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1. Newtonizing 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a movement arose in European 

intellectual circles to turn moral philosophy into a natural science.  The term ‘moral 

philosophy’, or ‘moral science’, was used then in contrast to ‘natural philosophy’, the 

science of the behaviour of physical objects.  ‘Moral philosophy,’ or ‘moral science,’ was 

the study, not of physical nature, but of human nature.  It included both empirical 

investigation of human behavior – what we now call psychology, sociology, 

anthropology, and economics – and philosophical studies centered on the person – what 

we now call epistemology, philosophy of mind and action, philosophy of language, logic 

(thought as the ‘art of reasoning’), and ethics.  The term ‘moral science,’ in something 

like this wide sense, still survives in Cambridge University and some Scottish universities 

still divide philosophy into two departments, Logic and Moral Philosophy.   

We, today, have not yet fully appreciated how this movement still affects us.  I am 

concerned in particular with how it may distort our present understanding of, and our 

ambitions for, ethics.  I call this movement ‘Newtonizing ethics,’ but I must immediately 

explain that I do not mean that Newton was the only major influence on philosophers of 

this period.  For example, when David Hume, who is to my mind a paradigm Newtonizer, 

once paused to acknowledge influences on him, his list went:  ‘Mr. Locke, my Lord 

Shaftesbury, Dr. Mandeville, Mr. Hutcheson, Dr. Butler, etc.,1  Newton was not even 

mentioned.  Nor do I say that the movement to turn ethics into a natural science was not 

influenced by scientists other than Newton – indeed by scientists who had made their 

mark before Newton had even come on the scene, such as Bacon, Copernicus, Galileo, 

Gassendi, Boyle, etc.  By ‘Newtonizer” I mean simply someone who wishes either to 
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make ethics an entirely empirical study, with Newton as the model of how to carry out 

empirical studies, or to bring system to ethics by reducing its explanation either to one or 

to a small number of principles, with Newton’s explanatory successes in mechanics as the 

model, or to do both.  In that sense, there were Newtonizers before Newton.  For 

example, Hobbes, who had died before Newton published either the Principles or the 

Opticks, had unflatteringly contrasted the rigorous procedure and widespread consensus 

of natural scientists with the reliance upon custom and the perpetual squabbling of moral 

philosophers, and he had urged the latter to adopt the empirical methods of the former.2  

What justifies my singling out Newton was the enormity of his influence.  He was the 

model of models.   

Scientists before Newton had made careful observations and had drawn important 

conclusions from them, such as that the earth revolves around the sun, but Newton, with 

enhanced mathematical tools, dug far deeper and uncovered, it was thought, the very few 

laws governing the movements of all the bodies in the universe.   

Newton caused a revolution, and not just in natural science. He revolutionized the 

way that the educated public thought – or, at least, how they thought they should think.  

Newton’s methods, so successful in natural philosophy, could, and should, be extended to 

moral philosophy – that is, to psychology, to ethics, to aesthetics, to history, and to 

politics.  In place of the futile disputes that marked these subjects in the past, we would at 

least be able to expect progress. 

Poets were inspired by the vistas that Newton opened.  The most famous 

comment of all was Alexander Pope’s epigraph intended for Newton’s tomb in 

Westminster Abbey:   
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 Nature, and Nature’s Laws lay hid in Night,  

 God said Let Newton be! And All was Light.   

But it was greater tribute still that Pope’s poem An Essay on Man was an attempt 

to bring Newton’s empirical methods to the delineation of ‘a general map of man.’3  

Pope’s observations of human nature agree in a general way with those of Hume.  The 

ultimate aim of human behaviour, Pope holds, will be found on observation to be 

happiness or pleasure or ease or content – ‘whate’er thy name.’4  Furthermore,  

 Remember, man, “the Universal Cause  

 Acts not by partial, but by general laws”; 

 And makes what Happiness we justly call  

 Subsist not in the good of one but all.5 

Pope offers not an exhortation to man to be altruistic, but an observation that he 

is.   

The poetic encomia of Newton ranged from the cosmic, as in James Thomson’s 

‘Ode on the Death of Sir Isaac Newton,’ 

 Let Newton, Pure Intelligence, whom God 

 To Mortals lent to trace His boundless works 

 From laws sublimely simple, speak thy fame 

 In all philosophy. 

 

to the personal, as in William Wordsworth’s The Prelude. 

 Newton . .  a Mind for ever 

 Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone.6
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Even the Newtonizers themselves attracted literary attention.  In Gulliver’s 

Travels, Dean Swift satirized the rising fashion for Newtonizing.  Gulliver proposes to 

teach the King of Brobdingag how to use gun powder to make himself ‘absolute master 

of the lives, liberties, and the fortunes of his people.’  The king recoils at the suggestion, 

leaving Gulliver to wonder how this King should, ‘from a nice, unnecessary scruple, 

whereof in Europe we can have no conception,’ pass up such a golden opportunity for 

domination.  ‘I take this defect among them,’ Gulliver concludes, ‘to have risen from 

their ignorance; by not having hitherto reduced Politicks into a Science, as the more acute 

wits of Europe have done.’7 

Newton’s funeral in April 1727 made manifest to all who saw it (e.g. Voltaire) 

just how high in English life Newton had risen.  It was a national occasion: Newton lay in 

state in Westminster Abbey the entire week before the funeral.  As one account reports, 

