Berkeley’s Project
(Preface)

To reply to “those who are tainted with scepticism, or want a demonstration of the existence and immateriality of God, or the natural immortality of the soul”

80 years after Descartes announced this same project in his Meditations, it is still Berkeley’s aim
because no real progress has been made, despite all the efforts of such able thinkers as Descartes, Malebranche, and Locke

(Introduction)

This failure is not due to any weakness of the human knowing powers

It is rather the product of a particular error that has crept into the speculative sciences and prevented thinkers from taking the right path

This is the belief that we can form abstract ideas
Types of abstract ideas
(Intro. 7-9)

i. ideas of the individual qualities and modes of things represented apart from all the other qualities and modes of those things

¤

e.g., the exact colour, ■, of the above object

e.g., the exact shape, ¤, of the above object

Types of abstract ideas (cont.’d)
(Intro. 7-9)

ii. ideas of kinds of individual qualities and modes  (“most abstract ideas”)
e.g., shape in general (the idea of a shape that is not the idea of any specific shape of any specific colour); 

extension in general (the idea of being spread out but not spread out in any specific way);

colour in general (the idea of a colour that is not any specific colour)
Types of abstract ideas (cont.’d)
(Intro. 7-9)

iii. ideas of kinds of thing (made up of collections of ideas)

and of yet more generic kinds of thing (made up of smaller collections of type (ii) ideas)

e.g., the idea of a dog of no specific size, shape, colour;

of an animal;

of a living thing;

Berkeley’s argument against abstract ideas
(i)  All are agreed that it is impossible for an individual quality or mode to exist on its own

(ii) Moreover, it is obviously impossible for there to be a shape that is of no shape, a colour that is of no colour, etc.

(iii) Finally, all are agreed that all things that exist are particulars and that genera and species of things are not themselves entities that could possibly exist in their own right, apart from particulars

But what cannot possibly exist cannot be conceived, either.

So ideas of separate qualities and modes cannot be formed by the mind
Why should we accept that what cannot possibly exist is inconceivable?
Traveling faster than the speed of light is impossible, but not inconceivable.

What sense of “impossible” did Berkeley have in mind?

1.  Logical impossibility requires contradiction in conceiving the opposite.

But “it has shape and it does not have colour” is not of that form

2.  Physical impossibility does not entail inconceivability

e.g. faster than light speeds
3.  Psychological impossibility is question-begging.

the psychological impossibility of conceiving abstract ideas is what he wanted to prove
Another possibility

Berkeley’s argument for the impossibility of abstracting ideas rests on a direct appeal to introspection.

He simply asks us all to agree that we cannot form certain kinds of ideas.

But why should we agree that we aren’t having a thought when we think of, e.g., shape without colour?

Perhaps because he presupposed that ideas are like pictures or images of things.

If you can’t make a picture or image of something, you can’t have an idea of it.

Another alternative
Berkeley followed Locke and Descartes in recognizing a sense of logical possibility and impossibility that is not based on the law of non-contradiction

But rather on intuitions of the relations between ideas.

E.g.  the impossibility of orange being more like green than red is not grounded on the law of non-contradiction but on intuitively evident relations of ideas

Similarly the impossibility of uncoloured extension
Understood in this way, inconceivability really does follow from impossibility since impossibility is cashed out in terms of what relations our ideas can possibly exhibit.
Further Projects
· consider what has been said in favour of abstract ideas by their ablest patrons (Intro. 11-12)

· show that they are of no use for the purposes for which they have been intended, namely:

· communication of thought to others (Intro. 13-14)

· the enlargement of knowledge (Intro. 15-17)

· reply to the objection that the existence of general terms in language implies the existence of abstract ideas in the mind (Intro. 18-20)

In the process:

· explain what we are really doing when we think we are using abstract ideas
What has been said in favour of abstract ideas
(Intro. 11-12)

The ability to use language implies the ability to have abstract ideas.

Because language contains general terms and general terms are signs of general (i.e., abstract) ideas.

Berkeley’s reply
There are general ideas.

But they are not abstract.

They are particular ideas used as signs of all other ideas of the same sort.
Berkeley’s reply to the claim that abstract ideas are necessary for communication
(Intro. 13-14)

As described by Locke, forming abstract ideas seems impossible for the ablest of us, let alone for children.

Yet children can communicate with one another.

Berkeley’s reply to the charge that abstract ideas are necessary for the advancement of knowledge

(Intro. 15-17)

(Recall Locke’s claim that because scientific knowledge is the knowledge of general rules and relations between types of things, it must make use of abstract ideas)
Universality is not a thing, but a relation.

(When we reason in the sciences, we do not reason about universal things, but about particular things that are made universal by being taken as signs for a number of other things – i.e., by being related to a number of other things)

Berkeley’s reply to the objection that the existence of general terms implies the existence of abstract ideas
(Intro. 18-20)

It is a mistake to suppose that every name has (or ought to have) only one precise signification.

Many words are “insignificant” (i.e., they signify nothing)
Many words that do have signification are not used with that purpose in mind (e.g., words that immediately rouse a passion)

Many words that do have signification and are not used for some other purpose are nonetheless made immediate subjects for thought and “calculation,” and the ideas they signify are passed over.

The remaining words signify particular ideas that are considered as representatives of whole groups of things.

A CONCLUDING NOTE
Calculating with words is a bad thing.

because words can run away from the things they signify and end up being employed without any meaning

We ought always to think using ideas rather than words.

