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Common Sense.. Not So Common?

EESEtt 4 —HEHEEHHEE S. McNamara

On teaching a communication class, with a linguistic target of making complaints and polite
requests, the topic of “manners on the train” was given as a warm up activity. Students were
asked which manners bother them on the train, and asked to explain why, with the hope of
giving them opportunities to use the expressions in short conversations.

A student, let’s call him Sen, mentioned that others talking on the phone incensed him. Not
being innocent of this myself, I said, “Come on, Sen. Explain why in a sentence”. After some
reticence, he stated, “it's our common sense”. I disagreed. To me, in no sense would this be an
issue of common sense, regardless of it being a cause of offence. So I wondered, is Sen’s idea of

“common sense” different to his sensei’s? Maybe there is more than one meaning to the phrase.

Meaning 1: Common Sense is a Shared Set of Values

In this version, “common” means “shared” or “prevalent”. That is, “common sense” is a
shared understanding about the correct way of doing things. Due to this, it can be seen as
having similarities to the idea of manners. Sen, above, sees common sense in this way. Talking
on the phone is a violation of “our” social order because it is not often done; he didn't mention
it being rude for the noise and annoyance it could create. This may be a characteristically
Japanese view of the phrase. This argument is supported if one sees Japan as a group-oriented
society with a high regard for social order (perhaps born of the pragmatics of generations
living in near proximity on a populous island), and it could even be hinted at by the first kanj:

of the new era.

Meaning 2: Common Sense is Basic Intelligence

This view of the phrase is the one I grew up with in Australia, it could be a common
western understanding of the term. Consider the following phrase: “She has more dollars than
sense”. The meaning of the phrase is, she is wealthy but foolish (it also includes a play on the
words sense/cents). In this phrase, very often employed in English conversation, “sense” is a
synonym for intelligence. Further, the title of this piece is another popular phrase, with the
unfortunate meaning that most people are unintelligent. Indeed, the Oxford dictionary defines
the word in a similar way, as “the ability to think about things in a practical way and make
sensible decisions”. This is supported in my experience as a boy: I just may have been implored
to “use some common sense!l”, when undertaking some particularly risky (and enjoyable) task,

but not for breaking a social rule.
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