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Bacon’s Novum Organum was first published in 1620
as the second part of Instauratio Magna, an intended
six-part work on a new method of investigating the
natural world. One may translate Novum Organum as
‘new instrument’ or ‘new method’. The projected
Instauratio was never completed and only fragments
of it were published. It was to have contained an
account of the current knowledge of the world, of
the false or inefficient methods of examining it
which were to be discarded, of the method or instru-
ment which was to replace these (the Novum
Organum), followed by examples of the use of the
instrument, then, finally, an account of the world
of Nature re-analysed with the new instrument.
It is hardly surprising that the work was never com-
pleted. For more details, see, for example,
Kitchin’s Introduction to his edition of the Novum
Organum.'

In Aphorism 46 of the Novum Organum, Bacon
comments on the relative importance of positive
and negative instances of the occurrence of an event
on the extent to which a general proposition about
the event is believed.” The following is a translation
by Spedding, Ellis and Heath.:?

...independently of that delight and vanity which I
have described, it is the perpetual error of the human
intellect to be more moved and excited by affirma-
tives than by negatives; whereas it ought properly to
hold itself indifferently disposed towards both alike.
Indeed in the establishment of any true axiom, the
negative instance is the more forcible of the two.

However, I do not think that this translation
expresses Bacon’s meaning precisely. The last sen-
tence is certainly imprecise and rather obscures
Bacon’s important contention, which is that the
‘negative instance’ is the more effective in establishing

the truth of any axiom (my italics). The point is,
surely, not whether the ‘axiom’ is finally believed to
be true but the greater weight carried by negative
instances in deciding on its truth (or falsity).

The first English translation was made by M.D.
(unidentified as far as I can discover) and was pub-
lished in 1676. It is excellent, and stays close to
Bacon’s Latin, using elegant Carolingian English.*
As it may not be easily understood by modern read-
ers, I have provided below a new translation, based
on the 1620 and 1645 editions of the Novum
Organum. It remains close to the Latin but I hope
may be more easily understandable.”’

The text starts by introducing the problem of
biased reporting:

The human understanding draws everything else to
be in harmony with, and to support, those things
which once please it, either because they are [gener-
ally] received and believed, or because they delight it.
And, though it must be admitted that the force and
the number of instances that occur to the contrary is
greater, it [the understanding] either does not heed
them or it disdains them; or, if it does take notice of
them, it distances itself from them and dismisses
them — and that not without great and pernicious
prejudice — so that the authority of those previous
beliefs remains inviolate.

The passage continues with an illustration of why
causal inferences require comparisons:

In this respect, he [Diagoras the atheist’] rightly
replied, who, when he was shown, on tablets hung
up in a temple, those who had given votive offerings
so that they might be saved from the perils of ship-
wreck, and was pressed for an answer whether he
nevertheless denied the power of the Gods, asked in
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his turn ‘And where are those shown who died after
they had called on the Gods?’

This is more or less the reason for all superstitions,
such as [belief] in astrology, in dreams, in the fates
and suchlike, in which men delight; they pay heed to
those that come to pass but, on the contrary, when
they are false — which happens much the more often —
they neglect them and pass them over.

And this evil creeps, persistently and most subtly, into
the philosophies and the sciences, in which that [opin-
ion] which is once accepted infects all the rest (even
though these are much better established and more
powerful) and reduces them to agree with it.

Bacon then returns to the problem of biased
reporting:

Moreover, as we have said, [even in cases] where
delight and vanity were absent, an error ever present
in, and peculiar to, human understanding is that it is
more moved and excited by an affirmative than a
negative; whereas, by all that is proper, each of
these should have equal weight. But, on the contrary,
in determining the truth of any axiom, the force of
the negative has the greater influence.

Bacon’s contention might be seen as an adumbration
of Popper’s claim — though Bacon’s contention is
weaker than Popper’s — that the basis of belief in the
truth of some statement about the world should
depend on the possibility of refuting the statement —
that is, of showing it to be false — and not directly on
evidence which supports it.® That is to say, a well-for-
mulated proposition is to be believable until it has been
refuted. The business of scientific enquiry is to set up
hypotheses that are capable of refutation and then, if
experiment does not refute them, to hold the hypoth-
eses as credible only as long as they remain unrefuted.
Hypotheses that are not capable of refutation are not
well-formulated and are of no value unless or until
methods are developed to make them refutable.

Note

a. Diagoras, the atheist. Cicero tells the story (De Natura
Deorum, 111, 37); Cicero speaks of ‘tabulis pictis’, that is,
pictures or portraits of those saved from shipwreck and
Diagoras says simply ‘And where are those portrayed
who were shipwrecked and perished at sea?” Bacon is
more specific; adding the ‘after they had called on the
Gods” which is, presumably, to be understood in
Cicero’s tale.
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