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SELECTIONS FROM THE SCOTTISH PHILOSOPHY OF
COMMON SENSE

INTRODUCTION

The Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense originated as a protest against the
philosophy of the greatest Scottish philosopher. Hume’s sceptical conclusions did not
excite as much opposition as might have been expected. But in Scotland especially
there was a good deal of spoken criticism which was never written; and some who
would have liked to denounce Hume’s doctrines in print were restrained by the
salutary reflection that if they were challenged to give reasons for their criticism they
would find it uncommonly difficult to do so. Hume’s scepticism was disliked, but it
was difficult to see how it could be adequately met.

At this point Reid] stepped into the field. He was the only man of his time who really
understood the genesis of Hume’s scepticism and succeeded in locating its sources. At
first sight it would seem that this discovery required no peculiar perspicuity. It would
seem that nobody could help seeing that Hume’s sceptical conclusions were based on
Locke’s premises, and that Hume could never be successfully opposed by any critic
who accepted Locke’s assumptions. But this is precisely one of those obvious things
that is noticed by nobody. And in fact Reid was the first man to see it clearly. It thus
became his duty to question the assumptions on which all his own early thought had
been based. The result of this reflection was the conclusion that, since the “ideal
theory” of Locke and Berkeley logically led to Hume’s scepticism, and since
scepticism was intolerable, that theory would have to be amended, or, if necessary,
abandoned.

Reid himself gives an admirable account of the way in which he was roused from his
dogmatic slumbers. “I acknowledge,” he says in the Dedication of the Inquiry, “that I
never thought of calling in question the principles commonly received with regard to
the human understanding, until the Treatise of Human Nature was published in the
year 1739. The ingenious author of that treatise upon the principles of Locke—who
was no sceptic—hath built a system of scepticism, which leaves no ground to believe
any one thing rather than its contrary. His reasoning appeared to me to be just; there
was therefore a necessity to call in question the principles upon which it was founded,
or to admit the conclusion.”1 Reid was determined not to acquiesce in the sceptical
conclusion. And that for three reasons. Scepticism, he says, is trebly destructive. It
destroys the science of a philosopher, it undermines the faith of a Christian, and it
renders nugatory the prudence of a man of common understanding. Thus he was
forced to undertake a criticism of the assumptions on which that sceptical conclusion
was based. “For my own satisfaction, I entered into a serious examination of the
principles upon which this sceptical system is built; and was not a little surprised to
find that it leans with its whole weight upon a hypothesis which is ancient indeed, and
hath been very generally received by philosophers, but of which I could find no solid
proof.”’1 This hypothesis is to be found in Locke and Descartes, and consists in the
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postulation of a world of ideas intermediate between the knower and the object
known. It is from this hypothesis, says Reid, that Hume’s scepticism directly results.
Reid therefore really criticises Hume via Locke. He takes up the position that if
Locke’s assumption be proved untenable, Hume’s conclusion will fall to the ground.
Thus, while it is true that it was Hume who elicited Reid’s philosophy, that
philosophy is not so much a direct “answer to Hume” as an answer to Locke.

Now, Locke’s doctrine admitted of two, and only two, answers. One of these was
given by Berkeley, and led to the scepticism of Hume. The other was given by Reid.
For Locke perception involves three elements: the percipient, the idea perceived, and
the thing; and it is assumed that the idea is somehow a copy of the external reality.
Both Berkeley and Reid saw clearly the difficulties of the doctrine of Representative
Perception. If the mind is confined to its own ideas and is cut off from immediate
knowledge of the real world, how is it to know if its ideas do or do not agree with
things? In order to compare two things, it is necessary to know both. Thus we cannot
compare ideas with the things which they represent, because we can never escape the
circle of our own ideas. And the further objection is advanced that if the external
world does exist, it cannot be like our ideas, for nothing but an idea can be like an
idea. Both Berkeley and Reid saw these difficulties in Locke’s doctrine. They both
agreed that Locke had gone wrong. How he had gone wrong was the question on
which they differed. They agreed, it is true, that Locke had obscured the nature of
knowledge by interpolating a spurious factor. But they differed foto ceelo with regard
to the question which of Locke’s factors was unreal. By Berkeley it was maintained
that Locke’s third factor—the material world—had no real existence. But Reid denied
the existence of Locke’s second factor. Locke’s imitative and intermediate ideas are
simply creatures of phantasy: they have no real existence. Thus Berkeley is left with
mind plus ideas, and Reid with mind p/us matter. For both, the relation between mind
and its object is immediate.

