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Thomas Reid, Essays on the Intellectual

Powers of Man

Essay Two Of the powers we have by means of our external senses

Chapter 5 Of perception

In speaking of the impressions made on our organs in perception, we build upon

facts borrowed from anatomy and physiology, for which we have the testimony

of our senses. But, being now to speak of perception itself, which is solely an act

of the mind, we must appeal to another authority. The operations of our minds

are known, not by sense, but by consciousness, the authority of which is as

certain and as irresistible as that of sense.

In order, however, to our having a distinct notion of any of the operations of

our own minds, it is not enough that we be conscious of them; for all men have

this consciousness. It is farther necessary that we attend to them while they are

exerted, and reflect upon them with care, while they are recent and fresh in our

memory. It is necessary that, by employing ourselves frequently in this way, we

get the habit of this attention and reflection; and, therefore, for the proof of facts



which I shall have occasion to mention upon this subject, I can only appeal to

the reader’s own thoughts, whether such facts are not agreeable to what he is

conscious of in his own mind.

If, therefore, we attend to that act of our mind which we call the perception of

an external object of sense, we shall find in it these three things:—First, Some

conception or notion of the object perceived; Secondly, A strong and irresistible

conviction and belief of its present existence; and, Thirdly, That this conviction

and belief are immediate, and not the effect of reasoning.

First, It is impossible to perceive an object without having some notion or

conception of that which we perceive. We may, indeed, conceive an object which

we do not perceive; but, when we perceive the object, we must have some conception

of it at the same time; and we have commonly a more clear and steady notion

of the object while we perceive it, than we have from memory or imagination

when it is not perceived. Yet, even in perception, the notion which our senses give

of the object may be more or less clear, more or less distinct, in all possible

degrees.

Thus we see more distinctly an object at a small than at a great distance. An object at a great

distance is seen more distinctly in a clear than in a foggy day. An

object seen indistinctly with the naked eye, on account of its smallness, may be



seen distinctly with a microscope. The objects in this room will be seen by a

person in the room less and less distinctly as the light of the day fails; they pass

through all the various degrees of distinctness according to the degrees of the

light, and, at last, in total darkness they are not seen at all. What has been said of

the objects of sight is so easily applied to the objects of the other senses, that the

application may be left to the reader.

In a matter so obvious to every person capable of reflection, it is necessary only

farther to observe, that the notion which we get of an object, merely by our

external sense, ought not to be confounded with that more scientific notion

which a man, come to the years of understanding, may have of the same object,

by attending to its various attributes, or to its various parts, and their relation to

each other, and to the whole. Thus, the notion which a child has of a jack for

roasting meat, will be acknowledged to be very different from that of a man who

understands its construction, and perceives the relation of the parts to one

another, and to the whole. The child sees the jack and every part of it as well as

the man. The child, therefore, has all the notion of it which sight gives; whatever

there is more in the notion which the man forms of it, must be derived from other

powers of the mind, which may afterwards be explained. This observation is

made here only that we may not confound the operations of different powers of



the mind, which by being always conjoined after we grow up to understanding,

are apt to pass for one and the same.

Secondly, In perception we not only have a notion more or less distinct of the

object perceived, but also an irresistible conviction and belief of its existence.

This is always the case when we are certain that we perceive it. There may be a

perception so faint and indistinct as to leave us in doubt whether we perceive the

object or not. Thus, when a star begins to twinkle as the light of the sun withdraws,

one may, for a short time, think he sees it without being certain, until the

perception acquire some strength and steadiness. When a ship just begins to

appear in the utmost verge of the horizon, we may at first be dubious whether we

perceive it or not; but when the perception is in any degree clear and steady, there

remains no doubt of its reality; and when the reality of the perception is ascertained,

the existence of the object perceived can no longer be doubted.

By the laws of all nations, in the most solemn judicial trials, wherein men’s

fortunes and lives are at stake, the sentence passes according to the testimony of

eye or ear witnesses of good credit. An upright judge will give a fair hearing to

every objection that can be made to the integrity of a witness, and allow it to be

possible that he may be corrupted; but no judge will ever suppose that witnesses

may be imposed upon by trusting to their eyes and ears. And if a sceptical counsel



should plead against the testimony of the witnesses, that they had no other evidence

for what they declared but the testimony of their eyes and ears, and that we

ought not to put so much faith in our senses as to deprive men of life or fortune

upon their testimony, surely no upright judge would admit a plea of this kind. |

believe no counsel, however sceptical, ever dared to offer such an argument; and,

if it was offered, it would be rejected with disdain.



