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The plan of this presentation 

• Hans-Georg Gadamer’s historical analysis of the role of the 
sensus communis in the East-Central European history of 
philosophy; 

• Concept of sensus communis in the mirror of the requirements 
of the turn of the scholar communication; 

• Hegel’s attack against the common sense and its (lacking) 
mirror in Gadamer’s analysis; 

• The Hungarian tradition of the common sense (the influence of 
the Scottish school; critique of Kant; revival in the Hungarian 
Reform Era: Gusztáv Szontagh); 

• Erdélyi’s Hegelian attack against the common sense and 
Szontagh’s answer; 

 



Whereas even today in England and the Romance countries the 

concept of the sensus communis is not just a critical slogan but a 

general civic quality, in Germany the followers of Shaftesbury and 

Hutcheson did not, even in the eighteenth century, take over the 

political and social element contained in sensus communis. The 

metaphysics of the schools and the popular philosophy of the 

eighteenth century – however much they studied and imitated the 

leading countries of the Enlightenment, England and France – could 

not assimilate an idea for which the social and political conditions 

were utterly lacking. The concept of sensus communis was taken 

over, but in being emptied of all political content it lost its genuine 

critical significance. Sensus communis was understood as a purely 

theoretical faculty: theoretical judgment, parallel to moral 

consciousness (conscience) and taste. 

(Gadamer: Truth and Method) 



And yet there is one important exception: Pietism. It was 

important not only for a man of the world like Shaftesbury to 

delimit the claims of science – i.e., of demonstration – against 

the »school« and to appeal to the sensus communis, but also for 

the preacher, who seeks to reach the hearts of his congregation. 

Thus the Swabian Pietist Oetinger explicitly relied on 

Shaftesbury’s defence of the sensus communis. […] In 

Germany (which has always been pre-revolutionary) the 

tradition of aesthetic humanism remained vitally influential in 

the development of the modern conception of science. In other 

countries more political consciousness may have entered into 

what is called the »humanities«, »lettres«: in short, everything 

formerly known as the humaniora. 

(Gadamer: Truth and Method) 



Similarly, when Shaftesbury took up the concept it was, as we have 

seen, also linked to the political and social tradition of humanism. 

The sensus communis is an element of social and moral being. Even 

when this concept was associated with a polemical attack on 

metaphysics (as in Pietism and Scottish philosophy), it still retained 

its original critical function. By contrast, Kant’s version of this idea 

in his Critique of Judgment has quite a different emphasis. There is 

no longer any systematic place for the concept’s basic moral sense. 

As we know, he developed his moral philosophy in explicit 

opposition to the doctrine of „moral feeling” that had been worked 

out in English philosophy. Thus he totally excluded the concept of 

sensus communis from moral philosophy. 

(Gadamer: Truth and Method) 



When, however, we are really concerned with the ability to grasp 

the particular as an instance of the universal, and we speak of sound 

understanding, then this is, according to Kant, something that is 

”common” in the truest sense of the word – i.e., it is ”something to 

be found everywhere, but to possess it is by no means any merit or 

advantage”. The only significance of this sound understanding is 

that it is a preliminary stage of cultivated and enlightened reason. It 

is active in an obscure kind of judgment called feeling, but it still 

judges according to concepts, »though commonly only according to 

obscurely imagined principles”, and it certainly cannot be 

considered a special ”sense of community”. The universal logical 

use of judgment, which goes back to the sensus communis, contains 

no principle of its own. 

(Gadamer: Truth and Method) 



Thus when Kant calls taste the true common sense, he is no longer considering the great 

moral and political tradition of the concept of sensus communis that we outlined above. 

Rather, he sees this idea as comprising two elements: first, the universality of taste 

inasmuch as it is the result of the free play of all our cognitive powers and is not limited 

to a specific area like an external sense; second, the communal quality of taste, inasmuch 

as, according to Kant, it abstracts from all subjective, private conditions such as 

attractiveness and emotion. 

(Gadamer: Truth and Method) 

[This] common human understanding [gemeine Menschenverstand], which is merely 

man’s sound ([but] not yet cultivated) understanding, is regarded as the very least that we 

are entitled to expect from anyone who lays claim to the name of human being; and this is 

also why it enjoys the unfortunate honour of being called common sense (sensus 

communis), and this, indeed, in such a way that the word common [gemein] (not merely 

in our language. Where it is actually ambiguous, but in various others as well) means the 

same as vulgar – i.e., something found everywhere, the possession of which involves no 

merit or superiority whatever. Instead, we must [here] take sensus communis to mean the 

idea of a sense shared [by all of us], i.e., a power to judge that in reflecting takes account 

(a priori), in our thought, of everyone else’s way of presenting [something], in order as it 

were to compare our own judgment with human reason in general and thus escape the 

illusion that arises from the ease of mistaking subjective and private conditions for 

objective ones, an illusion that would have a prejudicial influence on the judgment. 