‘his pall was borne in ceremonious pageant by two Dukes, three Earls, and the Lord 

Chancellor.’8  ‘He was buried,’ a deeply impressed Voltaire reported, ‘like a king who 

had done well by his subjects.’9 

What did the Newtonizers take Newton’s method to be?  Newton himself offered 

various accounts of it, this one in the Opticks.10 

 “…in natural philosophy, the investigation of difficult things by 

the method of analysis, ought ever to precede the method of 

composition.  This analysis consists in making experiments and 

observations, and in drawing general conclusions from them by 

induction, and admitting no objections against the conclusions, but 

such as are taken from experiments, or other certain truths. 
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Newton regarded his work in the Opticks as never progressing beyond the stage of 

analysis:  empirically based, experimentally tested, piecemeal explanations.  To stress its 

incompleteness, the book ends with thirty-one ‘queries’, the purpose of which, Newton 

explains, is to stimulate ‘a farther search to be made by others.’11  However, is work in 

mechanics – the work that most Newtonizers regarded as his crowning achievement and 

which he published in The Principles – had reached the stage of synthesis, of 

composition, which, according to Newton12 

 …consists in assuming the causes discovered, and established as 

principles, and by them explaining the phenomena proceeding 

from them, and proving the explanations.   

Analysis is inductive, synthesis deductive; at the stage of synthesis, one starts with high-

level principles (though principles that have already been ‘established’ by observation), 

deduces from them explanations of particular phenomena, and thereby tests the adequacy 

of the explanations.   

The account of his method given in the Optiks continues:13  

 Hypotheses are not to be regarded in experimental philosophy.   

His well-known dictum goes further still:  hypotheses no fingo.  ‘I frame no hypotheses; I 

deal entirely with facts.’14  This dictum is initially puzzling.  What could he mean, ‘I 

frame no hypotheses’?  He, like most scientists, not only framed a good many 

hypotheses, he also called them ‘hypotheses’.  But Newton’s own hypotheses were 

working hypotheses.  They were only one partial move in his whole method; they had to 

be tested against fact; they served to suggest experiment or to direct observation.  What 
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Newton seems to abjure are hypotheses intended, on their own, to be explanations.  

Perhaps the most prominent contemporary example of this was Descartes’s explanation 

of planetary motion in terms of vortices – effluvia of some kind that carried the planets in 

their courses.  But if one observed planetary motion carefully, one discovered behaviour 

that the vortex hypothesis had great trouble accounting for.  The more widely one 

observed the more troubles one found.  The remedy Newton proposed was to deal only 

with facts.  And the corollary of that policy of rigorous empiricism is to be unwilling to 

go beyond the facts.  Instead of vortices Newton proposed gravity.  But all that he 

intended by the term was the phenomenon that all pairs of bodies attracted one another 

with a force equal to the product of their masses divided by the square of the distance 

between them.  Newton once wrote an anonymous review of a work of his own and, 

referring to himself in the third person, stressed that15 

 …he is silent about the cause of gravity, there occurring no 

experiments or phenomena by which he might prove what was the 

cause thereof. 

There I good reason to think that the description that Newton gives here of his 

method oversimplifies it.16   But his description fits fairly well, I think, what the 

interested educated public of the eighteenth century took his method to be.  In any case, 

to establish what the Newtonizers, in particular, took it to be, which is yet a different 

matter, one has to consider them one by one.   
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2. Newtonizers 

(i)  Voltaire 

In 1717, Voltaire was imprisoned in the Bastille, accused of writing satires of the 

Regent.  In 1926 he was again arrested and imprisoned in the Bastille.  On release, 

thinking it prudent to absent himself from France for a while, he applied for a passport to 

England and reached London in August of that year.  He remained in England, in self-

imposed exile, for the best part of three years.  The relative liberality of England 

compared to France must, at least partly, have been what attracted him.  When he arrived, 

he was forcefully struck by just how very much superior political and intellectual life in 

England was.  He became a proselytizing Anglophile.  The result was his book Lettres 

Philosophiques (in English now generally translated Letters on England), published in 

1734, actually written after he had returned to France, but composed as if letters written 

during his stay in England.   

The letters were devoted to such topics as the high degree of religious tolerance in 

England, the relative liberality of its political life, the benefits of its having a powerful 

middle class; its enlightened approach to inoculation, and the extraordinarily robust state 

of its philosophy.  Two stays in the Bastille had not diminished Voltaire’s courage:  

French readers of the Lettres understood that each piece of praise for England was meant 

as a criticism of France.  The book was promptly banned.   

Six of the twenty-four letters were devoted to Bacon, Locke, and Newton – four 

of them mainly to Newton.  Voltaire was particularly excited by the new philosophy 

found in England.  Bacon, he noted, ‘despised in his younger years the thing called 

philosophy in the university’; it was mere ungrounded speculation.  Bacon’s Novum 
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Scientiarum Organnon, Voltaire wrote, was ‘the scaffold with which the new philosophy 

was raised’.  Voltaire credited him with being ‘the father of experimental philosophy’,17 a 

strictly factual mode of thought that reached its peak with Newton, ‘whose equal is 

hardly found in a thousand years.’  Indeed, Voltaire informed the French that they must 

cease their reverence for Descartes, much of whose work (e.g. on the laws of motion) 

‘was nothing more than an ingenious novel’.18  In one of the letters, Voltaire imagines 

Newton’s saying19 

 “I have discovered a new property of matter [gravitational attraction]…I 

have calculated and demonstrated its effects….  It is the [Cartesian] 

vortices that might be called an occult quality, since nobody has ever 

proved their existence.  Attraction on the contrary is a real thing, since its 

effects can be demonstrated and its proportions calculated.  The cause of 

this cause is in the mind of God.”  Procedes hue, et non ibis amplius. 

