
THOMAS REID AND THE STORY OF 
EPISTEMOLOGY

The two great philosophical figures at the culminating point of
the Enlightenment are Thomas Reid in Scotland and Immanuel
Kant in Germany. Reid was by far the more influential across
Europe and the United States well into the nineteenth century.
Since that time his fame and influence have been eclipsed by his
German contemporary.

This important book by one of today’s leading philosophers of
knowledge and religion will do much to reestablish the signifi-
cance of Reid for philosophy today. Nicholas Wolterstorff has 
produced the first systematic account of Reid’s epistemology.
Relating Reid’s philosophy to present-day epistemological discus-
sions, the author demonstrates how they are at once remarkably
timely, relevant, and provocative.

No other book both uncovers the deep pattern of Reid’s
thought and relates it to contemporary philosophical debate. This
book should be read by historians of philosophy as well as all
philosophers concerned with epistemology and the philosophy of
mind.

Nicholas Wolterstorff is Noah Porter Professor of Philosophical
Theology at Yale University. His previous Cambridge University
Press books are Divine Discourse (1995) and John Locke and the
Ethics of Belief (1996).
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Preface

ix

There are signs today of a renaissance of interest in the philoso-
phy of Thomas Reid; whether those signs are a portent remains
to be seen. If so, it will indeed be a renaissance. Reid has almost
disappeared from the canon used for teaching modern philoso-
phy in the universities of the West. Yet from the last decade or two
of the eighteenth century, on through most of the nineteenth, he
was probably the most popular of all philosophers in Great Britain
and North America and enjoyed considerable popularity on the
continent of Europe as well. I myself judge him to have been one
of the two great philosophers of the latter part of the eighteenth
century, the other being of course Immanuel Kant.

Why has Reid almost disappeared from the canon? No doubt
for a number of reasons; let me mention just three. For one thing,
the reception of Reid’s philosophy both trivialized and misun-
derstood him. It trivialized him by giving looming importance to
his doctrine of Common Sense; it misunderstood him by fail-
ing to see the radicality of his rejection of the prior tradition of
modern philosophy and treating him as if he justified us in for-
getting about Hume and returning to Locke.

Second, scholarship in the history of philosophy lives and
thrives on challenges to the interpretive skills of the scholar and
on the controversies that ensue from different ways of meeting
such challenges: Is there or is there not a vicious “Cartesian
circle,” and so forth. Reid provides relatively little by way of such
challenges. Certainly he’s been misunderstood. Nonetheless, he
is one of the most lucid writers in the history of philosophy; and
never does he suggest that he is revealing to us astonishing, hith-
erto undreamt of, realms of truth. In short, he’s not a very reward-
ing subject for the historian of philosophy. A great many people,
upon reading Reid, have become “Reidian” in one or another
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x Preface

aspect of their thinking; but they haven’t dwelt on him. They’ve
gone on to think for themselves along Reidian lines. That’s been
Reid’s role in the history of philosophy.

I speculate that a third reason is the following. The history of
modern philosophy was first written by Hegel and his followers.
A Hegelian history of anything whatsoever structures the cultural
material into triads of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. All those
who have ever encountered modern philosophy have been
inducted into the Hegelian structure for this material: continen-
tal rationalists, British empiricists, and synthesis in Kant and
Hegel. Reid is not plausibly regarded as an empiricist; he does not
believe, for example, that all concepts are “derived from experi-
ence.” But neither is he a rationalist. As we will see, one of the
deepest themes in his thought is opposition to what he regarded
as the exaggerated claims made for reason by the modern
philosophers – empiricists included!

Reid thus had the great misfortune not to fit what became the
canonical schematization of the history of modern philosophy!
So much the worse for the scheme, one wants to say. What hap-
pened was the opposite. Since the bed was too small for Pro-
crustes, Procrustes’ legs were cut off. I call this a “speculation” on
my part. To make it more than speculation, with this point in
mind one would have to study, among other things, the early
Hegelian histories. I have not done that, nor am I aware that
anyone else has done so.

It was about twenty years ago that I first read Reid, for reasons
that I now cannot recall. I had the sense of discovering a philo-
sophical soul mate: a metaphysical realist who was also, in his own
way, an antifoundationalist. I suppose I also had the vague sense
of having discovered a religious soul mate, less I think because
Reid was a Christian philosopher, though he was, and more
because of the fundamental role in his thought of ungrounded
trust. I resonated with his antirationalism.

For these reasons, and many others, I found him fascinating
but in equal measure baffling. What was he getting at? Why did
he say that? I now know that some of my bafflement – by no means
all – had its source in looking for Reid’s answers to the questions
of contemporary epistemology; I had to learn that some of those
questions were not Reid’s questions but only ours. What kept me
going was that, as with all the great philosophers, one had the

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521790131 - Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology
Nicholas Wolterstorff
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521790131


Preface xi

sense of so much intelligence at work that one hesitated a long
time before settling on the conclusion that the source of baffle-
ment was not obtuseness on one’s own part but confusion and
mistake on the part of the philosopher.