(Kant: Critique of Judgment) 



Some of the most ingenious Commentators, however, interpret this 

very differently from what is generally apprehended. They make this 

Common Sense of the Poet’s, by a Greek Derivation, to signify 

Sense of Publick Weal, and of the Common Interest; Love of the 

Community or Society, Natural Affection, Humanity, Obligingness, 

or that sort of Civility which rises from a just Sense of the common 

Rights of Mankind, and the natural Equality there is amongst those 

of the same Species. 

(Shaftesbury: Sensus Communis) 

ἡ κοινονοημοσύνη (Marcus Aurelius Imperator Ad se ipsum I. 16. 2.) 

“he considered himself no more than any other citizen;” (Thoughts of 

Marcus Aurelius, translated by George Long.) “his moderate 

condescending to other men’s occasions as an ordinary man” (The 

Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, translated by Meric Casaubon.) 



It may be objected possibly by some, particularly vers’d in the Philosophy abovemention’d, 

that the κοίνος νοὺς, to which the Κοινονοημοσύνη seems to have relation, is of a different 

meaning. But they will consider withal how small the distinction was in that Philosophy, 

between the ὑπόληψις, and the vulgar αἴσθησις; how generally Passion was by those 

Philosophers brought under the Head of Opinion. 

(Shaftesbury: Sensus Communis) 

By sensus communis, according to Shaftesbury, the humanists understood a sense of the 

common weal, but also ”love of the community or society, natural affection, humanity, 

obligingness.” They adopt a term from Marcus Aurelius, koinonoemosune 

[koinonoēmosyne] – a most unusual and artificial word, confirming that the concept of 

sensus communis does not originate with the Greek philosophers, but has the Stoical 

conception sounding in it like a harmonic. 

(Gadamer: Truth and Method) 

Thus, just like Beattie, he rejects a formal definition of common sense and proposes as the 

only possible alternative a nominal definition through an enumeration of the objects and 

characteristics of common sense. Again, just like Beattie, he begins his discussion with a 

consideration of the different sense of »common sense«: sensus communis, public sense, 

koinonoemosyne, koinai doxai, etc. The only exception is that he also deals with the 

German gesunde Vernunft and its cognates. 

(Kuehn’s comment) 



For this reason, speculation understands sound intellect [gesunde Menschenverstand] well enough, but the 

sound intellect [gesunde Menschenverstand] cannot understand what speculation is doing. […] Common 

sense [gesunde Menschenverstand] cannot understand speculation; and what is more, it must come to hate 

speculation when it has experience of it; and, unless it is in the state of perfect indifference that security 

confers, it is bound to detest and persecute it. […] In particular, ordinary common sense [gemeine 

Menschenverstand] is bound to see nothing but nullification in those philosophical systems that satisfy the 

demand for the conscious identity by suspending dichotomy in such a way that one of the opposites is 

raised to be the absolute and the other nullified. This is particularly offensive if the culture of the time has 

already fixed one of the opposites otherwise. […] Common sense [gesunde Menschenverstand] is 

stubborn; it stubbornly believes itself secure in the force of its inertia, believes the non-conscious secure 

in its primordial gravity and opposition to consciousness; believes matter secure against the difference 

that light brings into it just in order to reconstruct the difference into a new synthesis at a higher level. 

(Hegel: The Difference between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy) 

“[A]t the stage which self-conscious Spirit has presently reached […] now demands from philosophy, not 

so much knowledge of what it is, as the recovery through its agency of that lost sense of solid and 

substantial being. Philosophy is to meet this need, not by opening up the fast-locked nature of substance, 

and raising this to self-consciousness, not by bringing consciousness out of its chaos back to an order 

based on thought, nor to the simplicity of the Notion, but rather by running together what thought has put 

asunder, by suppressing the differentiations of the Notion and restoring the feeling of essential being: in 

short, by providing edification rather than insight. The ’beautiful’, the ’holy’, the ’eternal’, ’religion’, and 

’love’ are the bait required to arouse the desire to bite; not the Notion, but ecstasy, not the cold march of 

necessity in the thing itself, but the ferment of enthusiasm, these are supposed to be what sustains and 

continually extends the wealth of substance. 

(Hegel: Phenomenology of Spirit) 



But the drawback that attaches to this Philosophy is that the ultimate appeal even in modern 

times is made to the fact that men are constituted such as they are by nature, and with this 

Cicero is very free. Here the moral instinct comes into question, only under the name of 

feeling […]. Feeling is first of all laid hold of, then comes reasoning from what is given, but 

in these we can appeal to what is immediate only. Independent thought is certainly here 

advanced; the content too, is taken from, the self; but we must just as necessarily exclude 

this mode of thinking from Philosophy. 

(Hegel: Lectures on the History of Philosophy) 

Even in this description of practical Bildung by Hegel, one can recognize the basic 

character of the historical spirit: to reconcile itself with itself, to recognize oneself in other 

being. It becomes completely clear in the idea of theoretical Bildung, for to have a 

theoretical stance is, as such, already alienation, namely the demand that one »deal with 

something that is not immediate, something that is alien, with something that belongs to 

memory and to thought«. Theoretical Bildung leads beyond what man knows and 

experiences immediately. 