[Thus far you shall go, and no farther].   

‘The cumulative effect’ of the Lettres, Besterman tells us in his life of Voltaire, 

‘was terrific.’20  And not just in the sciences:  Voltaire, in his indirect way, criticized 

French society on a broad front.  The Lettres has been described as ‘the first bomb 

thrown at the ancient regime.’21  Condorcet thought that the book ushered in a 

revolutionary epoch.22 

Voltaire was so anxious to bring the new method to the attention of his 

countrymen that he did not stop with the Lettres.  Newton’s Principles was too abstruse a 

work for any but a competent mathematician to absorb, and probably few of those who 

eventually became champions of Newton’s method had ever read it through.  The Opticks 
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was more approachable than the Principles but still not easy to take in.  Voltaire spent 

what he described as the most intellectually exhausting period of his life23 in producing a 

book, The Elements of Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophy, published in French in 1738 and in 

an English translation in the same year.24  It was a popularizing book, but a serious and 

fairly demanding one.  And the book made quite an impact as a contemporary review 

attests:   

 M. de Voltaire finally appeared, and at once Newton is understood 

or is in the process of being understood; all Paris resounds with 

Newton, all Paris stammers Newton, all Paris studies and learns 

Newton. 

Voltaire stressed three connected features of the Newtonian revolution, features 

that Newton himself had stressed:  experiment, avoidance of hypotheses, and agnosticism 

about what lay beyond facts.25 

Although Voltaire wanted Newton’s work to be valued as the natural philosophy 

it is, he also thought that Newton’s method had wider significance.  He praises Locke for 

his empirical approach:26 

 Locke has expounded human understanding to mankind as an 

excellent anatomist explains the mechanism of the human body.   

The new method, Voltaire thought, was changing the face of philosophy in general.   

 

 

(ii)  David Hume   



 11

 Hume never acknowledged his great debt to Newton; indeed, in his philosophical 

writings he hardly ever mentioned Newton by name.27  None the less, his commentators quite 

rightly make claims such as:  ‘it was Hume’s ambition to be the Newton of the moral sciences’;28  

‘Newton’s conception of method . . . is precisely the method which Hume claims to be following 

in his own thinking;29 and “Hume . . . had been tremendously impressed by the achievement of 

Newton in the natural sciences [and] thought that the time had come to apply this same method 

to “the moral subjects.”’30 

What did Hume take this method to be?  He tells us early indeed, in the subtitle of the 

Treatise:  ‘Being an attempt to introduce the experimental method of reasoning into moral 

subjects.’  ‘Moral subjects’ constitute the science of man, which Hume divides into four parts:  

‘logic, morals, criticism, and politics.’31  In his Abstract to the argument of the Treatise, he 

explains the four parts like this:32 

 The sole end of logic is to explain the principles and operations of our 

reasoning faculty, and the nature of our ideas; morals and criticism regard 

our tastes and sentiments; and politics consider men as united in society, 

and dependent on each other.  

The Treatise, Book I (Of the Understanding) is devoted to ‘logic.’  Book II (Of 

the Passions) and Book III, Part I (Of Virtue and Vice in General) are devoted to ‘morals 

and criticism.’ Book III, Parts II and III (Of Justice and Injustice, Of the Other Virtues 

and Vices) are devoted to ‘politics.’  In Book I the key idea in explaining the behaviour 

of ideas is ‘association,’ which Hume likens to Newtonian gravity:  ‘Here is a kind of 

ATTRACTION, which in the mental world will be found to have as extraordinary effect 
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as in the natural.’33  All of the theses advanced in Hume’s science of man were meant to 

be empirical:34 

 It is sufficient for my purpose, if I have made it appear that, in the 

production and the conduct of the passions, there is a certain 

regular mechanism which is susceptible of as accurate a 

disquisition, as the laws of motion, optics, hydrostatics, or any part 

of natural philosophy.   

One by one Hume reveals his commitment to the elements of Newton’s method.  He 

forswears all ‘hypotheses’.35  He will base his claims only on ‘experience and 

observation’.36  He will not only pursue this sort of experimental analysis but also aspire 

to synthesis.37  And as sensible natural philosophers who find that they cannot observe 

the internal nature of bodies fall silent on this subject, so moral philosophers, Hume says, 

must be silent about the internal structure of minds.38 

As for morality in the narrower modern sense, Hume’s concern is not, as we 

would nowadays say, normative ethics.  His interest is metaethics, which in Hume’s case 

is an empirical psychology of ethics, which, he says, ‘has little or no influence on 

practice’.39  He observes the passions at work in ethics:  ‘′Tis easy to observe, that the 

passions . . . are founded on pain and pleasure’.40 ‘The mind by an original instinct tends 

to unite itself with the good [i.e., pleasure], and to avoid the evil [ i.e., pain].’41  ‘DESIRE 

arises from good considered simply, and AVERSION is derived from evil.’42  And he 

gives what he regards as an equally empirical account of reason.  Reason is capable of 

only two operations:  the recognition of the relation of ideas and the recognition of real 

existence and matters of fact.43  Since reason therefore is ‘inert,’ morals, which ‘excite 
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passions and produce or prevent actions’, cannot be derived from it.44  Moral distinctions 

are derived from a moral sense, analogous to one of the external senses.45 

 