Reid naturally regarded his own answer to Locke as better than Berkeley’s, partly
because Hume had argued that Berkeley’s criticisms of Locke’s material substance
could with equal force be levelled against Berkeley’s own spiritual substance; and
partly because he believed that a world which consists of minds pl/us matter is more
“consentaneous” with common sense than one which contains only minds plus ideas.
Neither of these reasons, in point of fact, is sound, though both would have been
perfectly valid if Berkeley had really meant what Hume and Reid thought that he
meant. It ought to be remembered, when Reid is criticised for his vulgar failure to
appreciate the point of Berkeley’s argument, that Hume also did not fully understand
it. Berkeley takes special pains in the Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous
to answer precisely the criticisms that Reid and Hume advanced. He points out, for
instance, that his arguments against material substance cannot be successfully used
against spiritual substances, for spirits are not inert and passive, but are active beings,
which are not known as ideas, but are apprehended through notions. Hume’s criticism
of Berkeley simply makes the unjustifiable assumption that spirits are on the same
level as ideas, and that they are known in the same way. Reid’s misapprehension of
Berkeley’s meaning is neither more nor less egregious. He assumes that in denying
the existence of matter, and in asserting that the world consists solely of spirits and
ideas, Berkeley is proclaiming the non-existence of the world to which common sense
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bears testimony. Now, Reid knew that Berkeley was never weary of insisting that his
doctrine denied nothing that common sense admitted. The material world which
Berkeley destroyed was not a conviction of common sense, but a philosophical
hypothesis. For him the world remained as real as ever. If Hume and Reid had been
less eager to criticise Berkeley and more anxious to understand him, they might have
seen the importance of the suggestions made by him—e.g. in the second edition of the
Principles and in Siris—towards an interpretation of the world based on the
concurrence of both reason and sense. Hume entirely failed to appreciate Berkeley’s
suggestions towards a notional system of knowledge, and, if Reid noticed them, he
made no use of them in the development of his own system.

The great merit of Reid’s answer to Locke lay in its immunity from criticism along
Hume’s lines. By denying the existence of ideas in Locke’s sense, it entirely cut the
ground away from Hume. Reid himself points out that his own doctrine, in one aspect,
forms the reductio ad absurdum of the whole “ideal theory.” Locke starts with minds,
ideas, and matter. Berkeley disproves matter and retains minds and ideas. Hume
denies the existence of minds and preserves only ideas. And Reid in turn denies ideas.
Thus the development of thought has, by a necessary process, led to the destruction of
the whole apparatus with which Locke started. Reid therefore resolves to begin afresh,
not with hypotheses postulated by philosophy, but with principles guaranteed by
common sense.

It may have been noticed that in this account of the development of Reid’s thought
with reference to his immediate predecessors, two slightly different views have been
implied. So far these have purposely not been distinguished. For it is probable that the
actual development of Reid’s own views was determined in the way sketched above,
partly by direct opposition to Hume and partly by criticism of Locke. It is probable
that he was not clearly conscious how far his views owed their origin to criticism of
Locke, and how far to antagonism to Hume. But it is worth while to make the
difference clear. If we regard Reid’s doctrine as developed mainly by criticism of
Locke’s assumptions, it can be shewn that it retains more of the Descartes-Locke
assumptions than it denies. In particular, Reid preserves, though he restates, the two-
substance doctrine, which was one of the most important elements in the Locke-
Descartes Gemeingut. In one aspect, then, Reid may be regarded as Locke purged and
Locke re-created. It is only a mild exaggeration to say that Reid’s system is a critical
reconstruction of Locke.

But when Reid’s work is considered in its direct application to Hume, it assumes a
somewhat different tinge. It then appears more closely related to the uncritical appeals
to common sense made by Reid’s contemporaries and successors. Reid saw that some
of Hume’s conclusions were ridiculous, and he believed that others were impious; and
he was apt to assume that their apparent absurdity and impiety supplied adequate
grounds for denying them. Reid appealed from the hypotheses of philosophy to the
“principles of common sense.” Common sense secured to him the belief in the
existence of mind and matter. From this naive dualism was developed his Natural
Realism. Such is another view that may be taken of the genesis of Reid’s doctrine.
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The truth lies somewhere between the two sharply contrasted views. The distinction
between them was almost certainly hardly present to Reid’s own mind. But the former
is nearer the truth than the latter. It cannot be denied that there is a Reid who in the
Inquiry and even in the Essays appeals from philosophy, in the manner of Beattie and
Oswald, to vulgar common sense. There is a Reid who condemns a theory by
consigning its author to the mad-house. There is a Reid who gets rid of difficulties by
simply laughing at them. But this is not the normal Reid. When the normal Reid
appeals to common sense, it is an appeal not to blind feeling, but to permanent
principles of human nature. He makes an appeal, as Sir William Hamilton has said,
“from the heretical conclusions of particular philosophies to the catholic principles of
all philosophy.”1 Further, while it is perfectly true that Reid’s nisus to independent
philosophical inquiry was due to his desire to rebut Hume’s conclusions, and while he
did criticise Hume directly, he had acuteness enough to see that the only really
successful criticism of Hume must be Higher Criticism, in the strict sense of that
much-abused term, i.e. criticism higher upstream, nearer the source.

Reid’s work was both constructive and critical. He did not start absolutely de novo
with the convictions of common sense. What he did was to take over, in large
measure, the results of Locke’s work, at the same time subjecting it to examination in
the light of all the information he could himself acquire by a common-sense
investigation of mental processes. Nothing could be truer than Sidgwick’s statement,
“If Locke 1is the first founder of the distinctively British science, Empirical
Psychology, of which the primary method is introspective observation and analysis, I
think Reid has a fair claim to be regarded as a second founder.”2

Much less favourable was the judgment that Kant passed on Reid. In the Prolegomena
to Any Future Metaphysic, Kant declares that Reid entirely missed the point of
Hume’s problem. What Reid ought to have done, says Kant, was to “probe more
deeply into the nature of reason.” But, instead of doing this, he “discovered a more
convenient means of putting on a bold face without any proper insight into the
question, by appealing to the common sense of mankind.” Such an appeal to common
sense, Kant continues, had the effect of enabling the emptiest babbler without an atom
of insight to attack with some show of success a thinker of Hume’s calibre. Now, it
seems inconceivable that, if Kant had really read Reid, he could have written about
him in such a strain. And it has been suggested that in all probability Kant had no first
- hand knowledge of Reid. In the Prolegomena he mentions Reid along with Oswald,
Beattie, and Priestley, making no distinction between them. But if Kant had himself
read the writings of these men, he could hardly have bracketed them, for Reid is
altogether in a different class from the other three. Hence the very plausible
suggestion, supported by the way in which Kant mentions the names (“Reid, Oswald,
Beattie, and even Priestley”), that Kant’s knowledge of Reid was derived solely from
the criticisms in Priestley’s Examination.