(Gadamer: Truth and Method) 

If we now use the word »speculative« as it was coined by philosophers around 1800 and 

say, for example, that someone has a speculative mind or that a thought is rather 

speculative, behind this usage lays the notion of reflection in a mirror. Speculative means 

the opposite of the dogmatism of everyday experience. A speculative person is someone 

who does not abandon himself directly to the tangibility of appearances or to the fixed 

determinateness of the meant, but who is able to reflect or – to put it in Hegelian terms – 

who sees that the ”in-itself” is a ”for-me” (Gadamer: Truth and Method) 





Gusztáv Szontagh & János Erdélyi 



If the Kantians meant common sense the same what the abovementioned Scottish 

philosophers do, e.g. Aristotle’s κοιναι δόξαι, Cicero’s naturae iudicia, i.e. the immediately 

evident propositions, which are the fundaments of every demonstration, […] by other words, 

principles, what can be neglected by words, but must be followed by the whole of life and by 

the constant rationality of the acting, and involuntary recognised; in this case I do not know 

who could neglect the common sense. […] The Kantians mean common sense the perception 

of the crowd, which perhaps can be unreasonable. But the abovementioned excellent Scottish 

philosophers have never recognised the common sense in this meaning. In their discourse, the 

perception belongs both to the philosophers and to the crowd. 

(Rozgonyi: Dubia …) 

A lot of Hungarian scholars […] [c]ultivate a field of research, but he does not cultivates the 

human in himself. He becomes a scholar, but his knowledge is warped, because it does not 

make him an erudite man. He is always sitting in his study room and researches for achieve a 

respect by his scholarship. The continuous sitting and room-air destroys his body; his 

stomach is wrong, he has sleeping problems and nervous diseases, and in the end he falls into 

hypochondria. Sometimes it happens for a kind of researches, which cannot achieve their 

aim, like e.g. the explication of the early Hungarian history. He made all his life meaningless 

and miserable for nothing. Hungarians have Eastern blood; consequently, they can deeply 

submerge into their studies. A full submerge into a thought; it is a main requisite of the 

wisdom amongst the Eastern wise men. 

(Szontagh: Memoirs) 



If my fellows, who formulated their opinions against me, did not submerged into the vortex of the 

idealism i.e. fantasies, yet, because of their enthusiasm and fervency, it was caused by their inborn 

gumption, and not by their definite will. But they are going to be characterised by the feature of an 

armchair scholar that is the implication in the fictional world of books and ideas. If they went far 

away in this path governed by the pure zeal; they can arrive to the mysterious fairyland where 

István Horvát and Kollár discovered so many Hungarians and Slovaks. (Szontagh’s Discussion 

paper.) 

 

The principle of the nationality is continuously strong in the poetry, weaker in the religion and 

utterly ceases later in the philosophy. It is the teaching of the cultural history, as well, what is 

actually an image of the human spirit manifested in the chain of events. 

(Erdélyi: Present of the Inland Philosophy) 

 

The principle of the nationality is continuously strong in the poetry, weaker in the religion and 

utterly ceases later in the philosophy. It is the teaching of the cultural history, as well, what is 

actually an image of the human spirit manifested in the chain of events. 

(Erdélyi: Present of the Inland Philosophy) 

 

Spirit is useful in life, because it contains all the singularities, opposites and contradictions as 

hidden destroying and boiling, stating and negating elements because it is the way of becoming. 

This point is the top of speculation where all the things are opposites or syntheses of the opposites. 

A purely distinctive thinking, frozen in its distinctions will never achieve these heights. 

Consequently, the common culture, the so-called common sense realizes »inconsequence« in its 

greatest men in every country but does not care about higher correspondences. (Erdélyi: Present of 

the Inland Philosophy) 



I can see that people are afraid of the idealism concerning language and the common sense. 

They defend language against science. I believe that on the level of the development where 

our popular philosophers are they do not need a precise terminology to explain their thoughts, 

and they can be satisfied by the service of the common language. (Erdélyi: Present of the 

Inland Philosophy) 

 

Why preferable is the continuous recommendation […] of something what does not need 

learning, just knowing, by the common sense? Oh my dear common sense! What high rank 

did the Lord give you? But, whether the common sense can easily be compatible with 

superstition, ignorance, stagnancy, all the moral and material wrong, till the pest? 

(Erdélyi: Present of the Inland Philosophy) 

 

In philosophy, the common sense appeared one hundred years ago in Scotland in a short but 

effective role,” (Erdélyi 1981: 57) “The philosophy of common sense emerged and declined 

suddenly. After Hume, who was sceptical about empirical experiences and offered a novelty 

for the progress of philosophy, we cannot speak about English philosophy from a point of 

view of the history of philosophy. […] Both the Scottish school and Kant appeared after and 

against Hume; the Scottish philosophy remained a local phenomenon, but the Kantian 

philosophy occupied the world. 

(Erdélyi: Present of the Inland Philosophy) 

 

[A] philosopher does not think purely for the sake of thinking; on the contrary: a human is 

thinking and investigates the truth for the right acting (Szontagh’s Discussion paper)  
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