Berkeley’s paradoxical

project

To refute scepticism and atheism by demonstrating that there is no such thing as a material world

(not just that we can’t know for sure that things exist outside us)

(but that we can know that there could be no material things)

The inspiration for this project

Atheism and irreligion have two principal foundations:

· modern mechanistic natural philosophy, which teaches that all the phenomena of nature are the effects of material bodies moving as the effect of natural forces, leaving us with no need to recognize an essential role played by God in nature

· scepticism, which by convincing us that we have no good reason to believe anything, is more likely to produce indifference to religion than blind faith

Scepticism in turn gains its principal support from modern mechanistic natural philosophy, 

which teaches that we cannot trust our senses and that the real world is radically different from what it appears to be
The inspiration for this project, cont.d

Both scepticism and modern natural philosophy can be refuted by maintaining that there is no error in the senses
because the “things” that are supposed to really exist

and that are supposed so different from what our senses tell us about

really don’t exist at all

Berkeley’s central principles

What really exists is just:

spirits or thinking things

our own ideas
What causes or produces our ideas is not material things but minds

our ideas of memory and imagination are produced by us

our ideas of sense are produced in us by another mind, who evidently operates in a supremely wise and regular fashion

The laws of nature do not describe natural forces, but the manner in which God acts to produce ideas in us

Berkeley’s central principles, cont.’d

The objects that really exist are just collections of ideas of sensation, brought about in us by God

Our senses inform us accurately about the nature of these objects

They are exactly what they seem to us to be

The views of the vulgar about the nature of objects (that they are hot, coloured, etc.) are therefore correct

the one small error arises from their supposing that objects continue to exist when not perceived, and they may not even believe exactly that
And the world we inhabit is clearly governed by a divine spirit

This divine spirit is constantly speaking to all of us about what ideas it is going to give us next.

The language used is the language of vision and of the laws of nature.
Principles 1-24
Principles 1-6:

Arguments to prove that all the things we know of by means of our senses are collections of ideas that have no existence outside of the mind or apart from being perceived.

Principles 7-24:

Arguments to prove that there can be no material things
(unthinking things that can exist apart from being perceived by thinking things)

Principles 1-6
Principles 1-2: Survey of the objects of human knowledge.
Principles 3:  Analysis of what it means to say that a sensible thing exists.

Conclusion:  The things we know by means of the senses cannot exist apart from being perceived.

Principles 4-6:  Supplementary arguments in support of Principles 3.
Principles 1-2
Sources of human knowledge 

· sense

· “inward feeling or reflection”

· memory & imagination

Berkeley later (Principles 18) added:

· reason

What is known by sense, memory, & imagination:

ideas
What sensible things are:

collections of ideas commonly observed to go together and so given one name.
Principles 3
Q.:  What does it mean for an idea to exist?

A.:  To be perceived by some mind.

(or to be such that it would be perceived were some mind present)

This is obvious for thoughts, passions and ideas formed by imagination.

It is also universally agreed to be the case for sensible qualities

It is also all that we can mean when we speak of the existence of ideas imprinted on the senses, however complex.
(See Dialogues I)

But sensible things are nothing more than collections of ideas.

So, sensible things cannot exist apart from being perceived.
Principles 4-6
Arguments against the view that sensible objects exist apart from being perceived.
Principles 4:  The view is self-contradictory.

Because sensible things are collections of ideas and ideas cannot exist apart from being perceived.

Principles 5-6: The view requires an impossible abstraction

Namely, of the being of a sensation, idea or impression on the sense from its being perceived.

“It is impossible for me to see or feel anything without an actual sensation of that thing.”

“My conceiving or imagining power does not extend beyond the possibility of real existence or perception.”

“So it is impossible for me to conceive … any sensible thing … distinct from the sensation or perception of it.”

Principles 7-24
Arguments against the existence of material substance
Principles 7-15:  The term “matter” is meaningless when not used to refer to our ideas.
Principles 8:  The “likeness principle.”

Principles 16-17: The term “substance” is meaningless.

Principles 18-20:  The existence of material substances cannot be inferred by reasoning from our sensations.

Principles 21: Supposing that matter does exist leads to scepticism and irreligion.

Principles 22-23: The master argument.

Principles 24: The notion of matter is either self-contradictory or meaningless.
Principles 7-15
There is no known quality that could be ascribed to mind-independent matter.

Principles 7

Matter could not have any of the sensible qualities.

Because these are all ideas and no idea can exist in an unperceiving thing.

Principles 8

Matter could not have any qualities that are like any of the sensible qualities

Because these are all ideas and nothing can be like an idea but another idea.

Principles 9-15

Matter could not have any of the primary qualities.

Because the primary qualities are also sensible qualities and hence only ideas
Because the primary qualities could not exist apart from the secondary qualities, and the secondary qualities are granted by all to exist only in the mind.

Because the same arguments (from perceptual relativity) that are used to prove that the secondary qualities exist only in the mind apply to the primary qualities (which are also relative to circumstances)
Matter could specifically not be:

Extended or mobile because the specific degrees of extension and mobility are relative to mental estimation and the notions of extension in general and motion in general are illegitimate abstractions
Compounded from a number of parts because unity and number depend on arbitrary decisions made by the mind
Principles 16-17

There is no meaningful way substance could be described.
To say that it some substratum or support of unknown qualities is to employ metaphorical terms.

Principles 18-20

There is no reason to suppose matter exists.

Because it cannot be inferred by reasoning from our ideas, considered as effects, to their causes
Because in dreams our ideas do not have material causes so there is no necessary connection between ideas and a material cause.

Because no one understands how a material thing could affect a mind to give it ideas.
Because a “brain in a vat” (actually, “an intelligence, without the help of external bodies”) has as much reason to suppose there are material objects as we do.
Principles 22-23
The “master argument”
“If you can but conceive it possible for … any one idea or anything like an idea, to exist otherwise than in a mind perceiving it, I shall readily give up the cause.”

Note:  Conceiving it possible involves more than conceiving an object without conceiving anyone standing in its vicinity perceiving it.

It involves explaining what it is about the idea in question that would make it possible for it to exist apart from being perceived by a mind.

No such explanation could ever be given because it is a “manifest repugnancy” for an idea to exist unperceived. 