The blend of fascination and bafflement lasted many years. The
fascination remains; the bafflement has now considerably dimin-
ished. Hence, this book.

A word about the book’s genre. This is an interpretation of Reid’s
epistemology. By no means is it a full treatment of his epistemol-
ogy; that would have to be much longer. Instead it offers a line of
interpretation, a way of reading. That’s one thing I mean. I also
mean to suggest that it’s not an exegetical study. When discussing
a given topic, I don’t assemble all the relevant passages so as to
find out what Reid actually said, with all its ambiguities, obscuri-
ties, inconsistencies, and so on. I will in fact attend to ambigui-
ties, obscurities, and all of that; but my aim throughout is not so
much to present what Reid said as to discover what he was trying
to say. Not, be it noted, to discover what he was trying to get at,
understanding that in the way in which it is understood by
Gadamer; that is to say, I do not interpret Reid with the aim of
trying to make what he says come out true. Sensible, intelligent,
but not necessarily true. My goal is to discover the line of thought
that he was trying to clarify and articulate.

I have one more thing in mind. This is not an engagement 
with the scholarly literature on Reid – of which there isn’t very
much in any case. I do not carry on debates with those with whom
I disagree; and I do not very often mention the points at which
my interpretation accords with that of others. That too would
have required a longer book. More relevantly, it would repeatedly
have diverted the reader’s attention from the way of reading
Reid’s epistemology that I offer. Rightly or wrongly, I judge the
need of the day to be a guide to reading Reid, so that his genius
can come to light. What I will do, every now and then, is bring
into the discussion some contemporary alternative to Reid’s 
position; by having a contrast before her, the reader can better
see what it is that Reid was trying to say and the significance
thereof.

There is much in Reid’s thought that is highly provocative. Now
and then I have responded to the provocation and gone beyond
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xii Preface

presenting Reid’s views to discussing them. For the most part,
though, I have restrained myself and simply presented my inter-
pretation of what Reid was trying to say.

During the twenty years that I have been reading and reflect-
ing on Reid I have talked about him with many people, mainly
philosophers and historians, given lectures on him at many
places, most extensively at St. Andrews University, and taught
courses on him at Calvin College, the Free University of Amster-
dam, Notre Dame University, and Yale University. I have learned
much from many. To single out some from those without men-
tioning all is to do injustice to those not singled out. But my
memory isn’t up to mentioning all. It might seem best then to be
just and mention no one. But that would be taken as ingratitude.
So let me mention those who, for one or another reason, sensi-
ble or quirky, happen right now to be in the forefront of my mind
as ones from whom I have either learned about Reid, or been
aided in thinking about what he said: William P. Alston, Ale-
xander Broady, Andrew Chignell, Keith de Rose, Andrew Dole,
Richard Foley, John Haldane, Lee Hardy, Gordon Graham,
Joseph Huston, Alvin Plantinga, Del Ratzsch, Huston Smit, James
van Cleve, Edwin van Driel, René van Woudenberg, Allen W.
Wood, Crispin Wright, Steve Wykstra.

I have used two editions of Reid’s works. First, the standard
edition by William Hamilton of Reid’s complete published works,
along with certain of his letters; I have employed the fifth edition,
published in Edinburgh in 1858 by Maclachlan and Stewart. Sec-
ondly, the critical edition of the Inquiry prepared recently by
Derek R. Brookes and published in Edinburgh in 1997 by Edin-
burgh University Press. This is the first volume in what will be The
Edinburgh Edition of Thomas Reid.

I will employ the following system of references: References to
Reid’s An Inquiry into the Human Mind (1764) will be cited by the
abbreviation IHM, followed by chapter and section number, fol-
lowed by page and column in the Hamilton edition, and page in
the Brookes edition, thus: IHM V, ii [121a; B 58]. Essays on the
Intellectual Powers of Man (1785) will be cited by the abbreviation
EIP, followed by essay and chapter, followed by page and column
in the Hamilton edition, thus: EIP IV, iii [375b]. Essays on the
Active Powers of the Human Mind (1788) will be cited by the abbre-
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Preface xiii

viation EAP, followed by essay and chapter, followed by page and
column in the Hamilton edition. References to passages in Reid’s
letters will be identified by recipient and date, and by page and
column in the Hamilton edition.

I should add that I myself fail to see any significant change in
Reid’s views from his early Inquiry into the Human Mind to his late
Essays on the Intellectual Powers and Essays on the Active Powers; elab-
oration, yes, significant change, no. Thus it’s not the views of early
Reid nor the views of late Reid but just the views of Reid that I
will be articulating. It’s for that reason that, in the references I
offer, I will move freely back and forth between the early Inquiry
and the late essays.
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