But Hume had certainly read Reid, and it is interesting to compare his criticism with
Kant’s. Hume received, from a common friend (Dr Blair), parts of the manuscript of
Reid’s Inquiry. He started to read it with no enthusiasm, muttering a wish “that the
parsons would confine themselves to their old task of worrying one another, and leave
philosophers to argue with moderation, temper, and good manners.” But the book
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itself entirely dissolved Hume’s prejudice, and elicited a generous and appreciative
letter to Reid. “It is certainly very rare,” Hume writes, “that a piece so deeply
philosophical is wrote with so much spirit, and affords so much entertainment to the
reader. . . . There are some objections that I would propose, but I will forbear till the
whole can be before me. I will only say that if you have been able to clear up these
abstruse and important topics, instead of being mortified, I shall be so vain as to
pretend to a share of the praise.” The point specially worth noticing in this testimony
is the fact that Hume remarks on the “deeply philosophical” character of Reid’s work.
He does not dream of talking of “empty babblers”: in particular, it does not occur to
him that Reid had appealed from scientific philosophy to vulgar common sense. He
recognises that Reid’s attack on him is a damaging criticism, made on the strictly
philosophical level.

The analogies between Reid’s work and Kant’s are many and striking. Reid began, as
Kant did, by comparing the slow progress made by philosophy with the rapid advance
of physical science. And, like Kant, Reid determined that, if philosophy were to
advance, the attitude of physical science must be adopted. Like Kant, Reid was a
competent mathematician and physicist, with a great respect for Newton. But his
general philosophical method differs from that of Kant. While Kant’s work is written,
in the main, from the epistemological standpoint, Reid remains true to the traditional
British psychological method. The philosopher must undertake an examination of the
operations of the mind. He is an anatomist of the mind. His task is much more
difficult than that of the student of the anatomy of the body, “for it is his own mind
only that he can examine with any degree of accuracy and distinctness.” 1 Philosophy
is based on the results of our introspective observation of the working of our own
minds.

Reid’s critique of knowledge, like Kant’s, opposes any sensationalism such as
Hume’s. Hume maintained that the mind and its objects can be reduced to a series of
particular sensations, and that these individual sensations may be known, each
independent of the other. Reid criticises this view, to which he gives the scholastic
name “simple apprehension.” It is a mistake to think, he says, that knowledge consists
originally in simple apprehension.2 It is a mistake to think that we start originally
with simple sensations and then refer them to their subjects and their objects. On the
contrary, the simplest act of the mind is already a judgment. Judgment is both
logically and psychologically prior to simple apprehension. Judgment is the unit of
knowledge. By a process of analysis, it is possible to differentiate elements within the
judgment. But these elements are elements merely; and they can be regarded
separately only by a process of abstraction. Thus even simple apprehension is not
really simple: it is reached by abstraction from the natural unit of knowledge. If we
analyse even the simplest sensation, we find that it always implies judgment.

In the Inquiry Reid proves this in detail, by an examination of the five external senses.
He begins with smell, the simplest and least intellectual of these, and shows that even
here a system of natural judgments is suggested. These natural judgments are not
actually given in experience: they are suggested by experience. The natural judgments
thus suggested are necessary for the constitution of experience. Were sense-
experience not accompanied by these natural suggestions, it would itself be an
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impossibility. What are these constitutive natural judgments? There is the judgment,
in the first place, of existence. Our sensations immediately suggest that what we now
feel or perceive actually exists, and memory suggests that what we remember did
actually exist. But this judgment of existence does not mean that what we feel exists
only as a sensation. It implies the permanent existence of (¢) minds and (b) the
material world. Reid admits that we cannot logically infer the existence either of
minds or of the external world. But he insists that they are principles of common
sense, “They are judgments of nature—judgments not got by comparing ideas and
perceiving agreements and disagreements, but immediately inspired by our
constitution.”1

