Berkeley’s Idealism

The First of the Three Dialogues
Berkeley aims to refute realist positions. He refutes realism in two different ways:

- He examines the concept of matter and discovers that it lacks any proper content. Enquires into what properties mind-independent matter is supposed to possess and then shows that it can’t posses any of them. 
- He reflects on nature of thought, on what it is for something to be, or be the content of, an idea – and concludes that there cannot be a concept of anything essentially independent of mind. This method is expressed in the attack on abstract ideas and the supposed proof that one cannot conceive of the unperceived (p.139). At its core lies the theory that thoughts are merely images, i.e. they are not essentially different from sense-contents and sensations.

The First Dialogue
Stage 1: Hylas is quickly persuaded that objects of immediate perception/sensible things are those only which are immediately perceived by the senses.

Stage 2: Philonous (Berkeley) aims to show that sensible qualities (primary and secondary qualities) are mind-dependent.

Philonous sets out by arguing against the independence of secondary qualities, or the externality of secondary qualities. Argues that secondary qualities are mental.

· Assimilation argument.

This aims to show that the quality in question (for e.g., heat/temp) should be assimilated to another quality which is undeniably mind dep. 

Philonous argues…

(1) Great heat is identical to pain.

(2) Pain is mind-dependent i.e. not possible for an unperceiving thing to have pain.

(3) Material substance is not a perceiving thing. Therefore

(4) Material substance is not a subject of pain. Therefore

(5) Material substance is not a subject of great heat.

There are no thoughts, sensations, emotions, etc outside our minds. Mental concepts are subjective, e.g. a great heat IS a great pain, so intense heat can be assimilated to pain and in this sense does not exist in the external world.

· Argument from Illusion or conflicting appearances.

Philonous argues that the perceptual experiences of different people, different species, even of one person over time, conflict with each other and thus cannot all be of a material world, concluding that none are. 

Water can feel both cold and hot and warm at the same time. Philonous concludes that the temperature, heat, coldness (what we are aware of) cannot be in the water itself. Objects look, feel, etc, different to different observers or to the same observers at different times – what one is therefore aware of cannot be the objects themselves. 

Philonous then goes on to argue against the externality of primary qualities. Argues that primary qualities are mental. For the most part these parallel his arguments for the secondary qualities. He concludes, ‘the very same arguments which you [Hylas] admitted, as conclusive against the secondary qualities, are without any farther application of force against the primary too’ (pp.132-33)
Stage 3: Hylas’ objections to Philonous’ arguments. 

The different ways Hylas tries to avoid the conclusion that all sensible qualities exist only in the mind:

1. Distinction between act and object of perception (p.133). Hylas claims that the former is in the mind, but the latter is not. Perceiving is something we do, and the objects of perception are the things we do it to. Philonous replies that perceptual experience is involuntary, as opposed to turning one’s head to look.

2. Hylas supposes that there must be a material substratum in which sensible qualities inhere (p.136). Philonous replies by arguing that it is not clear what ‘substratum’ is. Substratum supposedly stands in relation to known sensible qualities, supports or underlies sensible qualities, but that relation, that ‘support’ or ‘underlying’, is metaphorical, not ‘as your legs support your body’ (p.138).
3. The un-conceived tree: it is possible to conceive of a sensible object which no one has perceived. Philonous denies this, and argues that to conceive of an un-conceived tree is a contradiction; as contradictory as to see an unseen tree.

Hylas. ‘What more easy than to conceive a tree or house existing by itself, independent of, and unperceived by any mind whatsoever? I do at present conceive them existing after that manner.

Philonous. ‘How say you, Hylas, can you see a thing which is at the same time unseen?’

Hylas. ‘No, that were a great contradiction’.

Philonous. ‘Is it not as great a contradiction to talk of conceiving a thing which is un-conceived?’

Hylas. ‘It is.

Philonous. ‘The tree or house therefore which you think of, is conceived by you… And what it conceived, is surely in the mind… How then came you to say, you conceived a house or tree existing independent and out of all minds whatsoever?’

Hylas. ‘That was I own an oversight’ (pp.139-40).

4. Objects of perception are spatially distinct from us. Vision in particular shows objects to be spatially distinct from us. Berkeley denies this objection. He argues that dreamt objects also appear at a distance. 

Philonous. ‘Do you not in a dream too perceive those… objects?

Hylas. ‘I do’.

Philonous. ‘And have they not then the same appearance of being distant?

Hylas. ‘They have’. 

Philonous. ‘But you do not thence conclude the apparitions in a dream to be without the mind?’

Hylas. ‘By no means’.

Philonous. ‘You ought not therefore to conclude that sensible objects are without the mind, from their appearance or manner wherein they are perceived’ (p.140).
5. Ideas are signs of material objects. We could distinguish the idea we perceive from the objects they represent. Hylas says, ‘I think there are two kinds of objects, the one perceived immediately, which are likewise called ideas; the other are real things or external objects perceived by the mediation of ideas, which are their images or representations. Now I own, ideas do not exist without the mind; but the latter sort of objects do’ (pp.142-43). In other words, what enables an idea or mental image to represent an object is that the idea resembles the object.
Philonous replies by pointing out that an idea can be like nothing but an idea. An idea cannot resemble a physical thing. Ideas of primary qualities no more resemble the object than ideas of secondary qualities do. Philonous manages to get Hylas to admit, ‘I find it impossible for me to conceive or understand how anything but an idea can be like an idea’ (p.146).  
Some useful notes on Berkeley
· World contains objects that we perceive; these objects (trees, bodies) are composed of ideas which are necessarily perceived. A tree is not an idea – it is a collection of ideas.

· The world is our perception of it, and is as it is perceived.

· Berekely argues that all we ever perceive are qualities of objects, and only by perceiving their qualities do we perceive objects themselves.

· In the realm of the sensible, there is no distinction between the quality of the thing, and the thing which has the quality, for if you take away the qualities there is nothing left in the perception.

· Berkeley calls any act or state of having ideas ‘perceiving’. So perceiving X is sensing, conceiving, imagining, remembering, thinking about X.

· Berkeley argues that sensible qualities of objects – colours, shapes, odours, etc – are sensory ideas. Objects are collections of such ideas. As such, objects exist ‘in the mind’.

Objection: saying the table is brown is different from saying the table looks brown. 

But this objection begs the question. It assumes that the content of assertions about what qualities objects possess is independent of questions about how anyone could recognise what they possess. It makes the assumption that there are facts about qualities of objects which are independent or can be talked about without reference to experience of them — and this is the very thing Berkeley denies.

We are talking about sensible qualities, able to be sensed properties, and how can we talk about the sensible qualities of objects independent of our perceptions? Indeed, we are dealing with sensible qualities, the whole evidence of existence of which comes from sensory awareness (Grayling, Berkeley, p.54)

· The above objection also assumes a distinction between how things are and how they seem (realist distinction). Berkeley wants to deny this distinction. 

The motive for the realist distinction is the desire to explain causes of our experiences, objects whose existence is independent of thought or experience, so that the objects can be describable without reference to conditions under which they are perceived, and will be objective.

But Berkeley argues that all we have available to us are our sensory ideas, which we can’t put aside to see if anything lies behind them. The assertion that there is anything behind them is unverifiable. Problem for realist: if sources of experience lie beyond experience we have no grounds for asserting they exist, and if they are accessible to experience then they are not experience-independent. (Berkeley rejected Locke’s materialism, his realism and his representationalism, believing they led to scepticism.)

Essential reading
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