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Thomas Reid and Notion of Common Sense

The notion of common sense has been widely used in everyday speech and had its place within
numerous philosophical doctrines in the past. One of the most comprehensive analysis of common
sense was done by Thomas Reid. The problem is that Reid’s characteristics of common sense very
often differ and that is why they are in most cases confusing. The aim of this paper is to organize
Reid’s definitions of common sense and to show where we can find inconsistencies. Emphasis will be
placed on distinction between common sense and principles of common sense and if Reid’s doctrine
of common sense serves its purpose – to be an argument against the scepticism of David Hume.
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Introduction
Common sense is a notion which was interesting for many philosophers and many of them included
it into their doctrines. But what is so interesting about it? Answer to this question is simple. A lot of
people use this notion in everyday life. We use it when we talk to our friends, to our family or to our
colleagues at work. But even though it is used so often it is very hard to give any definition of
common sense. And what is more interesting also opinions of philosophers, on what common sense
is, very often differ.Is the meaning of common sense just vague? Or is there any deeper problem in
defining it? When we use common sense in ordinary life we all intuitively know what it means. But
problem arises when common sense becomes some kind of philosophical tool.The focus of this paper
is what has been meant by common sense in philosophy of Thomas Reid. This professor of moral
philosophy at the University of Glasgow gave us one of the most comprehensive analysis of common
sense but also one of the most confusing analyses of common sense. My aim is to show where
inconsistencies in his definitions are and to organize these definitions. At the very beginning I
discuss general characteristics of common sense which can be found in Reid’s works and then, in
chapter 3 and 4, I stress distinction between common sense (as an act) and principles of common
sense (as a content of that act). These chapters also show friction between theory and practice in
Reid’s definitions which will help us answer the question whether the doctrine of common sense can
be a plausible argument against sceptical philosophy of David Hume.

General characteristic
At the very beginning it is very important to say that common sense was not for Thomas Reid any
special sense like hearing or eyesight, but word “sense” meant a judgment or a belief. But what did
Reid have in mind when he called it “common”? Is it judgment of ordinary people, or judgment
which we have in common with other people? Is it a judgment which is so obvious that no sensible
person would have doubted it? Or is there other kind of „commones” which Reid had in mind?

Thomas Reid, in answering this question, focused on several topics – existence of external world and
other beings in it, our free will and our continual existence. People just take these things for granted



and they do not doubt them. But some philosophers and especially philosophers of Reid’s times have
put these topics under sceptical scrutiny.

Common sense thus became in Reid’s philosophy an argument against scepticism. But also some
philosophers before Reid took common sense to be an argument against sceptical or unjust
philosophy. Anthony Ashley Cooper known as Lord Shaftesbury for example wrote in his Essay
Sensus Communis: „Common Sense, according to just Philosophy, judges of those Works which want
the Justness of a Whole, and shew their Author, however curious and exact in Particulars, to be in
the main a very Bungler“.[1]

The biggest bungler, especially to Thomas Reid, was David Hume, who was well known proponent of
the “theory of ideas” and who took this theory to its consequences. Descartes, Berkeley, Locke and
many others were also proponents. Every one of them held a different kind of this theory but the
main and unifying point was that we cannot perceive things themselves but only ideas of these
things.

Hume for example divided the content of the mind to ideas and impressions. So the only objects that
we are able to examine are the objects of our mind. In other words, the only objects we are
conscious of are impressions and ideas.[2] We rely on information which is provided by these mental
entities.It means that we have no direct knowledge of external world and objects in it.

But why should we postulate such a difficult doctrine which has no evidence and cuts us off from the
external world? And how should we fix the existence of the world which sceptical philosophers want
to question?

Reid tried to do it by postulating principles of common sense. We can find a passage in Inquiry
where Reid says that philosophy “has no other root but the principles of common sense; it grows out
of them, and draws its nourishment from them; severed from this root, its honours wither, its sap is
dried up, it dies and rots”.[3]

But the role of these principles in philosophy is not as evident as in ordinary life. Philosophers have
very often doubted some principles of common sense in their reasoning (as Hume did) but if they
doubted common sense in practice, they would be considered insane. So the authority of common
sense shows itself especially in practice. Moreover, practice also shows some metaphysical and
sceptical doctrines of philosophers to be useless. That is the reason why Reid argued against Hume –
because Hume’s philosophy cannot be applied to practice.

Now we should go back and ask again, what did Reid have in mind by the term common sense? Reid
himself gave us a lot of characteristics and he referred by this term to two quite different things.
Firstly, he referred by term common sense to self-evident propositions. These propositions are so
evident that no one would have doubted them. But secondly, Reid also referred by common sense to
judgment, especially the degree of judgment which is common to adult men. Let’s start with the last
one.