Another natural judgment is that there is a real difference between primary and
secondary qualities. Reid points out that Berkeley’s arguments against the distinction
must be regarded as conclusive by all who agree with the “ideal theory.” “Yet, after
all,” he says, “there appears to be a real foundation for it in the principles of our
nature.”2 He draws a sharp distinction between sensible qualities and sensations. The
almost universal tendency to confuse the external quality with the sensation is due to
the fact that we have no name for the sensation, as distinct from the perceived quality.
But Reid insists that, though we draw no distinction in language, the distinction does
really exist. For example, our sensation of hardness is quite distinct from the hardness
which really exists in bodies. “Hitherto, they have been confounded by the most acute
enquirers into the principles of human nature, although they appear, upon accurate
reflection, not only to be different things, but as unlike as pain is to the point of a
sword.”]1 In every case the sensible quality must be distinguished from the sensation;
and in no case is the sensible quality dependent for its existence on the sensation. Reid
really obscures the distinction between primary and secondary qualities, though in a
different way from Berkeley. Berkeley had reduced all qualities to secondary
qualities: Reid, in effect, makes all qualities primary. Thus colour means, he says,
“not a sensation of the mind, which can have no existence when it is not perceived,
but a quality or modification of bodies, which continues to be the same, whether it is
seen or not.”2 Eventually, after considering in detail in the Inquiry various primary
and secondary qualities, the only difference Reid finds between them is that there is a
resemblance and a necessary connection between primary qualities and the sensations
we have of them, but not between secondary qualities and our sensations. In the
Essays Reid attacks the problem again, and adds that our senses give us a direct and
distinct notion of primary qualities, but of secondary qualities only a relative and
obscure notion. The important point is not so much Reid’s attempt to distinguish
primary from secondary qualities as his insistence on the fact that in both cases our
sensations are generically different from the qualities of things. Hence mere sensation
can never give us knowledge of an object: for that, perception is necessary. Reid is far
from consistent in maintaining the distinction between perception and sensation; but
in the main he holds that while sensation is the condition of perception, yet bare
sensation by itself neither is an object of knowledge nor can give complete knowledge
of an object. In all knowledge, he holds, is involved the perceptual activity of the self,
working in accordance with certain natural judgments. It will be evident how far this
theory is in general agreement with Kant’s doctrine of the importance of judgment,
and the indispensability for knowledge of the subject with its categories.
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Reid’s contemporaries and successors in the Scottish School made little, if any, real
contribution to the Philosophy of Common Sense. He was the greatest, as he was the
first, of the School; and its other members were content, for the most part, to repeat in
other words what he had already said. Reid was the most strictly philosophical
member of the school. The extracts in this volume, though they reveal the other
thinkers at their best, make that sufficiently clear.

Beattiel in his own day far surpassed Reid in reputation: this was largely due to what
may now be regarded as his most serious defects, the lack of “body” in his work, and
his vulgar denunciations of Hume. Beattie’s popularity in his own day had a good
deal to do, as Stewart points out, with the bad odour in which the Philosophy of
Common Sense came to be held. Beattie was regarded as its chief exponent, and his
uncritical work was considered typical of the Scottish philosophy. His Essay on the
Nature and Immutability of Truth is a rather foolish and vulgar attack on Hume’s
scepticism, but it was appreciated more than Reid’s work by those who, like George
III., were not peculiarly intelligent.

Ferguson’s] work betrays the same thinness and lack of originality as Beattie’s. He
himself describes his Principles of Moral and Political Science as “much of what
everybody knows about mind.” At the same time, it must be remembered that it was
he who promulgated the “perfectibilianism” which had a considerable vogue at the
time as an ethical theory.

Stewart] gave a very clear and scholarly restatement of the principles of the
Common-Sense Philosophy. A man of great erudition and much personal charm, and
easily the foremost philosopher of the day in Britain, he did more than anyone else not
merely to popularise that philosophy, but to secure for it the respectful, and, in some
cases, the admiring, attention of other philosophers. His rechauffé of Reid is often
overburdened with illustration and analogy. But there are points on which he states
the common views of the school in a more systematic and thorough way than Reid. In
particular may be mentioned the sections on Taste, which show @sthetic appreciation
and real originality, and the chapter on the “Fundamental Laws of Human Belief,”
which contains a fresh restatement of the “principles of common sense.”

Other representatives of the Philosophy of Common Sense are Campbell and Oswald.
George Campbell (1719-1796), one of the original members of Reid’s “Wise Club,”
incorporated his contributions to the society in his Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776).
James Oswald published in 1766-1772 An Appeal to Common Sense in behalf of
Religion, a popular vindication of religion and morality. They simply follow Reid,
and apply his views without making any real contributions to the Philosophy of
Common Sense. Like his contemporaries, Lord Monboddo (1714-1799) was opposed
to the Locke - Berkeley - Hume development of thought, but he did not agree with
Reid that its sceptical conclusions could be met by an appeal to common sense. In his
Antient Metaphysics he advocated a “return to Plato” as the only means of defeating
scepticism. Thomas Brown (1778-1820) and Sir William Hamilton (1788-1856) are
sometimes classed with the common-sense philosophers; but they both abandoned
many of its most important positions. Brown’s philosophy has interest now mainly as
an anticipation of the association psychology, and almost everything he added to the
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Scottish philosophy was inconsistent with it. Sir William Hamilton was much
influenced by German philosophy, especially that of Kant. His “Natural Realism” is a
strange mixture of Reid and Kant, and he should not be regarded as a representative of
the Philosophy of Common Sense.

In Reid’s followers the weaknesses and defects of the Scottish philosophy emerge
with special clearness, but even in Reid himself they are sufficiently noticeable. As
they are so obvious, it is the less necessary to labour them. But three or four of them
may be simply mentioned. The Scottish philosophers are apt to turn, in difficulties, to
vulgar, uncritical common sense. They are apt to set up an opposition between
philosophy and common sense, and to appeal from the verdict of philosophy to the
bar of common sense. They are apt to regard as the principles of common sense
simply those principles which fo them seem to be self-evident. Again, they are too
ready to acquiesce in the ultimate inexplicability of their principles. No attempt is
made to prove or deduce the system of natural judgments. There seems to be no
reason why there should be so many and no more. In the works of all the
representatives of the school, again and again one meets with assertions of the final
inability of philosophy to explain the why and wherefore of things. Further, they are
very careless in the use of terms. While it is of fundamental importance for the school
to distinguish between perception and sensation, and while every one of the writers
does distinguish between them officially, they often use the terms indiscriminately
and ambiguously. Perception and conception are often confused, and also conception
and imagination. The school does have a definite terminology, but too often it uses its
terms loosely.

