
common sense and related writings
Common sense is a term that resonates deeply in everyday conversation, often invoked
to describe sound judgment or practical reasoning that is universally accepted. It is the
innate ability to make prudent decisions based on simple, straightforward reasoning
rather than theoretical or complex analysis. The significance of common sense stretches
across various domains—philosophy, politics, ethics, and everyday life—making it a focal
point for numerous writers and thinkers throughout history.

The Definition of Common Sense

Common sense can be defined in several ways:

1. Practical Judgment: It refers to the ability to make decisions that are logical and
reasonable based on everyday experiences.
2. Collective Wisdom: Often viewed as the shared knowledge and wisdom of a community
or society, which guides individuals in their decision-making processes.
3. Basic Understanding: Common sense encompasses the fundamental truths that people
generally agree upon, devoid of specialized knowledge.

These definitions highlight how common sense serves as a foundation for human
interaction and understanding. It is the lens through which we interpret our experiences
and navigate our social environments.

The Importance of Common Sense

Common sense is crucial for several reasons:

- Decision-Making: It allows individuals to make quick decisions without requiring
extensive deliberation or analysis. This is particularly useful in emergencies where time is
of the essence.
- Social Cohesion: The shared understanding of common sense fosters social interactions
and builds trust within communities.
- Problem Solving: Common sense often leads to straightforward solutions to complex
problems that might otherwise seem insurmountable.

However, while common sense is valuable, it is not infallible. It can be influenced by
cultural norms, personal experiences, and societal values, which can lead to variations in
what is considered "common" across different groups.

Historical Perspectives on Common Sense

Throughout history, many philosophers and thinkers have explored the concept of



common sense, each contributing unique insights into its role in human thought and
society.

Aristotle and the Philosophy of Common Sense

Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher, is often credited with laying the groundwork for
the study of common sense. In his work, he distinguished between "common sense" and
"particular sense" (the latter being the specific perceptions of the senses). Aristotle
posited that common sense was a cognitive faculty that allowed humans to interpret and
integrate sensory experiences.

Thomas Paine’s “Common Sense”

One of the most impactful writings on the concept of common sense is Thomas Paine's
pamphlet titled Common Sense, published in 1776. In this work, Paine argued for
American independence from Britain, appealing to the common understanding of justice
and liberty. His eloquent prose and clear reasoning galvanized public sentiment and
played a pivotal role in shaping revolutionary thought.

Key themes of Paine's Common Sense include:

- Natural Rights: Paine emphasized the inherent rights of individuals, arguing that
government should protect these rights.
- Critique of Monarchy: He criticized the idea of monarchy, presenting a case for
democratic governance based on common sense principles.
- Call to Action: Paine urged readers to think critically about their situation and to take
action based on their understanding of justice and reason.

David Hume and Skepticism about Common Sense

In contrast to Paine's optimistic view, the Scottish philosopher David Hume took a more
skeptical approach. Hume argued that common sense is often rooted in custom and habit
rather than rationality. He believed that while common sense can guide behavior, it is also
susceptible to biases and errors, leading individuals astray.

Hume's perspective serves as a reminder that common sense should not be taken at face
value; it requires critical examination and reflection to avoid fallacies.

Common Sense in Modern Contexts

In contemporary society, the concept of common sense continues to play a significant role
in various fields, including politics, education, and ethics.



Common Sense in Politics

In political discourse, appeals to common sense are frequently made by politicians and
leaders to garner support for policies or initiatives. The idea is to present arguments that
resonate with the everyday experiences of the electorate. However, this can be a double-
edged sword, as what is deemed "common sense" may vary widely among different
groups, leading to polarization.

Common Sense in Education

In the educational realm, common sense is often emphasized in teaching methodologies.
Educators encourage students to apply practical reasoning to problem-solving, fostering
critical thinking skills that go beyond rote memorization. This approach helps students
develop a more nuanced understanding of concepts, enabling them to apply their
knowledge in real-world situations.

Ethics and Common Sense

The field of ethics often grapples with the concept of common sense morality, which refers
to the intuitive understanding of right and wrong that most people possess. Philosophers
like G.E. Moore have argued that common sense morality provides a solid foundation for
ethical decision-making. However, critics contend that reliance on common sense can lead
to ethical relativism, where moral standards vary significantly between cultures.

Challenges to Common Sense

While common sense is generally viewed as a positive attribute, there are notable
challenges associated with its application:

- Cultural Differences: What is considered common sense in one culture may not be
understood in the same way in another. This can lead to misunderstandings and conflicts.
- Confirmation Bias: Individuals may only recognize facts or situations that align with their
preconceived notions of common sense, ignoring contradictory evidence.
- Oversimplification: Relying on common sense can sometimes result in oversimplifying
complex issues, leading to inadequate or ineffective solutions.

Conclusion

In summary, common sense is a multifaceted concept that plays a critical role in human
thought, governance, education, and ethics. From Aristotle’s philosophical inquiries to
Thomas Paine’s revolutionary rhetoric, and through to modern discussions of its relevance
in society, common sense remains a vital lens through which we navigate our lives.



However, it is essential to recognize its limitations and the potential for cultural and
individual biases that can distort our understanding. As we continue to engage with the
world around us, fostering a commitment to critical thinking alongside common sense will
enable us to make better-informed decisions and promote a more harmonious society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is common sense?
Common sense refers to sound practical judgment concerning everyday matters, often
regarded as the ability to make sensible decisions based on simple perception of the
situation.

Who wrote the pamphlet 'Common Sense' and what was
its significance?
'Common Sense' was written by Thomas Paine in 1776. It argued for American
independence from British rule and played a crucial role in influencing public opinion
towards revolution.

How does common sense relate to philosophy?
In philosophy, common sense is often contrasted with theoretical reasoning. Philosophers
like G.E. Moore argued for the importance of common sense beliefs as a foundation for
philosophical inquiry.

Can common sense vary between cultures?
Yes, common sense can vary significantly between cultures as it is influenced by societal
norms, values, and experiences, leading to different interpretations of what is considered
'sensible'.

What role does common sense play in decision-making?
Common sense aids in decision-making by providing intuitive solutions based on past
experiences and practical knowledge, allowing individuals to navigate everyday challenges
effectively.

Are there any criticisms of relying on common sense?
Critics argue that common sense can be subjective, potentially leading to
oversimplification of complex issues and reinforcing biases, as not all common beliefs are
necessarily correct.



What are some famous writings that discuss common
sense?
Notable works include Thomas Paine's 'Common Sense', G.E. Moore's essays on ethics,
and works by philosophers like David Hume and John Stuart Mill that explore human
reasoning.

How does common sense influence scientific reasoning?
While common sense provides initial hypotheses or intuitive understanding, scientific
reasoning often requires rigorous testing and evidence, which can sometimes contradict
common sense notions.

What is the relationship between common sense and
critical thinking?
Common sense is often seen as a baseline for understanding, while critical thinking
involves analyzing and evaluating information beyond intuitive responses, questioning
assumptions rooted in common sense.

Can common sense be taught or improved?
Yes, common sense can be developed through experience, education, and exposure to
diverse perspectives, helping individuals to refine their judgment and decision-making
skills.
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