Common sense as a judgment
Some passages in the work Intellectual Powers quite clearly show that common sense is a judgment.
Reid associates it with the fact that „good sense“ means „good judgment“ as well as „non-sense“
means „no judgment“[4]. And this judgment, good judgment, is shared by all those who are adults
and sane – that includes ordinary people, scientists, philosophers, etc.

But the English word judgment is ambiguous. When we say „judgment“ we can mean an act and also
we can mean the contents of that act. And it is not clear at all what Reid has in mind by this word.



Of course, when Reid talks about propositions or principles of common sense it is obvious that they
have something to do with the content. The confusing parts start when Reid talks only about
common sense. For example: „Common Sense is that degree of judgment which is common to men
with whom we can converse and transact business”[5] or: „We ascribe to reason two offices, or two
degrees. The first is to judge of things self-evident, the second to draw conclusions that are not self-
evident from those that are. The first of these is the province, and the sole province of common
sense“[6]

Common sense looks like an act in these passages. Reid calls it degree of judgment whose purpose is
to judge self-evident things. The second reason, why we should consider common sense as a
judgment, is that all operations of mind are acts in Reid’s philosophy.

When we look at Reid’s definition of judging, we find out that his definition is quite traditional. He
talks about giving an assent to some proposition. This assent could be verbal or only mental. The
important thing is, that we can find judging already in the operation of perception: “Seeing and
hearing by philosophers are called senses, because we have ideas by them; by the vulgar they are
called senses, because we judge by them“.[7]

Operation of perception has two main components in Reid’s philosophy. One of them is simple
apprehension of things we perceive and second component is formation of belief in things we
perceive. But where is the judgment? In the part, where Reid writes that we “judge by” our senses,
he means that our judgment (our assent) is formed immediately and together with formation of our
belief. Judgment in operation of perception looks like an automatic operation of giving an assent to
that belief.

Even if common sense is a kind of judgment, we should not refer to any complex operation. This
judgment is intuitive. In other words, it is not based on any argument but evidence of our judgment
is clear. We can show it by an example: When I see a table in front of me, my belief, that it is really a
table and that this table is in front of me right now, is formed immediately as well as my assent to
this belief.

Principles of common sense
But principles of common sense are of different kind than act of judgment formation mentioned
above. One of the basic definitions of these principles can be found in Inquiry “If there are certain
principles, as I think there are, which the constitution of our nature leads us to believe, and which
we are under a necessity to take for granted in the common concerns of life, without being able to
give a reason for them; these are what we call the principles of common sense; and what is
manifestly contrary to them, is what we call absurd“.[8]

The most important part in this quote is that we are not „able to give a reason for them“. As
Nicholas Wolterstorff said, it means we hold them for no reason.[9] I think that Wolterstorff has a
point. In our everyday life – when we perceive things, when we meet other people – we do not doubt
that the things which we perceive are really the things we perceive, or that people, with whom we
meet, are also beings with their minds, brains, thinking and mental life as we are. We pay no
attention to these beliefs – we just take them for granted.

Reid talks about principles of common sense as about our fundamental beliefs on many places in his
works. But as I tried to show in the last chapter, all operations of mind are acts in Reid’s philosophy,
and some Reid’s passages take common sense to be an act of judgment/belief formation or the
degree of reason which is “sole province of common sense”. Thus distinction between common sense
and principles of common sense is, in my opinion, distinction between act and content of that act.



Reid presented a list of those propositions or principles[10] of common sense in his work Intellectual
Powers.[11] He divided the principles into necessary and contingent. However, if we look at the
actual list of contingent principles, we can find epistemological principles as well as metaphysical
principles. It seems that it is impossible to present a uniform definition.

The main question in defining principles of common sense is why they are principles of common
sense.[12] We can find at least three possible answers. They are principles of common sense
because:

they are necessarily true,1.
they are self-evident,2.
we believe them immediately.3.

There is a strong foundation for every of these three options in Reid’s works. For example the last
option is certainly true. In Intellectual Powers we can find that the propositions of common sense
„are no sooner understood than they are believed. The judgment follows the apprehension of them
necessarily“.[13]

Reid stressed that our belief is formed immediately and that this belief is not based on any other
belief or beliefs. It means that our belief is non-inferential. But to say that principles of common
sense are just sort of beliefs, which are formed immediately when we perceive, is very easy answer
and Reid himself was talking about other definitions.