(iii)  Adam Smith 

Smith too, another Newtonizer, scarcely mentions Newton.  He refers to him only 

once in his major philosophical work, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, but the reference 

has nothing to do with matters of indebtedness.  He does refer to Newton occasionally in 

his essays.  In one of them he compares Newton’s method with Aristotle’s, finding the 

former ‘undoubtedly the most philosophical’; in another he allows that Newton ‘made the 

most happy and, we may now say, the greatest and most admirable improvement that was 

ever made in philosophy’.46  By the time Smith’s Theory was published in 1759, the new 

‘experimental method’ in moral studies was well established.  And Smith was influenced 

by his friend David Hume, whose Treatise (Books I and II 1739, Book III 1740) had 

appeared twenty years before Smith’s Theory.47  Smith is clearly a Newtonizer, if only a 

second generation Newtonizer. 

Like Hume, Smith sharply distinguished normative ethics from metaethics; he 

was concerned only with the latter, which, he says, ‘though of the greatest importance in 

speculation, is of none in practice’.48  He agreed with Hume that moral distinctions are 

not derived from reason but from sentiment.  The belief that moral judgments were 

derived from reason, he speculated,  

 …was more easily received when the abstract science of human 

nature was but in its infancy, and before the distinct offices and 
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powers of the different faculties of the human mind had been 

carefully distinguished from one another.49 

Smith, however, intended to bring the science of human nature yet more into its maturity.  

He did sometimes disagree with Hume; for example, he thought it wrong to hypothesize a 

moral sense analogous to the external senses.  For one thing, he said, the hypothesis is not 

needed.  What instead is needed is still finer observation of human nature.  We have, as 

Hume says, sentiments of approval and disapproval.  But rather than being perceptions of 

a moral sense, Smith thought, they are based in the operations of sympathy.  Sympathy, 

in its strict sense, ‘denotes our fellow-felling with the sufferings . . . of others’,50 but 

Smith makes it a technical term denoting ‘our fellow-feeling with any passion 

whatever’.51  Hume’s notion of sentiments of approval and disapproval, Smith claims, is 

itself to be analyzed in terms of sympathy: ‘To approve of the passions of another . . . as 

suitable to their objects, is the same thing as to observe that we entirely sympathize with 

them’.52  Smith proceeds to give us a far more detailed account of what he takes to be the 

pneumatics of human sentiments than Hume offers.  Smith is such a thorough-going 

empiricist that he recommends his theory of the moral sentiments over its competitors, as 

he also does Newton’s theory of mechanics over its competitors, not on the grounds of 

truth – that outmoded normative consideration – but on the reductive grounds of the 

‘pleasure’ it gives us ‘to see the phenomena which we reasoned the most unaccountable 

all reduced from some principle . . . and all united in one chain’.53  Ptolemy’s theory and 

Newton’s theory both give us this pleasure; Newton’s theory is better simply because it 

gives us more. 
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(iv)  Immanuel Kant 

Most Newtonizers of ethics follow Newton in two respects:  they are 

‘experimentalists,’ and they are systematizers.  But some Newtonizers follow him in only 

the latter way.  Kant, for example.  One commentator suggests that the tone of the 

Enlightenment in Germany was different from that in Britain and France; ‘on the whole, 

considerably less emphasis was laid on empiricism than in Britain’.54 

Newton represented a rational standard for Kant, as I shall come to.  But 

Rousseau was the crucial influence on the substance of Kant’s moral philosophy.  Kant 

himself tells the story of the influence well and shall let him tell it.  It began, he says, 

with Rousseau’s putting him right about the value of human life: 

 By inclination I am an inquirer.  I feel a consuming thirst for 

knowledge . . . .  There was a time when I believed this constituted 

the honor of humanity, and I despised the people, who know 

nothing.  Rousseau corrected me in this.  This blinding prejudice 

disappeared.  I learned to honor man, and I would find myself 

more useless than the common laborer if I did not believe that this 

attitude of mine can give a worth to all others in establishing the 

rights of mankind.55 

Like Aristotle, Kant had held a perfectionist view of what made human life valuable.  It 

was the acquisition and possession of knowledge.  Rousseau convinced Kant of an 

egalitarian conception; the value of humanity consisted not in a rare accomplishment but 

in a common capacity:  rational agency.  It is this that constitutes the dignity of man and 

is the source of man’s rights.   
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Rousseau’s conception of man’s value flowered, with Kant’s care, into both an 

ethics and a politics.  ‘To be driven by appetite alone’ Rousseau says, ‘is slavery, and 

obedience to the law one has prescribed for oneself is liberty’.56  This personal liberty is 

to be achieved, Rousseau says, in an ethical polity, a community in which one obeys the 

general will and is reconciled to it because one recognizes it as one’s own will.  Kant 

followed him in this development too.  ‘Our altruistic impulse,’ he said,57  

 …is the source from which the moral impulses take their rise.  

These impulses often incline us to act against the dictates of self-

interest.  I refer to the strong law of obligation and the weaker law 

of benevolence . . .  As a result, we recognize that in our most 

secret motives, we are dependent upon the rule of the general will.  