The historical significance of the Philosophy of Common Sense is considerable. In
England and Germany it has never been much appreciated, but in France it has
exercised a great influence. Royer-Collard (1763-1845) introduced it to his country-
men, and, through his great pupil Victor Cousin (1792-1867), made it the greatest
power in the French philosophy of the period. Cousin’s work was supported by
Jouffroy (1796-1842), who translated Reid’s works into French. For half a century the
Philosophy of Common Sense was the dominant philosophy in the American
Universities, and it is to the Scottish President of an American College that we owe
the most comprehensive study of it. In recent years in France there has been a
recrudescence of interest in the Scottish philosophy, an interest which has extended to
the writings of Professor S. S. Laurie, who, in several able works, attempted what
amounts to a critical reconstruction of the traditional Scottish Natural Realism.

The selections in this volume are reprinted from the following editions:—
Reid’s Works, edited by Sir William Hamilton, sixth edition, 1863.

Beattie’s Essay on the Nature and Immutability of Truth, seventh edition, 1807.
Ferguson’s Principles of Moral and Political Science, 1792.

Stewart’s Collected Works, edited by Sir William Hamilton, 1854-1858.
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The following books may be consulted:—

J. M*Cosh, The Scottish Philosophy, London, 1875.

A. S. Pringle - Pattison, Scottish Philosophy, fourth edition, Edinburgh, 1907.
H. Laurie, Scottish Philosophy in its National Development, Glasgow, 1902.

A. Campbell Fraser, Thomas Reid, Edinburgh, 1898.
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THOMAS REID
[.—

INTRODUCTION TO THE PHILOSOPHY OF COMMON
SENSE

§ 1.

The Importance Of The Subject, And The Means Of Prosecuting
It

The fabric of the human mind is curious and wonderful, as well as that of the human
body. The faculties of the one are with no less wisdom adapted to their several ends
than the organs of the other. Nayj, it is reasonable to think, that, as the mind is a nobler
work and of a higher order than the body, even more of the wisdom and skill of the
divine Architect hath been employed in its structure. It is, therefore, a subject highly
worthy of inquiry on its own account, but still more worthy on account of the
extensive influence which the knowledge of it hath over every other branch of
science.

In the arts and sciences which have least connection with the mind, its faculties are
the engines which we must employ; and the better we understand their nature and use,
their defects and disorders, the more skilfully we shall apply them, and with the
greater success. But in the noblest arts, the mind is also the subject upon which we
operate. The painter, the poet, the actor, the orator, the moralist, and the statesman,
attempt to operate upon the mind in different ways, and for different ends; and they
succeed according as they touch properly the strings of the human frame. Nor can
their several arts ever stand on a solid foundation, or rise to the dignity of science,
until they are built on the principles of the human constitution.

Wise men now agree, or ought to agree, in this, that there is but one way to the
knowledge of nature’s works—the way of observation and experiment. By our
constitution, we have a strong propensity to trace particular facts and observations to
general rules, and to apply such general rules to account for other effects, or to direct
us in the production of them. This procedure of the understanding is familiar to every
human creature in the common affairs of life, and it is the only one by which any real
discovery in philosophy can be made.

The man who first discovered that cold freezes water, and that heat turns it into
vapour, proceeded on the same general principles, and in the same method by which
Newton discovered the law of gravitation and the properties of light. His regulce
philosophandi are maxims of common sense, and are practised every day in common
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life; and he who philosophizes by other rules, either concerning the material system or
concerning the mind, mistakes his aim.

Conjectures and theories are the creatures of men, and will always be found very
unlike the creatures of God. If we would know the works of God, we must consult
themselves with attention and humility, without daring to add anything of ours to
what they declare. A just interpretation of nature is the only sound and orthodox
philosophy: whatever we add of our own is apocryphal, and of no authority.

All our curious theories of the formation of the earth, of the generation of animals, of
the origin of natural and moral evil, so far as they go beyond a just induction from
facts, are vanity and folly, no less than the Vortices of Des Cartes, or the Archaus of
Paracelsus. Perhaps the philosophy of the mind hath been no less adulterated by
theories, than that of the material system. The theory of Ideas is indeed very ancient,
and hath been very universally received; but, as neither of these titles can give it
authenticity, they ought not to screen it from a free and candid examination;
especially in this age, when it hath produced a system of scepticism that seems to
triumph over all science, and even over the dictates of common sense.

All that we know of the body, is owing to anatomical dissection and observation, and
it must be by an anatomy of the mind that we can discover its powers and principles.
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§2.

The Impediments To Our Knowledge Of The Mind

But it must be acknowledged, that this kind of anatomy is much more difficult than
the other; and, therefore, it needs not seem strange that mankind have made less
progress in it. To attend accurately to the operations of our minds, and make them an
object of thought, is no easy matter even to the contemplative, and to the bulk of
mankind is next to impossible.

An anatomist who hath happy opportunities, may have access to examine with his
own eyes, and with equal accuracy, bodies of all different ages, sexes, and conditions;
so that what is defective, obscure, or preternatural in one, may be discerned clearly
and in its most perfect state in another. But the anatomist of the mind cannot have the
same advantage. It is his own mind only that he can examine with any degree of
accuracy and distinctness. This is the only subject he can look into. He may, from
outward signs, collect the operations of other minds; but these signs are for the most
part ambiguous, and must be interpreted by what he perceives within himself.