One of the most frequently mentioned characteristics of these principles is self-evidence which looks
like foundationalism. We can see it, for example, in this passage: „…evidence of any proposition,
either we find it self-evident, or it rests upon one or more propositions that support it…. It is evident
that it must stop only when we come to propositions, which support all that are built upon them, but
are themselves supported by none, that is, to self-evident propositions“.[14] But self-evident
proposition is that one which „has the light of truth in itself, and has no occasion to borrow it from
another”[15] in Reid’s philosophy.

Now it looks that the principles of common sense include each of those three points – we believe
them immediately, they are self-evident and they are also true according to Reid.

Our former question was “Why are they principles of common sense?” I think we should reformulate
it to a new question “What makes them principles of common sense for Reid?”

The first question searches for characteristics of these principles which makes them principles of
common sense, but the second question searches for a role of these principles which makes them
principles of common sense.

The main role of common sense was to be an argument against scepticism, Hume’s scepticism which
questioned the existence of the external world and direct knowledge of objects in it.

As we said we have several groups of principles – two main groups are principles of necessary truths
and principles of contingent truths. In necessary truths we can find some logical and mathematical
axioms as well as political and moral principles. In contingent principles there are principles
concerning operations of mind, like seeing, hearing, imagining, remembering etc. When we put it
together with what has been said about their role, we will see that principles which Reid needed can
be found among principles of contingent truths.

But why Reid gave us so many characteristics, and why he divided them into these two groups?
Principles of necessary truths and principles of contingent truths have certainly different status in



Reid’s philosophy.

For example when we look at necessary principles, we will see that Reid often talks about Aristotle
and foundationalism in connection with them. Necessary truths are for Reid first principles of
science and that is why all science should be based on these principles. So they figure as axioms (in
mathematics, logic, ethics, politics etc.) Reid also tells us, that in most cases we are convinced of
their truth. That is why they are called necessary truths.

But Reid would like to convince us, by calling them all principles of common sense, that contingent
principles have the same status. But contingent principles are of a different kind because we are not
convinced of their truth in most cases.

What is special about these contingent principles is that they are somehow evident immediately in
practice. They are beliefs which we take for granted in everyday life. We are, and we must be, led by
them, otherwise we would be considered insane. This is the biggest authority of the principles of
common sense. And that is also the biggest difference between necessary and contingent principles.
But if their purpose is to be an argument against Hume, who wanted to build new science of man,
we need contingent principles to be first principles of science, or first principles which we must take
before we start our scientific reasoning. But contingent principles do not fulfil these requirements.
We do not build our reasoning on them. We often do not pay any attention to them.

The distinction could be led also this way: If we doubt any mathematical axiom, we would be
considered by others that we did mistake, if we doubt any moral or political “axiom” they will try to
convince us by an argument that we are also mistaken. It is all related to theory. But if we doubt any
contingent principle in practice, it would be problem of different kind. I think this passage from
Intellectual powers shows exactly the problem:

“Thus, if any man were found of so strange a turn as not to believe his own eyes; to put no trust in
his senses, nor have the least regard to their testimony; would any man think it worth while to
reason gravely with such a person, and, by argument, to convince him of his error? Surely no wise
man would”[16]

Conclusion
What can we infer from what has been said? Firstly I pointed out the difference between common
sense and principles of common sense. Common sense seems like an act of judging, which is
common to all adult sensible people. It is an automatic operation of „giving an assent“ to a belief.
This „giving an assent“ has its origin in the operation of perception because formation of a belief is
one of the components of the operation of perception.

Belief is always, according to Reid, expressed by a proposition or statement in language. And
principles of common sense, instead of common sense as an act of judging, are self-evident
propositions, i.e. the embodiment of fundamental beliefs which are evident to every sensible person.
These principles are universal in a certain way.

Of course, there can be a lot of things which could be evident to us but they would not be evident to
anyone else. And there can also be a lot of evident things to many people which do not belong to
principles of common sense. That is why Reid divided these principles into two main groups – into
necessary principles and into contingent principles. But both groups have different status. I tried to
show that the main role of common sense and principles of common sense should have been an
argument against Hume’s scepticism about external world and beings in it. Contingent principles,
which are also taken for granted in everyday life, serve best to this purpose. But Hume also did not
question these principles in practice but only in theoretical reasoning. And here is the biggest



problem for contingent principles – even though Reid tried to convince us that contingent principles
must be taken every time we start our reasoning, these principles do not fulfil these requirements.
We take them for granted in our practice but they do not figure as axioms in our reasoning.
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