We sense within ourselves a constraining of our will to harmonize 

with the general will.  

Kant carries the idea further, again following Rousseau’s lead: 

 …the act through which a people constitutes itself a state, or to speak 

more properly the idea of such an act, in terms of which alone its 

legitimacy can be conceived, is the original contract . . . 58  [This contract 

is] a mere idea of reason which has, however, its undoubted (practical) 

reality:  that is, it obligates every lawgiver to promulgate his laws in such 

a way that they could have arisen from the united will of an entire people, 

and to regard every subject, in so far as he desires to be a citizen, as 

though he had joined in assenting to such a will.59 
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So Kant followed Rousseau from an understanding of human freedom, to a moral 

principal (the Categorical Imperative), and to a vision of an ethical society. 

What is most important to us here, however, was the significance Kant found in 

these tightly connected thoughts.60 

 Newton was the first to discern order and regularity in combination 

with great simplicity, where before him men had encountered 

disorder and unrelated diversity.  Since Newton the comets follow 

geometric orbits.  Rousseau was the first to discover beneath the 

varying forms human nature assumes the deeply concealed essence 

of man and the hidden law in accordance with which Providence is 

justified by his observations.  After Newton and Rousseau the 

ways of God are justified and Pope’s thesis is henceforth true. 

Rousseau’s fecund idea of the autonomous will, Kant thought, even solves the theodicy 

problem.61  God has not created us with original sin; he is not responsible for the evils 

visited upon men; rather, human society is.  Without the degradations caused by society, 

man is naturally good.  Pope’s thesis at the close of his Essay on Man, is thereby 

vindicated:  ‘WHATEVER IS, IS RIGHT’ 

  That REASON, PASSION, answer one great aim;  

  that true SELF-LOVE and SOCIAL are the same;  

  that VIRTUE only makes our Bliss below;  

  and all our Knowledge is, OURSELVES TO KNOW.62 

The significance that Kant finds in this history is plain.  Rousseau has done in 

moral philosophy what Newton did in natural philosophy.  Rousseau is the Newton of the 
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moral realm.63  But Kant could not but have thought that he himself had installed the 

explanatorily  potent idea of the autonomous will in an altogether wider and more 

rigorous theory than Rousseau had ever supplied, and that, therefore, an ample part of 

Newton’s mantle descended upon his shoulders too.   

 

(v)  Jeremy Bentham 

In 1802 Bentham wrote to Etienne Dumont of Geneva, his disciple and editor, 

including in the letter a suggested draft for a ‘puff Preface’, as Bentham called it, to a 

collection of his writings:64 

 Contemplating the moral branch in science in the same point of 

view as Bacon and afterwards Newton has before him interpreted 

the physical – the science of morals in every branch of it – public 

as well as private – appeared to him [Bentham] to depend upon 

sensation and experience derived/grounded principally indeed 

from/upon observation but partly (especially in regard to the 

constitutional branch, upon experiment, as much as medicine.  The 

only difference between the sensations which in the case of 

medicine form the subject matter of the experiment belonging to 

that case and those which constitute it in the case of morals and 

legislation is – that in the physical science sensation is of the class 

of bodily ones, in the ethical one it belongs in most (though not in 

all) instances to that more refined class of which the seat is spoken 

of as being in the mind.  Accordingly while others . . . were turning 
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round and round without advancing a step . . JB [Bentham] was 

advancing by slow and cautious indeed but sure and lasting steps 

with observation for his guide. . . . What Newton’s three laws of 

nature are or at least were meant to be in dynamics JB’s 

pathological axioms will be found to be in . . . aesthetics.   

One of Bentham’s works begins:65  ‘What Bacon was to the physical world, Helvetius 

was to the moral.  The moral world has therefore had its Bacon; but its Newton is yet to 

come.’   

In the privacy of his correspondence, Bentham revealed his belief that, in him, its 

Newton had indeed arrived.66  Dumont, in a reply to Bentham, comes up with a possible 

‘puff’:67   

 …Mr. Jeremy Bentham, styled with such good reason the Bacon of 

the Legislative branch of Science . . .  The Newton of Legislation 

was an appellation bestowed upon the same author . . . .  In the 

physical world, Bacon cleared away the rubbish of antiquity:  

Newton built. 

Bentham, too, built – or, at least, supplied the necessary blueprints.  What is to be 

built is a happy society.  The main tool for such construction is the law, guided by a 

sound understanding of human nature and the nature of human societies.  Bentham’s 

method for achieving this understanding, he tells us, echoing Hume, ‘is an attempt to 

extend the experimental method of reasoning from the physical branch to the moral.’68  

We observe that ‘Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two foreign 

masters, pain and pleasure . . . .  They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we 
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think. . . .’69  That is the master principle of human behaviour, as gravity is of the 

behaviour of physical bodies.  We must accept this purely empirical psychological 

principle and from it fashion a reasonable normative principle:  the principle of utility.  

This, in turn, will guide the legislator, who by shaping the law, and society more 

generally, will shape the pleasures available to individual members of society, so that 

they, in pursuing their own pleasure, will at the same time pursue the greatest pleasure 

overall.  To be the Newton of legislation is no small achievement; as Bentham conceives 

it, it is to be Newton of most human action.   

