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The moral philosophy and political economy of Adam Smith is mechanistic, borrowing from a Newtonian worldview in which a universal force of Nature mediates cycles of return. In his ca. 1758 essay The History of Astronomy, Smith demonstrates a deep affection for the Newtonian system, describing it as not only an elegant scientific explanation, but a harmonious system that is pleasant to ponder. This affection for harmony, balance, and cycles of nature is carried through in Smith’s 1759 Theory of Moral Sentiments, in which Nature, as a universal force that extends to human society, acts and reacts through cycles of self-correction and repair, a theme which remains evident in Smith’s familiar metaphor of the invisible hand. Similarly, James Hutton, Smith’s colleague of the Scottish Enlightenment, and named by Smith as his literary executer, develops a theory of the earth as a system that echoes not only the mechanistic worldview, offering geology, perhaps finally, as a modernized science, but which relies on timeless cycles of repair managed by a universal force of Nature. Hutton’s “economy of the earth,” as presented to the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1775 and published in his Theory of the Earth in 1795, lays the groundwork of modern geology as an empirical field science through the foundational concepts of deep time and uniformitarianism but is steeped in the same view of Nature seen in Smith’s work. This paper explores the philosophical and historical connections between Hutton’s geology and Smith’s moral philosophy, as well as both scholars’ philosophy of science. Smith and Hutton are compared based on a shared affinity for Newtonian mechanism their common use of David Hume’s mechanism and empiricism, and their coproduction of system comprised of reparative cycles as a universal force of Nature.