So that, if a philosopher could delineate to us, distinctly and methodically, all the
operations of the thinking principle within him, which no man was ever able to do,
this would be only the anatomy of one particular subject; which would be both
deficient and erroneous, if applied to human nature in general. For a little reflection
may satisfy us, that the difference of minds is greater than that of any other beings
which we consider as of the same species.

Of the various powers and faculties we possess, there are some which nature seems
both to have planted and reared, so as to have left nothing to human industry. Such are
the powers which we have in common with the brutes, and which are necessary to the
preservation of the individual, or the continuance of the kind. There are other powers,
of which nature hath only planted the seeds in our minds, but hath left the rearing of
them to human culture. It is by the proper culture of these that we are capable of all
those improvements in intellectuals, in taste, and in morals, which exalt and dignify
human nature; while, on the other hand, the neglect or perversion of them makes its
degeneracy and corruption.

The two-legged animal that eats of nature’s dainties, what his taste or appetite craves,
and satisfies his thirst at the crystal fountain, who propagates his kind as occasion and
lust prompt, repels injuries, and takes alternate labour and repose, is, like a tree in the
forest, purely of nature’s growth. But this same savage hath within him the seeds of
the logician, the man of taste and breeding, the orator, the statesman, the man of
virtue, and the saint; which seeds, though planted in his mind by nature, yet, through
want of culture and exercise, must lie for ever buried, and be hardly perceivable by
himself or by others.
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The lowest degree of social life will bring to light some of those principles which lay
hid in the savage state; and, according to his training, and company, and manner of
life, some of them, either by their native vigour, or by the force of culture, will thrive
and grow up to great perfection, others will be strangely perverted from their natural
form, and others checked, or perhaps quite eradicated.

This makes human nature so various and multiform in the individuals that partake of
it, that, in point of morals and intellectual endowments, it fills up all that gap which
we conceive to be between brutes and devils below, and the celestial orders above;
and such a prodigious diversity of minds must make it extremely difficult to discover
the common principles of the species.

The language of philosophers, with regard to the original faculties of the mind, is so
adapted to the prevailing system, that it cannot fit any other; like a coat that fits the
man for whom it was made, and shews him to advantage, which yet will sit very
awkward upon one of a different make, although perhaps as handsome and as well
proportioned. It is hardly possible to make any innovation in our philosophy
concerning the mind and its operations, without using new words and phrases, or
giving a different meaning to those that are received—a liberty which, even when
necessary, creates prejudice and misconstruction, and which must wait the sanction of
time to authorize it; for innovations in language, like those in religion and
government, are always suspected and disliked by the many, till use hath made them
familiar, and prescription hath given them a title.

If the original perceptions and notions of the mind were to make their appearance
single and unmixed, as we first received them from the hand of nature, one
accustomed to reflection would have less difficulty in tracing them; but before we are
capable of reflection, they are so mixed, compounded, and decompounded, by habits,
associations, and abstractions, that it is hard to know what they were originally. The
mind may, in this respect, be compared to an apothecary or a chemist, whose
materials indeed are furnished by nature; but, for the purposes of his art, he mixes,
compounds, dissolves, evaporates, and sublimes them, till they put on a quite different
appearance; so that it is very difficult to know what they were at first, and much more
to bring them back to their original and natural form. And this work of the mind is not
carried on by deliberate acts of mature reason, which we might recollect, but by
means of instincts, habits, associations, and other principles, which operate before we
come to the use of reason; so that it is extremely difficult for the mind to return upon
its own footsteps, and trace back those operations which have employed it since it
first began to think and to act.

Could we obtain a distinct and full history of all that hath past in the mind of a child,
from the beginning of life and sensation, till it grows up to the use of reason—how its
infant faculties began to work, and how they brought forth and ripened all the various
notions, opinions, and sentiments which we find in ourselves when we come to be
capable of reflection—this would be a treasure of natural history, which would
probably give more light into the human faculties, than all the systems of philosophers
about them since the beginning of the world. But it is in vain to wish for what nature
has not put within the reach of our power. Reflection, the only instrument by which
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we can discern the powers of the mind, comes too late to observe the progress of
nature, in raising them from their infancy to perfection.

It must therefore require great caution, and great application of mind, for a man that is
grown up in all the prejudices of education, fashion, and philosophy, to unravel his
notions and opinions, till he find out the simple and original principles of his
constitution, of which no account can be given but the will of our Maker. This may be
truly called an analysis of the human faculties; and, till this is performed, it is in vain
we expect any just system of the mind—that is, an enumeration of the original powers
and laws of our constitution, and an explication from them of the various pha&nomena
of human nature.1