 

(vi)  John Stuart Mill 

There is much in Bentham’s empirical psychology that, with time, Mill came to 

reject.70  But he never wavered in his support for Bentham’s method.  Bentham, he 

thought, was not ‘a great philosopher’ but was ‘a great reformer in philosophy.’71   

 He brought into philosophy something which it greatly needed . . . 

It was not his doctrines which did this, it was his mode of arriving 

at them.  He introduced into morals and politics those habits of 

thought and modes of investigation, which are essential to the idea 

of science; and the absence of which made those departments of 

inquiry, as physics had been before Bacon, a field of interminable 

discussion, leading to no result.  It was not his doctrines, in short, 

but his method. . . .  

And, Mill continues72 
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 This method Bentham has finally installed in philosophy; has made 

henceforth imperative on philosophers of all schools.   

Mill saw no reason why ‘the science of human nature’ should not be ‘as much a 

science…as Astronomy’:73 

 When Newton . . . discovered the laws of the solar system he 

created, for all posterity, the true idea of science.  He gave the most 

perfect example we are every likely to have of that union of 

reasoning and observation, which by means of facts that can be 

directly observed, ascends to laws which govern multitudes of 

other facts.74   

Mill arrived at providing an empirical psychology of thought and action.  We have simple 

ideas, out of which complex ones are formed by a kind of ‘chemical union.’  Our 

impressions and ideas obey three laws of association.75  The ultimate end of human 

action is pleasure and the avoidance of pain, but the operation of association complicates 

the form that conscious human deliberation takes: 

 We gradually, through the influence of association, come to desire 

the means without thinking of the end:  the action itself becomes 

an object of desire, and is performed without reference to any 

motive beyond itself . . .  It is only when our purposes have 

become independent of the feelings of pain or pleasure from which 

they originally took their rise that we are said to have a confirmed 

character. 
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As for what an individual person, or a society, should adopt as ends, a moral scientist 

cannot say.  A moral scientist can provide only the grounds on which human beings, 

through a further exercise of reason, though now of a non-scientific kind, can arrive at 

moral norms.  One principle of non-scientific reasoning that both Bentham and Mill have 

in mind is “‘ought’ implies ‘can’”; roughly it is not the case that one ought to do such-

and-such unless it is linked to an end that one is capable of seeking.  That principle on its 

own, however, even if in the end there is a plausible interpretation of it, will not get us 

very far, and Bentham and Mill tell us very little more about these crucial further sorts of 

rationality.  There is Mill’s notoriously puzzling move in his ‘proof’ of the principle of 

utility.  Suppose Mill is right in all of his empirical claims:  ultimately people aim only at 

happiness, thought through the operation of association they sometimes aim at other 

things for themselves, such as virtue.  But how does one move from these facts to the 

principle of utility, with its commitment to impartial maximization of utility, without 

distributional constraint?  How is this move being guided only by facts about human 

nature and value-neutral rational constraints such as ‘”ought” implies “can”’  Indeed, 

how is it being guided by any decisive consideration other than a value judgment?   

 

3. The Influence of the Newtonizers today 

I now want to propose that the Newtonizers still influence us today, and to ask 

whether their influence is benign.   

I have already acknowledged that one must guard against exaggerating Newton’s 

influence on the moral philosophers who followed him – remember Hume’s list of 

influences which did not even mention Newton.  Other moral philosophers, Locke for 
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instance, and other natural philosophers, Bacon for instance, were also clearly major 

influences on the ‘experimental’ turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  The 

same is true of the turn to system.  Ambitious to system were already well entrenched in 

classical and medieval moral philosophy.  Think of the place Aristotle’s teleological 

metaphysics occupied in his moral philosophy; think of the similar role Aquinas’s 

Christian teleological metaphysics played in his ethics.  One cannot explain 

philosophers’s hankering for system solely as the result of the great success of the natural 

sciences in the modern era.   

It is worth repeating also that by ‘Newtonizing’ ethics, I do not mean an approach 

derived from Newton alone; it was derived from the natural philosophers of the period 

more generally.   

It is undeniable that the natural scientists of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries greatly influenced the moral philosophers that I have just finished discussing, 

and undeniable that they in turn have greatly influenced us.  It is not that the relation ‘X 

influenced Y’ is transitive.  But ‘X influenced Y in respect Z’ can be:  for example, these 

natural philosophers influenced Hume’s conception of the method and aim of moral 

philosophy, and Hume, in respect of these Newton-influenced beliefs, has influenced 

many of us today.   

It is hard to disentangle influences, and especially to trace them across long 

periods of time.  What form does the Newtonizers’s influence on moral philosophy take 

today?  It shows up to some degree, I think, in our widespread confidence that a 

systematic moral philosophy is what we moral philosophers should aim at.  Many of us 

(most of us, I should guess) are either consequentialists or deontologists of some sort or 
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virtue theorists.  All of these sorts of philosophers try to explain so extraordinarily much 

with so little.   

