewise that sociology’s founders and
precursors—notably Maistre, Comte and Durkheim—invested the new science with
the mission of ending history—in a manner quite unrelated to Hegel’s description of
the end of history, much more familiar to English-speaking readers. In France, the
desire to end history was inseparable from that of finishing the social violence that the
French Revolution seemed to have consummated. Delving into Rousseauvian ideas on
the origins of violence, early Francophone sociologists hence set out to modify what
they viewed as the first cause of all human ills—the divided self. Their efforts in this
regard prove that, contrary to scholarly consensus, early sociology was profoundly
preoccupied with the problem of the human individual.
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