Des Cartes, Malebranche, and Locke, have all employed their genius and skill to
prove the existence of a material world; and with very bad success. Poor untaught
mortals believe undoubtedly that there is a sun, moon, and stars; an earth, which we
inhabit; country, friends, and relations, which we enjoy; land, houses, and moveables,
which we possess. But philosophers, pitying the credulity of the vulgar, resolve to
have no faith but what is founded upon reason. They apply to philosophy to furnish
them with reasons for the belief of those things which all mankind have believed,
without being able to give any reason for it. And surely one would expect, that, in
matters of such importance, the proof would not be difficult: but it is the most difficult
thing in the world. For these three great men, with the best good will, have not been
able, from all the treasures of philosophy, to draw one argument that is fit to convince
a man that can reason, of the existence of any one thing without him. Admired
Philosophy! daughter of light! parent of knowledge and wisdom! if thou art she,
surely thou hast not yet arisen upon the human mind, nor blessed us with more of thy
rays than are sufficient to shed a darkness visible upon the human faculties, and to
disturb that repose and security which happier mortals enjoy, who never approached
thine altar, nor felt thine influence! But if, indeed, thou hast not power to dispel these
clouds and phantoms which thou hast discovered or created, withdraw this penurious
and malignant ray; I despise Philosophy, and renounce its guidance—let my soul
dwell with Common Sense.1

It may be observed, that the defects and blemishes in the received philosophy
concerning the mind, which have most exposed it to the contempt and ridicule of
sensible men, have chiefly been owing to this—that the votaries of this Philosophy,
from a natural prejudice in her favour, have endeavoured to extend her jurisdiction
beyond its just limits, and to call to her bar the dictates of Common Sense. But these
decline this jurisdiction; they disdain the trial of reasoning, and disown its authority;
they neither claim its aid, nor dread its attacks.

In this unequal contest betwixt Common Sense and Philosophy, the latter will always
come off both with dishonour and loss; nor can she ever thrive till this rivalship is
dropt, these encroachments given up, and a cordial friendship restored: for, in reality,
Common Sense holds nothing of Philosophy, nor needs her aid. But, on the other
hand, Philosophy (if | may be permitted to change the metaphor) has no other root but
the principles of Common Sense; it grows out of them, and draws its nourishment
from them.1
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II.—

ANALYSIS OF A TYPICAL SENSATION

§ 1.

The Sensation Considered Abstractly

Let us now attend carefully to what the mind is conscious of when we smell a rose or
a lily; and, since our language affords no other name for this sensation, we shall call it
a smell or odour, carefully excluding from the meaning of those names everything but
the sensation itself, at least till we have examined it.

Suppose a person who never had this sense before, to receive it all at once, and to
smell a rose—can he perceive any similitude or agreement between the smell and the
rose? or indeed between it and any other object whatsoever? Certainly he cannot. He
finds himself affected in a new way, he knows not why or from what cause. Like a
man that feels some pain or pleasure formerly unknown to him, he is conscious that
he is not the cause of it himself; but cannot, from the nature of the thing, determine
whether it is caused by body or spirit, by something near, or by something at a
distance. It has no similitude to anything else, so as to admit of a comparison; and,
therefore, he can conclude nothing from it, unless, perhaps, that there must be some
unknown cause of it.

It is evidently ridiculous to ascribe to it figure, colour, extension, or any other quality
of bodies. He cannot give it a place, any more than he can give a place to melancholy
or joy; nor can he conceive it to have any existence, but when it is smelled. So that it
appears to be a simple and original affection or feeling of the mind, altogether
inexplicable and unaccountable. It is, indeed, impossible that it can be in any body: it
is a sensation, and a sensation can only be in a sentient thing.

The various odours have each their different degrees of strength or weakness. Most of
them are agreeable or disagreeable; and frequently those that are agreeable when
weak, are disagreeable when stronger. When we compare different smells together,
we can perceive very few resemblances or contrarieties, or, indeed, relations of any
kind between them. They are all so simple in themselves, and so different from each
other, that it is hardly possible to divide them into genera and species. Most of the
names we give them are particular; as the smell of a rose, of a jessamine, and the like.
Yet there are some general names—as sweet, stinking, musty, putrid, cadaverous,
aromatic. Some of them seem to refresh and animate the mind, others to deaden and
depress it.
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§2.

Sensation And Remembrance, Natural Principles Of Belief

So far we have considered this sensation abstractly. Let us next compare it with other
things to which it bears some relation. And first I shall compare this sensation with
the remembrance, and the imagination of it.

I can think of the smell of a rose when I do not smell it; and it is possible that when I
think of it, there is neither rose nor smell anywhere existing. But when I smell it, I am
necessarily determined to believe that the sensation really exists. This is common to
all sensations, that, as they cannot exist but in being perceived, so they cannot be
perceived but they must exist. I could as easily doubt of my own existence, as of the
existence of my sensations. Even those profound philosophers who have endeavoured
to disprove their own existence, have yet left their sensations to stand upon their own
bottom, stript of a subject, rather than call in question the reality of their existence.

Here, then, a sensation, a smell for instance, may be presented to the mind three
different ways: it may be smelled, it may be remembered, it may be imagined or
thought of. In the first case, it is necessarily accompanied with a belief of its present
existence; in the second, it is necessarily accompanied with a belief of its past
existence; and in the last, it is not accompanied with belief at all, but is what the
logicians call a simple apprehension.

Why sensation should compel our belief of the present existence of the thing, memory
a belief of its past existence, and imagination no belief at all, I believe no philosopher
can give a shadow of reason, but that such is the nature of these operations: they are
all simple and original, and therefore inexplicable acts of the mind.

Suppose that once, and only once, I smelled a tuberose in a certain room, where it
grew in a pot, and gave a very grateful perfume. Next day I relate what I saw and
smelled. When I attend as carefully as I can to what passes in my mind in this case, it
appears evident that the very thing I saw yesterday, and the fragrance I smelled, are
now the immediate objects of my mind, when I remember it. Further, I can imagine
this pot and flower transported to the room where I now sit, and yielding the same
perfume. Here likewise it appears, that the individual thing which I saw and smelled,
is the object of my imagination.