The influence of the Newtonizers also shows up, I suggest in a more speculative 

spirit, in the near-universal acceptance by contemporary moral philosophers of a certain 

conception of justification in ethics:  reflective equilibrium.  Reflective Equilibrium is a 

kind of coherence theory.  I have written about the coherence theory of justification 

elsewhere,76 and shall give only my conclusion.  The plausibility of the coherence theory 

rests crucially on how demanding ‘coherence’ is taken to be.  “Coherence’ cannot require 

only consistency, even consistency on a wide front.  “Coherence’ must also require a set 

of beliefs that form mutually supporting systems of belief, in which their systematic 

connections make them capable of raising the creditility level of the whole set.  So 

“coherence’ must require an organization of beliefs in a network of certain sorts of 

inferential relations.  The most justificatorily powerful example of such relations are 

explanatory ones, and the most powerful example of organization that we have 

encountered so far is the sort of ‘systematic unification,’ as Carl Hempel put it, found in 

the natural science.77  But this is not yet enough.  There are many different such coherent 

sets of beliefs incompatible among themselves.  How can we single out the one uniquely 

justified set?  In the natural sciences, we distinguish between the actual and only possible 

worlds by perception.  This is not to make sense reports foundational.  Justification has to 

be holistic.  But it can be holistic without being coherentist.  Sense reports, like all 

beliefs, are subject to revision by other beliefs, but they can none the less have the status 

of especially reliable beliefs.   
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Perhaps this now gives us an example of a plausible coherence theory of 

justification.  But, as it stands, it is a coherence theory about the justification of 

systematic empirical beliefs.  It appeals to perceptual input and to beliefs systematically 

related because they aim to describe the workings of an empirical world that is also a 

system.  But why think that ethics contains analogues to perceptual input and explanatory 

system?  Or, if there are not analogies, why think that ethics provides substitutes that can 

play the same justificatory role?   

The many moral philosophers today who adopt the coherence theory of 

justification are committed to the view that there are such analogues or such substitutes.  

Moral philosophers today are more alert than were the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

Newtonizers to differences between natural science and philosophy.  But even if, unlike 

the Newtonizers, they do not think that Newton’s method is simply to be re-applied in 

moral philosophy, they must accept that their aims are enough like those of the natural 

scientists for there to be a common form of justification.  The most plausible thing for 

them to say is that moral philosophers and natural scientists both aim at explanation and 

system.  But if they were to say this, there would be a certain conception of ethics at work 

in their thought – not obviously correct, not argued for, merely assumed.  It is not fanciful 

to suggest that this conception of ethics is a residue of the Newtonizers’ own conception 

of ethics.   

The influence of the natural philosophers of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries is very likely also to be present in the perennial hankering of writers to 

introduce science into morals and politics.  It will not be the influence solely of these 

earlier natural philosophers but, doubtless, of natural science generally with its agreed 
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procedures of verification.  This hankering has been prominent ever since the eighteenth 

century, in such figures as Saint-Simon, Comte, Marx, Spencer.  Recently we have seen 

the development of ‘cognitive science’ and, still more recently, of ‘experimental 

philosophy.’  A characteristic project of cognitive science is to determine through 

empirical evolutionary psychology, whether certain forms of altruistic behaviour are 

innate, and what light this fact might shed on ethics.78  A characteristic project of 

experimental philosophy is, in the case of a philosophical question in which intuitions 

play a central role – questions in ethics are an obvious example – to gather data, usually 

by questionnaire, about the psychological sources and circumstances of people’s 

intuitions, then to use the data gathered to develop a theory of what the underlying 

psychological processes are, and then to use the theory to determine whether certain 

intuitions are warranted.79 

4. The Idea of an Empirical Ethics 

Have the Newtonizers been a good influence on ethics?  For now I shall just raise 

the question.  I shall venture an answer only at the end of the next chapter.   

Most of the Newtonizers – though not Kant – aimed to turn moral philosophy into 

a purely empirical psychology of sentiment, belief, and action.  This psychology, they 

held, ‘has little or no influence on practice.’80  Although it is evaluatively neutral, it 

purports to explain how in fact we arrive at evaluations.  For example, Hume’s 

explanation goes:  our passions are founded on pleasure and pain; our basic instinct is to 

‘unite’ with pleasure and to avoid pain; desire arises from the recognition of pleasure, and 

aversion arises from the recognition of pain; our desires change as our perceptions of 

pleasure and pain in the possible objects of desire changes.81  Is an entirely empirical 



 27

psychology, then restricted to saying that, as our understanding of the prospects of 

pleasure and pain in a possible object of desire increase, our desires merely change.  Can 

Hume not go a bit further and say that they improve?82 

Perhaps.83  An evaluation would enter, but it would be the expression of an 

epistemic standard, not of an ethical one.   

Once epistemic standards enter, so does the threat of skepticism.  Does the 

Newtonizers’s purely empirical moral philosophy end in moral skepticism?  In Hume’s 

case, his empirical accounts of our beliefs about causation, induction, and personal 

identify in book I of the Treatise, lead him to severe skepticism about our knowledge of 

the external world.  Why will his account of our moral beliefs in Book III not also lead 

him to skepticism?  Hume seems to think that, unlike the radical revisions he 

recommended to our beliefs about the external world in Book I, his rejection of objective 

values in Book III does not undermine anything that, on reflection, we regard as essential.   

But is that so?  John Rawls gives us the example of an odd man whose chief 

activity in life is to count the blades of grass in various lawns.84  We might remonstrate 

with the man:  no one is interested, we tell him, the information is of no use, his back will 

ache, etc.  He accepts all the facts that we press on him and he commits no logical error 

but none the less, he persists in his desire.  It seems that the fully informed desires that a 

person may have need not be connected to anything that we recognize as valuable.  What 

seems to us crucial for value is not merely that desires be subjected to correction by facts 

and logic,85 but that they be formed in proper appreciation of the nature of their objects.  

And the proper appreciation that we have in mind here is the recognition that the object is 
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worth wanting.  Without that, value does not appear.  And we are hardly likely, on 

reflection, to regard the idea of value as inessential to ethics. 

So serious skepticism about the moral realm also looms.  And it looms for all of 

the empirical Newtonizers; not just for Hume.  And how could we know whether a desire 

is fully informed?  If we do not know, would not the authority of our moral beliefs be 

weakened?  Would not learning that our moral beliefs are expressions of feelings of 

attraction and repulsion in itself weaken their authority?  Would not their weakened 

authority be likely to affect our practice?   

Is not the line that the empirical Newtonizers ran between fact and value itself 

dubious?  Wittgenstein holds that a word has meaning only in virtue of there being rules 

for its use, rules that settle whether the word is correctly or incorrectly used.  And he 

argues that the rules cannot, in the end, be satisfactorily understood as a mental standard 

– an image, say, or an articulable formula – but only as part of shared practices.  And 

these shared pratices are possible only because of the human beliefs, interests, 

dispositions, sense of importance, and so on that go to make up what Wittgenstein calls a 

‘form of life.’86  Our form of life provides the setting in which our language develops and 

only within which it is intelligible.  And a form of life seems to consist in part in a certain 

shared set of values.   

Donald Davidson makes a similar point.  We cannot, he thinks, interpret the 

language that others use without assuming that we have certain basic beliefs and attitudes 

in common with them – that, for instance, many of our aims, interests, desires, and 

concerns are the same.87  If that is right, then general skepticism about values is self-
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defeating.  The values are embodied in the language we use, which sets for us the bounds 

of intelligibility.88 

Take, for example, our idea of ‘pain,’ – that idea so central to the Newtonizer’s 

entirely empirical psychology.  Pains have both a phenomenological side (the internal 

feel of our experiences) and, equally important, an active side (reactions and responses of 

avoidance, alleviation, and so on).  One learns the world ‘pain’ both by having certain 

experiences and by understanding how pains fit into human life – that ‘pains’ are 

typically to be avoided or alleviated.  This reactive attitude cannot be sharply separated 

from the recognitional element.  And this is so not because, with pain, recognitional 

elements and reactive elements, though separable in principle, are hard to disentangle, but 

because the distinction between thee two kinds of elements ceases to hold here.  And that 

is because our standard of sameness in the sensations that we group together under the 

world ‘pain’ is partly that they are what are to be avoided, alleviated, and so on – that 

they are avoidance-worthy, alleviation-worthy, and so on.  With pains, we do not 

recognize something to which we also independently react.  Our reaction is a necessary 

constituent of our recognition.  The way that pain fits into human life is part of the 

criterion for its being pain.  Therefore, my knowing that you are in pain involves my 

knowing something that is a disvalue to you.  But your being in pain is also a fact about 

you.  Does not the distinction between fact and value, as one finds it in Hume and the 

other Newtonizers (now including Kant), become difficult at this point to sustain?  

No, most contemporary philosophers reply.  Wittgenestein may be right, they can 

say, that to learn how to use the word ‘pain’ we have to grasp the criteria for its correct 

use; he may also be right that the criteria include not just the phenomenological fact of 
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pain but also how pain fits into human life – for example, that we dislike it, want to avoid 

it, want to have it alleviated.  But all that we need to serve as criteria, they can insist, are 

these facts about phenomenology and dispositions, facts devoid of evaluative elements.  

To have adequate criteria requires no erasing or even blurring, of the line dividing fact 

and value.   

But this response leaves us short of where we must get.  It does not supply 

sufficient criteria for correct use.  It recognizes that there are two elements in the meaning 

of ‘pain’:  phenomenological and dispositional.  There is no one phenomenologic feel to 

pains, even limiting attention just to physical pains.  Compare a stubbed toe with a 

stomach ache or either with smarting eyes.  Then there are mental pains:  extreme fear, 

despair, depression.  Learning what ‘pains’ are takes more than acquaintance with their 

phenomenology.  It also takes knowing their place in human life:  our reactions to these 

phenomenological feels.  But it is not enough to know that we react with dislike and wish 

to avoid or to have alleviated.  These reactions are too generic to give us a grasp on what, 

specifically, ‘pain’ is; they are also appropriate reactions to being tickled or to a droning 

voice or to a cloyingly sweet drink.  What we need are more specific reactions, e.g., 

finding  bad.  But even that is not yet specific enough.  In the end, phenomenal feels and 

human reaction have to combine to give us a grasp on the idea, specifically, of finding 

‘painful.’  The intension and extension of the world ‘pain’ are given sufficient 

determinateness by its use in the linguistic community.  A member of that community 

grasps the word’s criteria by having sufficient phenomenological experience and by 

identifying the particular human interest that pain thwarts.  (None of this explanation of 
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the meaning of the word is incompatible with the fact that there are persons who get 

pleasure from pain and that sometimes pains have good consequences.) 

If this account of the criteria for the use of the world ‘pain’ is correct, then the 

word ‘pain’ is both factual and evaluative and the Humean distinction between fact and 

value has to be given up.  The factual claim that Jones is in pain includes the idea of a 

human interest – something the meeting of which makes a human life better.   
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