Philosophers indeed tell me, that the immediate object of my memory and
imagination in this case, is not the past sensation, but an idea of it, an image,
phantasm, or species, of the odour I smelled: that this idea now exists in my mind, or
in my sensorium; and the mind, contemplating this present idea, finds it a
representation of what is past, or of what may exist; and accordingly calls it memory,
or imagination. This is the doctrine of the ideal philosophy; which we shall not now
examine, that we may not interrupt the thread of the present investigation. Upon the
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strictest attention, memory appears to me to have things that are past, and not present
ideas, for its object. We shall afterwards examine this system of ideas, and endeavour
to make it appear, that no solid proof has ever been advanced of the existence of
ideas; that they are a mere fiction and hypothesis, contrived to solve the pha&nomena
of the human understanding; that they do not at all answer this end; and that this
hypothesis of ideas or images of things in the mind, or in the sensorium, is the parent
of those many paradoxes so shocking to common sense, and of that scepticism which
disgrace our philosophy of the mind, and have brought upon it the ridicule and
contempt of sensible men.

In the meantime, I beg leave to think, with the vulgar, that, when I remember the
smell of the tuberose, that very sensation which I had yesterday, and which has now
no more any existence, is the immediate object of my memory; and when I imagine it
present, the sensation itself, and not any idea of it, is the object of my imagination.
But, though the object of my sensation, memory, and imagination, be in this case the
same, yet these acts or operations of the mind are as different, and as easily
distinguishable, as smell, taste, and sound. I am conscious of a difference in kind
between sensation and memory, and between both and imagination. I find this also,
that the sensation compels my belief of the present existence of the smell, and
memory my belief of its past existence. There is a smell, is the immediate testimony
of sense; there was a smell, is the immediate testimony of memory. If you ask me,
why I believe that the smell exists, I can give no other reason, nor shall ever be able to
give any other, than that I smell it. If you ask, why I believe that it existed yesterday, I
can give no other reason but that I remember it.

Sensation and memory, therefore, are simple, original, and perfectly distinct
operations of the mind, and both of them are original principles of belief. Imagination
is distinct from both, but is no principle of belief. Sensation implies the present
existence of its object, memory its past existence, but imagination views its object
naked, and without any belief of its existence or non-existence, and is therefore what
the schools call Simple Apprehension.
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§ 3.

Judgment And Belief In Some Cases Precede Simple
Apprehension

But here, again, the ideal system comes in our way: it teaches us that the first
operation of the mind about its ideas, is simple apprehension—that is, the bare
conception of a thing without any belief about it: and that, after we have got simple
apprehensions, by comparing them together, we perceive agreements or
disagreements between them; and that this perception of the agreement or
disagreement of ideas is all that we call belief, judgment, or knowledge. Now, this
appears to me to be all fiction, without any foundation in nature; for it is
acknowledged by all, that sensation must go before memory and imagination; and
hence it necessarily follows, that apprehension, accompanied with belief and
knowledge, must go before simple apprehension, at least in the matters we are now
speaking of. So that here, instead of saying that the belief or knowledge is got by
putting together and comparing the simple apprehensions, we ought rather to say that
the simple apprehension is performed by resolving and analysing a natural and
original judgment. And it is with the operations of the mind, in this case, as with
natural bodies, which are, indeed, compounded of simple principles or elements.
Nature does not exhibit these elements separate, to be compounded by us; she exhibits
them mixed and compounded in concrete bodies, and it is only by art and chemical
analysis that they can be separated.
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§ 4.

Two Theories Of The Nature Of Belief Refuted—Conclusions
From What Hath Been Said

But what is this belief or knowledge which accompanies sensation and memory?
Every man knows what it is, but no man can define it. Does any man pretend to define
sensation, or to define consciousness? It is happy, indeed, that no man does. And if no
philosopher had endeavoured to define and explain belief, some paradoxes in
philosophy, more incredible than ever were brought forth by the most abject
superstition or the most frantic enthusiasm, had never seen the light. Of this kind
surely is that modern discovery of the ideal philosophy, that sensation, memory,
belief, and imagination, when they have the same object, are only different degrees of
strength and vivacity in the idea. Suppose the idea to be that of a future state after
death: one man believes it firmly—this means no more than that he hath a strong and
lively idea of it; another neither believes nor disbelieves—that is, he has a weak and
faint idea. Suppose, now, a third person believes firmly that there is no such thing, I
am at a loss to know whether his idea be faint or lively: if it is faint, then there may be
a firm belief where the idea is faint; if the idea is lively, then the belief of a future
state and the belief of no future state must be one and the same. The same arguments
that are used to prove that belief implies only a stronger idea of the object than simple
apprehension, might as well be used to prove that love implies only a stronger idea of
the object than indifference. And then what shall we say of hatred, which must upon
this hypothesis be a degree of love, or a degree of indifference? If it should be said,
that in love there is something more than an idea—to wit, an affection of the
mind—may it not be said with equal reason, that in belief there is something more
than an idea—to wit, an assent or persuasion of the mind?

But perhaps it may be thought as ridiculous to argue against this strange opinion, as to
maintain it. Indeed, if a man should maintain that a circle, a square, and a triangle
differ only in magnitude, and not in 